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PAYING THE RENT
Matthew 21:33-46

The lectionary has taken us to a place today that is all too familiar.  The wisdom of Jesus’ words 
2000 years ago speaks directly to one of the most perverse problems that plague our nation, the world, 
and yes, even you and me.  In recent years we have all had front row seats to witness GREED at its best
… or should I say, at its worst?

Let’s listen to what some from the last couple of centuries have said about greed:
 John McCain on the campaign trail in 2008: “This foundation of our economy, the American 

worker, is strong but it has been put at risk by the greed and mismanagement of Wall Street 
and Washington.”

 Friedrich Engels, German industrialist, social scientist, philosopher, and father of Marxist theory 
said: “From the first day to this, sheer greed was the driving spirit of civilization.”

 Edgar Allan Poe on religion: “All religion, my friend, is simply evolved out of fraud, fear, greed, 
imagination, and poetry.”

 Little Richard (you know him, don’t you?): “...men are so full of greed today, they’ll sell anything 
for a little piece of money.”

 Listen to this exchange from National Lampoon’s Vacation:
Clark Griswold (Chevy Chase), “How much do I owe you?”
Mechanic, “How much you got?”
“No, I’m asking you how much the repairs are.”
“And I’m asking you how much you got!”

 The master architect, Frank Lloyd Wright muses: “New York City is a great monument to the 
power of money and greed ... a race for rent.”

 Gandhi: “Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s needs, but not every man’s greed.”
 Actress, Sandy Duncan: “We’ve been raised to compete, to want more! More! More! It’s a way 

of life. It’s about greed.”
 Albert Einstein: “Three great forces rule the world: stupidity, fear and greed.”
 Poet, Maya Angelou: “There is a very fine line between loving life and being greedy for it.”
 One more from Little Richard: “Greed has taken the whole universe, and nobody is worried 

about their soul.”


He was, by all accounts, a successful man.  This builder of fine homes in an upscale American 
suburb, he was known to all as a creative craftsman, a shrewd businessman, a fair-minded employer, 
and a generous benefactor.  But he was aging now, and before he set out for Florida for the winter, he 
approached his top superintendent and told him that he was retiring.  “I want you to build me a home, 
the finest home this company has ever built.  Spare no expense, use the highest quality materials, employ 
the most gifted tradesmen, and build me a masterpiece before I come home next spring.”

The next day, the superintendent set out to build that home ... but not exactly to orders.  If his 
boss was retiring, that meant he’d be losing his job, so he needed to pad his own savings account ... 
after all, how was he going to make it?  And so, he ordered inferior concrete blocks for the foundation, 
but charged the builder for premium blocks, and pocketed the difference.  He hired inexperienced
carpenters, plumbers, electricians, roofers and landscapers, but he charged his boss wages that would be 
paid to master craftsmen, and he put the difference in his own bank account.  He installed cheap 
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appliances and lighting, insufficient insulation, inferior carpet and windows, and he skimmed a tidy sum 
off the top for himself.  

In the spring, when the home was finished, yes, it looked spectacular; it was the signature home
in the neighborhood, and the only thing that made the superintendent happier than how the project 
looked ... was the bottom line in his personal bank account, which had grown by hundreds of thousands of 
dollars that winter.

When the elderly business owner arrived home from Florida that spring, he toured this home fit 
for a king, and he was delighted.  The superintendent handed him the keys and thanked his boss for 
the privilege of working for him all these years.  And then the owner did an unthinkable thing: he said to 
the superintendent “You have been a trusted friend and a loyal partner in my business for all of these
years; you deserve a home like this.  Here, this is my gift to you.”  And he handed him the keys.

GREED is what that story is about, and GREED is everywhere. 
WHY are we seeing this constant battle going on in Washington?  GREED.  WHY are colleges 

jumping ship and heading to new conferences?  GREED.  WHY is O.J. Simpson finally in prison, possibly 
for the rest of his life, after avoiding sentencing for all those years?  He tried to steal back sports 
memorabilia ... but ultimately it was GREED.  WHY is Bernie Madoff serving a 150 year sentence for 
being the “master mind” behind the largest Ponzi scheme in history ... $18 billion stolen?  GREED.  Just 
think of all the casualties of his GREED.  

And folks, those are just the highlights.  

Examples of human selfishness and GREED surround us everyday.  And that’s why this parable 
that Jesus tells us in Matthew’s gospel is so timely and so relevant.  That wise homebuilder thought he 
knew the heart of his superintendent ... if only the superintendent had followed his heart.  But you see, 
Jesus knows how selfishness and greed can overtake the goodness we truly desire in our hearts, and he 
wants us to can change our ways.  

So here’s the story that Jesus told…


There was a landowner who decided to plant a vineyard.  He hauled in the finest soil, planted 
the finest grapes, put in a first-class wine press, built a wall to protect his crops, and finally a tower to 
watch over it all.  Then he leased the vineyard out to some tenants ... something that actually happens 
in farming, even today.

But in the parable Jesus tells ... the renters got GREEDY.  They looked at all the effort THEY had 
invested in growing the crop, caring for the vines, harvesting the grapes, taking them to the market ...
and they resented the fact that the landowner was going to receive just as much from the sale of the grapes 
as they did.  “Not fair!” they cried.  “We deserve better.”  Well ... no, they really didn’t, but their GREED tells 
them that they DID.  So, when the associate manager of the landowner comes for the check, they kill 
him.  And then, when the assistant manager of the landowner comes to collect the rent, they kill her.  
And when the head manager arrives, they beat him up and leave him to die.  

Finally, the landowner has had enough, and he figures “If I send my son, I mean, surely they will 
respect him!” WRONG again, because now the renters believe that if they kill the son ... the only heir ... 
the vineyard will be THEIRS.

And Jesus concludes the parable by asking the Pharisees: “When the owner of that vineyard 
finally shows up, what do you think he’s going to do with those renters?” And I can just hear them all 
responding in one voice: “Why, he will kill the renters for their greed, take the vineyard away from them, 
and give it to someone else who will be faithful in paying the rent.”  And in essence, Jesus replies: “Right you 
are!  And God will do the same thing to YOU!”

I love the last couple of lines in the passage.  “When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his 
parables, they realized that he was speaking about them. (and) They wanted to arrest him...in order to kill 
him.  ‘He was talking about us!’ they said.”  Well, duh!  But that’s how it is with greed.  If we’re good at it, 
we don’t think we’re being greedy; we’re simply taking what’s owed to us.  And if we’re really good at it, 
we point to others and blame them for their selfish, unethical and hurtful behavior.
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WHO is to blame for the Wall Street fiasco; was it the greedy lenders?  “You’re darn right it was 

the predatory lenders!”  WHO’S to blame for the high cost of a gallon of gasoline?  Well the greedy oil 
companies, of course!  WHO is to blame for the high cost of health care; the insurance companies? Yes!  
It is certainly not OUR fault; OUR hands are clean, OUR motives are always pure, OUR actions are always 
selfless and benevolent.  Well, here’s some breaking news from the bible, folks: Jesus was speaking about
US, too.  Yep, he was speaking about US in the parable of the wicked tenants.  In fact, WE are present in 
every parable that Jesus ever told.

German theologian, Helmut Thielicke, says that we will never understand those parables until 
we see OURSELVES staring in them.  Folks, the wicked renters are US.  WE have been placed in the most 
lush vineyard in the world.  WE have essentially been given everything we need for life ... food, clothing, 
shelter, meaningful work, family, friends, church, and community.  And it ought to be enough ... for some
it IS, but for many, it is NOT.  So we get greedy and ask for more.  We structure our lives so that we can 
accumulate more stuff, more success, more fame, more power, and more trophies.

And every once in awhile, the Landowner shows up and asks “What about me?”  Whaddaya 
mean, “what about you?”  And the Landowner replies; “I have given you all of this to use, and now I’ve 
come for the RENT.”  And we kill him.  We pay no attention to his voice and ignore his claim upon our 
lives.  We refuse to acknowledge that HE is the source of everything we have, and insist that, NO, I did this 
myself.  But now the RENT comes due.

PAYINGTHE RENT is giving God our TIME.  There are 168 hours in a week, and yet for many of 
us, we complain about being asked to spend one quiet hour a week in worship to give thanks.

PAYINGTHE RENT is using our ABILITIES as we work for God.  We have been gifted with 
amazing talents and skills, but we often look at what other people are able to do and dismiss our own 
gifts.

PAYINGTHE RENT is indeed giving a share of our MONEY.  Everything we have in this world 
actually belongs to God, and is simply on loan to us.  Do you believe that?  Sure, God says use what we 
have, but we need to give some of it back for the work of the Kingdom.  However we forget to pay the 
rent, or we refuse to pay the rent, and then complain that all the church ever talks about is money.

PAYINGTHE RENT is living as followers of the Way. Loving and living; forgiving and giving; 
accepting and including; reaching out and promoting justice ... are all ways we pay the rent.  But we 
get way too caught up in our own little world; wrapped up in our own neat and tidy boxes ... and 
forget that there are people out there who hurt; people who live in darkness; people who need to 
experience the light of Christ and to feel our love.

Yes, the parable is all about GREED.  But I retract what I said earlier.  Jesus is not speaking to US.  
That’s too vague.  Jesus is speaking to ME.  I have met the wicked renter and it is ME.  But I have also met 
the Landowner and find him to be a GRACIOUS GOD. God gives me a second chance and a third and 
fourth and a fifth.  And so in gratitude, I vow today to take a look at my life and correct the greed that lies 
within me.  And I invite YOU ... my fellow renters ... to join me.  

The vineyard is ours to use ... but also to SHARE.  The Landowner is ours to love ... and we love 
him by LOVING OTHERS.  And his purpose is to provide us the means to accomplish those things ... for 
we have a wonderful gift ... the indwelling Spirit of our Great Landowner.  


On this World Communion Sunday, as we gather around one table with our global brothers and 

sisters, let us be reminded that PAYING THE RENT is how we can touch those who desperately need to 
know God is THERE ... that God is LOVE.

Amen and Amen.


