
THE PARABLE OF THE WICKED VINEDRESSERS 

 

Matthew 21:33-42 

Hear another parable: There was a certain landowner who planted a vineyard and set a hedge 

around it, dug a winepress in it and built a tower. And he leased it to vinedressers and went into 

a far country. Now when vintage-time drew near, he sent his servants to the vinedressers, that they 

might receive its fruit. And the vinedressers took his servants, beat one, killed one, and stoned 

another. Again, he sent other servants, more than the first, and they did likewise to them. Then last 

of all he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ But when the vinedressers saw 

the son, they said among themselves, ‘This is the heir. Come, let us kill him and seize his 

inheritance.’ So, they took him and cast him out of the vineyard and killed him. “Therefore, when 

the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vinedressers?” They said to Him, “He 

will destroy those wicked men miserably, and lease his vineyard to other vinedressers who 

will render to him the fruits in their seasons.” Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the 

Scriptures: ‘The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone. This was 

the LORD’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes’? 

 

We come now to the most solemn of nights, so it seems only right that we should meditate 

on the most solemn of parables. The parable of the wicked vinedressers records the shocking 

treatment of the owner of the vineyard’s servants. And not just his servants, but also his very son 

whom they killed and cast out. While we could spend a long time considering the many details of 

the parable, I only want to answer one question. Why would the vinedressers think that by killing 

the son they would inherit the vineyard? It seems like an odd rationale. To help us think through 

this question, I want to draw on a story I once heard about Pierre Simon Laplace. Laplace was a 

19th century French polymath who wrote a decisive work on the structure of the universe and 

celestial mechanics. Napoleon, after hearing of Laplace’s great achievement, is rumored to have 

asked him why his large book never once mentions God its Creator; to which Laplace responds: 

“Sir, I have no need for that hypothesis”. That’s it, isn’t it? God seems to be a hypothesis of which 

the world can just as easily do without. Every natural effect in this world has an equally reasonable 

and natural cause. Even if we don’t understand that reason today, we will tomorrow or perhaps the 

day after that. Eventually, though, the universe will give up its secrets and yield to man’s 

interrogation. Laplace called God a hypothesis. Today, I think God is viewed more like a delusion, 



a toxic fabrication. History can be read as one long saga of mankind trying to rescue the world 

from the grips of religion—Slowly, methodically, violently if needs be, loosening God’s 

stranglehold on humanity. This, by the way, is my explanation as to why the vinedressers killed 

the son in the parable. They presumed that they could govern the land much better than some 

absentee landlord. Their actions were for the greater good of the vineyard. While not the traditional 

explanation, I suggest that the Owner of the Vineyard is God, the Vineyard is the World, the 

vinedressers is humanity in general, and the beloved Son is none other than Christ Himself. Like 

the owner of the vineyard, God often appears distant, as if living in a faraway country. And yet, 

His Word and His instructions remain in effect. So, we have this binding Word of the Owner, but 

He’s nowhere to be found. It stands to reason then that if we could somehow get rid of the 

Ambassador, we would be rid of the authority itself. Kill the Son, and the distant Landowner fades 

into oblivion; kill the Son and all things are yours.  Imagine the possibilities! A world completely 

free of religious superstition. No more working for someone else. No more giving up a portion of 

our profits. No more attributing our greatness to some Higher power. No more humility about 

efforts, no more apologies about our shortcomings; in short, no more living a borrowed life on 

borrowed property. Think of a world such as this where we are free to define ourselves, live our 

own way, do our own thing, be who we want to be, say what we want to say; no God means all 

things are possible; no God means all things are permissible.  

God is dead, and we have killed Him. This is the world we wanted. This is the world we 

occupy. God’s Son is dead by our hands, and we are glad of it. The vineyard is ours.  For hanging 

on that cross is the fulfillment of our own hidden desire to be free of the God hypothesis. But as it 

turns out, freedom isn’t free. Without the God hypothesis, we are left to our own human devices. 

We have freed ourselves from God, but mankind cannot live without a Creed. In place of God, we 



create our own gods. Of course, these new gods represent the best of man’s fancies and ambitions, 

but human ideals are shallow and one-dimensional. They fail to inspire. In place of God’s laws, 

we devise our own. But now virtue doesn’t flow from love, but is motivated by fear. We must 

force our ideals. We must demand obedience. Without a God, we all become gods. But if everyone 

is a god then no one is. This is a tragic, overlooked fact. We didn’t think it through, and we are 

now caught in the web of our own design. Love is replaced by legislation. Repentance is replaced 

by simply eradicating history. Forgiveness is now in the form of public shaming and 

embarrassment. We are scared to speak in order not to offend. We are scared to act so as not to 

trespass on other people’s rights and identities.  The vineyard lays fallow for who amongst us will 

actually do the work? Not me. I’m too important. I’m way too special to perform such menial 

tasks. The fruit withers on the vine, the earth dries up. The vineyard is wasteland. Darkness hovers 

over the face of the deep. “Father, forgive them for them for they know not what they do”. It’s 

only a faint sound at first. A distant echo somewhere just beyond the horizon. But these words 

grow louder and louder, and yet somehow, they don’t terrify us. They seem to be everywhere and 

nowhere. They envelope us with a sense of peace and calm. “Father, forgive them for they know 

not what they do”. We recognize the voice as the voice of the God we thought we killed. His 

deathless voice now cries out on our behalf. What strange love is this to speak for those who spoke 

against you? The Son’s voice heralds His return. The Landowner approaches. What will He do to 

us? Will He destroy us with His anger? Punish us with His wrath? Will He take the land from us 

and give it to another? “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do”. What should we 

say in response? What can we say? We join the refrain: “Father, forgive us, for we know not what 

we do.” Amen.           

 


