
The Restoration of the Lord’s Vineyard  
A Study of Matthew 21:33-45 - Part I 

 
As He approached Jerusalem just days before his passion, Jesus performed three symbolic acts which serve as 
the background and context for the parable of “The Restoration of the Lord’s Vineyard”. First, in what we call 
“the triumphal entry”, Jesus entered Jerusalem riding on a donkey’s colt (Matthew 21:1-11) in fulfillment of 
Zechariah 9:9. Immediately following this, Jesus entered the temple area and began to overturn the tables of 
the money changers and the seats of those who were selling (Matthew 21:12-17), in fulfillment of Jeremiah 7:11. 
And finally, upon returning to Jerusalem the following day, Jesus cursed a barren and fruitless fig tree 
(Matthew 21:18-22) in fulfillment of Jeremiah 8:13. As we navigate through this labyrinth of Old Testament 
allusions, we will better understand the role that these three symbolic acts played in parable of “The Restoration of the 
Lord’s Vineyard”. 
 

Symbolic Act #1 
Matthew 21:1-5 
When they had approached Jerusalem and had come to Bethphage, at the Mount of Olives, then Jesus sent 
two disciples, saying to them, “Go into the village opposite you, and immediately you will find a donkey 
tied there and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to Me. “If anyone says anything to you, you shall 
say, ‘The Lord has need of them,’ and immediately he will send them.” This took place to fulfill what was 
spoken through the prophet: “Say to the daughter of Zion, ‘Behold your King is coming to you, gentle, and mounted on a 
donkey, even on a colt, the foal of a beast of burden.  
 
The prophet to whom Matthew referred was Zechariah the son of Iddo (Zechariah 1:1) 
 
Zechariah 9:9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming 
to you; He is just and endowed with salvation, humble, and mounted on a donkey, even on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  
 
The general context of Zechariah 9:9 begins in 8:1 and continues to the end of chapter 10. With obvious 
allusions to Isaiah (compare Zechariah 8:2-3,20-23, 9:10 with Isaiah 2:2-4, and Zechariah 9:14-16 with 
Isaiah 25:7-9, 27:12-13), Zechariah prophesied the last day’s restoration/salvation of Israel at the return of 
the Lord to Zion. But before that restoration would take place, Zechariah also foretold the protection and 
deliverance of Israel from an “oppressor” (9:8), which may have referred to the conquests of the Maccabees 
during the time of Antiochus Epiphanes. It is within this context that the prophet sees the coming of the 
King with salvation (9:9) who obtains dominion “from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the 
earth” (9:10), in fulfillment of the Abrahamic blessing (Genesis 15:8, Exodus 23:31). 
 
By fulfilling Zechariah 9:9, Jesus was identifying himself as Yahweh of the Old Testament, the King and 
Creator of Israel (Isaiah 43:15). But more than that, Jesus was communicating to the Jews of his day that an 
“oppressor of the people” was about arise and He himself had come - and would come again - to accomplish 
a great deliverance in Israel. But, there would be a twist to the story as they knew it. This time the oppressor 
was not Antiochus Epiphanes, it was the rulers of Jerusalem. This time, the people of God were not those 
of the natural lineage of Abraham, but those who by faith had embraced Jesus as King and Lord. Thus, the 
triumphal entry of Christ was as a sign of the imminent last day’s salvation of the remnant of Israel and the overthrow of their 
persecutors in fulfillment of Zechariah. This becomes even clearer when we consider what happened next….  
 
Matthew 21:6-9 
The disciples went and did just as Jesus had instructed them, and brought the donkey and the colt, and laid 
their coats on them; and He sat on the coats. Most of the crowd spread their coats in the road, and others 
were cutting branches from the trees and spreading them in the road. The crowds going ahead of Him, and 



those who followed, were shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David; blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord; 
Hosanna in the highest!” 
 
Matthew 21:9 is a direct quotation from Psalm 118. 
 
Psalm 118:26 
Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord, we have blessed you from the house of the Lord. 
 
Just like Zechariah 9, a dominant theme in Psalm 118 is the Lord’s salvation and deliverance of Israel 
(118:5,8-9,14-16,24-25) and the “cutting off” of their enemies (118:10-12,22-23). The “blessed One” who 
would “come in the name of the Lord” was the “Stone which the builders had rejected”, who would soon become the 
“chief corner-Stone” (118:22,26). Jesus as King (Luke 19:38) had come to Jerusalem on the foal of a donkey as 
a sign of the last day’s rejection and salvation of Israel. Salvation for those who rejoiced in “the day that the Lord 
had made” (Psalm 118:24, Matthew 21:8-11,15), but rejection for those who had despised it (118:22, 
Matthew 21:15, Luke 19:39).  
 
It is also significant that in Mark’s account of these events, Mark adds the phrase, “Blessed is the coming kingdom 
of our father David” (compare Mark 11:10 with Matthew 21:9). And in Luke’s account, Luke closes this scene 
with a prophecy of the coming destruction of Jerusalem which ends with the phrase, “the time of your visitation” 
(Luke 19:41-44). In the former, Mark’s mention of the “coming kingdom of David” connects the salvation 
of Israel at the coming of the King to the arrival of the kingdom of God. As we shall see, Jesus makes the same 
connections in the parable under consideration. In the latter, Luke’s reference to the destruction of 
Jerusalem in AD70 provides a historical timeframe (and time limitation) for the fulfillment of Israel’s last 
day’s salvation in fulfillment of Zechariah 9. And, Luke’s mention of “the time of visitation” is a powerful 
allusion to the eschatological (second) exodus of Israel (Isaiah 11:11-16) which would accomplish both the 
deliverance of the righteous (Exodus 50:24-25, Exodus 4:31, Jeremiah 29:10, Luke 1:68,78, 7:16, Acts 
15:14-17, 1 Peter 2:12) and the judgment of their enemies (Jeremiah 8:12, Jeremiah 46:21, Hosea 9:7, 1 
Peter 2:12, Luke 21:20-22).  
 
For the inspired writers of the gospels, the symbolic act of the triumphal entry was a sign to those who had “eyes to 
see and ears to hear” that Israel’s last day’s exodus had begun; which would accomplish the salvation of the remnant, the 
destruction of the wicked, and culminate in the establishment of the restored kingdom of David. What Jesus does next will 
vindicate this interpretation.  
 

Symbolic Act #2 
Matthew 21:12-13 
And Jesus entered the temple and drove out all those who were buying and selling in the temple, and 
overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those who were selling doves. And He said to 
them, “It is written, My house shall be called a house of prayer; but you are making it a robbers den. 
 
Through this highly symbolic act in the temple, Jesus was bringing to remembrance the “word from the 
Lord that came to Jeremiah” (Jeremiah 7:1). 
 
Jeremiah 7:11 
Has this house, which is called by My name, become a den of robbers in your sight? Behold, I, even I, have seen it” declares the 
Lord. 
 
Once again, Jesus’ allusion to this text would have conjured up far more for a first century Jew than it 
generally does for a 21st century Christian. Just prior to the invasion of Judah in 605BC and the demise of 
Jerusalem in 586BC at the hands of the Babylonians, Jeremiah condemned his fellow countrymen for their 
oppression of the alien, their murder of the innocent, and their worship of false gods (7:2-8). Despite their 



willful rebellion, the Jews of Jeremiah’s day assumed that the presence of the temple in the land guaranteed 
their protection from invasions by foreign nations. Evidently, they had forgotten their own history. 
 
In response to their false security in the temple, the Lord called upon Israel to remember what he had 
allowed to take place in Shiloh (7:12-15). For over four hundred years the ark of the covenant which 
symbolized the presence of the Lord had rested in the tabernacle at Shiloh in Ephraim (Joshua 18:1, Judges 
18:31). Yet, through disobedience to the covenant, the Lord had allowed the ark to fall into the hands of 
the Philistines (1 Samuel 4:10-11) and later, for the land to be conquered and the people scattered through 
the invasion of the Assyrians in 722BC (2 Kings 17:23). Thus, Jeremiah’s message to Judah in his day was 
that the presence of God symbolized by the temple was about to be removed, and the land itself overthrown. 
What God had done to Shiloh, he was now about to do to Jerusalem (Jeremiah 26:6).  
 
By quoting Jeremiah 7:11, it was this part of their history which Jesus intended his Jewish listeners to bring 
to remembrance. Through their abominations, the Father’s house (the temple in Jerusalem which 
represented his presence) had become a den of robbers (a lair of bandits), and would soon be “cast out of 
sight” just as had been done in Shiloh (7:12-15). The ruin of Jerusalem, the fall of the temple, and the 
complete dispersion of the Jews at the hands of the Romans in AD70 accomplished this very thing.  
 
Before moving on, we will offer a brief comment on the parallel accounts of this symbolic act as they relate 
to the parable of “The restoration of the Lord’s Vineyard”. Marks account (11:15-17) adds the phrase, “for 
all nations”, and so reads, “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations” (Mark 11:17); which is an 
allusion to Isaiah 56:7. In John’s account of this event (2:13-17), John records that after Jesus had 
symbolically cleansed and overthrew the temple, the disciples had “remembered that it was written, Zeal for 
your house will consume me”; an allusion to both Psalm 69:9 and Psalm 119:139.  
 
Concerning the former, Isaiah prophesied the revealing of the salvation/righteous of Israel at the 
establishment of the New and everlasting Covenant, in fulfillment of the faithful mercies promised to David 
(Isaiah 55:1-3, 56:1, 2 Samuel 7:12-13). But, not only would Israel be saved through this new covenant, so 
would “the foreigner” and “the eunuch” who had “joined themselves to the Lord”; making the temple of 
the Lord a “house of prayer for all the peoples” (Isaiah 56:3-8).  
 
Concerning the latter, the zeal and love that David possessed for the presence of the Lord drove him to 
“stand in the gap” for the cause of Zion. As a result, the reproaches that the wicked had heaped upon the 
Lord had also fallen on David (an example of the “sufferings of Christ” under the Old Covenant – Hebrews 
11:24-26). Concerning the wicked David prayed, “May their camp be desolate; that none may dwell in their 
tents” (69:25), yet concerning the righteous he prophesied, “For God will save Zion and build the cities of 
Judah, that they may dwell there and possess it. The descendants of his servants will inherit it, and those 
who love his name will dwell in it” (69:35-36). And for Psalm 119:139, the psalmist plainly states why his 
zeal had consumed him; because, “my adversaries have forgotten your words”. That is, they had rejected and despised 
the covenant and the commandments of Yahweh.  
 
Thus, for Mark, the removal of the natural and exclusively Jewish temple would give way to a greater 
spiritual temple, inclusive of all nations. While for John, Jesus as the Son and Seed of David had picked up the 
“mantle of zeal” for the temple, and through this symbolic act had prophesied the desolation of the enemy’s 
camp and the restoration of Zion and its citizens. Yet again there was a twist the original story. Obedience 
to the Torah was now being defined as obedience the teachings of Christ. Those who had refused his words had 
become members of the “enemies camp”, who’s “table” had become their snare (Psalm 69:22) and whose 
“house” would be left to them desolate (Matthew 23:37-39). 
 
 
 



Symbolic Acts #3 
Matthew 21:18-19 
Now in the morning, when He was returning to the city, He became hungry. Seeing a lone fig tree by the 
road, He came to it and found nothing on it except leaves only; and He said to it, “No longer shall there ever be 
any fruit from you.” And at once the fig tree withered. 
 
In my opinion, Jesus is once again drawing from the words of Jeremiah….  
 
Jeremiah 8:13 
 “I will surely snatch them away,” declares the Lord; “There will be no grapes on the vine and no figs on the fig tree, 
and the leaf will wither; and what I have given them will pass away.” 
 
There are at least two reasons why Jeremiah 8:13 should be considered the primary Old Testament source 
for this symbolic act of Jesus. First, Jeremiah 8 is a continuation of the prophecy concerning the overthrow of 
Judah and Jerusalem by the Babylonians that we looked at in Jeremiah 7, which Jesus directly alluded to in 
Matthew 21:13. The barren vine and the unfruitful fig tree in Jeremiah 8:13 were symbols of the desolations to 
come upon the covenant-nation, which provides the interpretation for the same symbols used in Matthew 21:19. This becomes 
abundantly clear in light of another of Jesus’ parables.  
 
In Luke 13 Jesus told a parable of “a man who had a fig tree which had been planted in his vineyard” (13:6). For three 
years the man had come looking for fruit on this fig tree yet found nothing, so he gave orders to “cut it down” 
(13:7). In protest, the vine-keeper pleaded with the man, “Let it alone, sir, for this year too, until I dig around it and 
put in fertilizer; and if it bears fruit next year, fine, but if not, cut it down” (13:9). Clearly, the fruitless fig tree in Luke 
13 represents the nation of Judah who during the time of Jesus’ ministry (three and a half years) had failed 
to produce the fruit of repentance. Thus, the cursing and withering of the unfruitful fig tree in Matthew 21 
communicates the same message; due to their disobedience to the gospel of the kingdom, Israel as a 
covenant-nation was cursed and had beginning to wither away, soon to be cut down.  
 
Second, the judgment and doom (8:14) of Jerusalem as depicted in Jeremiah 8 takes place at “the time of their 
punishment” (8:12). Interestingly, the Hebrew word translated “punishment” is “pequddah”, and is most often 
translated as “visitation”. Thus, according to Jeremiah, in the “time of their visitation” Jerusalem would be 
destroyed; and that destruction was symbolized by the passing away of a barren fig tree. This agrees perfectly 
with the words of Jesus as recorded by Luke. Just prior to Jesus’ second symbolic act (Luke 19:45-46) which 
was an allusion to Jeremiah 7:11, Jesus prophesied the AD70 destruction of Jerusalem to upon his 
generation because they had not recognized the “time of their visitation”; a direct allusion back to Jeremiah 
8:12. For Jesus, the Jewish nation of his generation was the cursed and unfruitful fig tree that would be 
completely cut down at the close of the “time of their visitation”; that is, at the end of the age judgment in 
AD70. 
 
In conclusion: 
These three symbolic acts - the triumphal entry, the cleansing/overthrow of the temple, and the cursing and 
withering of the fig tree - identified (1) the then-current condition of the temple and Jewish nation, and (2) 
the implications of the imminent judgement that was coming upon them. The picture that Jesus had painted 
was this: The time for Israel’s last days’ salvation had come, and Jesus would return to Zion as King of Israel 
in their generation to establish the throne of David in the time of their visitation. But, the arrival of the King in 
his Kingdom would mean the arrival of a new temple. Under the promised New Covenant, the Father’s 
house that the Jews had defiled would be transformed into a house of prayer for all nations. Jesus was in the 
process of restoring the Lord’s Vineyard, the house of Israel (Isaiah 5:7). 
 
 
Continued in Part II……….  


