Matthew 21:33-46   
33 "Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a watchtower. Then he leased it to tenants and went to another country.  34 When the harvest time had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce.  35 But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, killed another, and stoned another.  36 Again he sent other slaves, more than the first; and they treated them in the same way.  37 Finally he sent his son to them, saying, 'They will respect my son.'  38 But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, 'This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.'  39 So they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him.  40 Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?"  41 They said to him, "He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at the harvest time."  42 Jesus said to them, "Have you never read in the scriptures: 'The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord's doing, and it is amazing in our eyes'?  43 Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.  44 The one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls."  45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that he was speaking about them.  46 They wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowds, because they regarded him as a prophet.

Philippians 4:8-9  
8 Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.  9 Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.

Scam Artists
	I got an email earlier this week from someone, and to tell you the truth, it was so interesting I ended up writing a term paper for them to read in reply. Of course, I hope that I did not bore that person to death - I probably did- but, the question in the email was a good one, and I want to talk about it this week.
	To put it simply, this person asked about a friend of theirs. This friend has been attending these meetings and Bible studies of a new group of Christians that teach that all other Christians are false Christians, so they are lost and without salvation. I didn't quite understand everything about this new movement, so I did a little research and reading on the subject. While there was a lot to get lost in today, what was clear was two things. First, they believe that their leader, this pastor who started this movement, had a special, divine revelation from God that has been sealed up since the beginning. This pastor and his movement claims that they have this revelation, and everyone else is has nothing but false beliefs. They claim that they are the only ones who are reading Scripture correctly.
	The second thing that was clear to me is that this is yet another example of a Christian leader doing something that is almost becoming commonplace in Christian organizations around the globe. By denouncing all other Christians on the globe as false, the leader creates a dependence upon himself as the center of knowledge and focus. Instead of focusing on God's Grace through Christ, all the attention gets focused on what the leader says God said to him.
	There are many, many examples of this throughout history and going on currently. I spent a lot of time researching this issue this week, and to tell you the truth, I got lost in the research. You cannot imagine how much money is at stake. To give you an idea, the largest brand on the planet is the Coca-Cola corporation, valued at 167 billion dollars. If you take the top 100 tele-evangelists, supposed prophets, and teachers on the planet and look at what their organizations, businesses and churches are worth and are making, it is larger than Coca-Cola. There is literally a race going on around the globe, as we speak, to turn the name of Jesus into a brand name. All around the world, the name of Christ is used by a lot of people to bring in billions upon billions of dollars every year. All of this is being done by people who have no problem using the name of Jesus to make a profit.
	In the process, as they become the face of our faith, non-believers are catching on and turning from the faith because of the hypocrisy and greed that is involved. Worse of all, sound teaching, sound doctrine, the faith that we know as orthodox is being discarded because so many of us only want to listen to what we want to hear, what makes us comfortable, what makes us feel good. 
	Of course, this is nothing new. In Jesus' day, the priests who tended the Temple were involved in the same business, and on a similar scale. According to archaeological digs in and around Jerusalem, the house of the High Priest, and the houses of those who also worked as Priests in the Temple have been discovered. What they found astonished the historians. Mosaic tile bathroom and floors. Houses many times the size of even some of the wealthiest people in all Jerusalem. Of course, it was easy to see why. The Temple was a huge profit generator. By the time Jesus denounced the religious authorities of his day, the Priests were all but Princes in Jerusalem. They had the money exchange in the front, of which the Priests took a large amount of the profit. They had the licensing of the sale of sacrificial animals. They also had the licensing of other sacrificial items like grain offerings, etc. They had something much like a tax, which was the tithe, that was 10% of income and was required of all Jews who wished to worship at the Temple. Oh, then, of course, they had subsidy from the Empire itself if they insured that they could keep the religious population quiet and calm under Roman imperial rule. There are records, as well, of businesses owned by and invested in by the Priests. In short, in Jesus' day, the High Priest himself was probably one of the most wealthiest men in Judea, making him quite wealthy, even by Roman standards.
	And so, for our reading today we have Jesus describing the problem in pretty simple terms. He talks about a vineyard owned by a man with slaves. After setting the vineyard up, he then goes away and rents his vineyard out to tenants. Yet, when the time comes for the harvest, for the owner to get what belongs to him, the tenants kill the slaves one by one. Even the vineyard owner's son is killed when he asks what is going on.
	Now, I have heard this passage preached in so many ways, it's almost tiring. I've heard it spiritualized, I've heard people internalize this story to the point that we forget the gospel has something to say about the way things are in the world, not just in our head. In the story, it is quite clear that Jesus is addressing the religious authorities, is addressing the Chief Priest himself, as well as the Pharisees who were members of the Sanhedrin, or the Jewish Supreme Religious Court. In short, there is no reason to spiritualize or internalize this message, because Jesus' intentions are clear: he is calling them Scam Artists, fraudsters, criminals who, like the tenants in the story, would steal the owner's harvest for their own selfish gain. 
	Jesus knew what these men had at stake in exercising religious control over worship. Jesus knew about the money, the wealth, and the fact that they did this while people starved and were excluded from worship. Jesus is calling these priests, these holy and supposedly righteous men the biggest criminals of that day and time. And, of course, we know how the story goes. Jesus condemns them, Jesus threatens their mighty empire, and so they had him murdered by the Romans.
	Today. 2,000 years ago. The story is the same. God as a brand name. Jesus as a brand name. Religious control. Control of the money flow. God as the way into your pocket.
	Now, my intention this morning isn't to depress you. I would also say that you should not be discouraged in your giving.	All I am doing is warning you. Be aware. Be watchful. Whether it is a particular preacher, a particular style of Christian music, a particular Bible teacher, or a particular church or denomination or theological system- if it sounds really good, be aware. Are they using God or their opinions and interpretations about God to their own benefit? Or instead, are they truly trying to serve God? Are they making room for others at God's table, or are they insisting that they are the only ones who get a seat?
	I believe Paul gives us pretty clear guidelines to distinguish the false from the true, the good from the bad. Paul tells us: "whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things."
	When you are looking around, either today or ten years from now to see what it is that you believe and who you will hear it from, reflect on this passage. Is the message focused on Christ? Is the message focused on His mercy and grace? Is the message focused on the fact that God has chosen us- all of us, even those we don't agree with - to be his people and do the work of his kingdom? Does the message have a price tag attached to it? Is the teaching something that is easily consumed like a bag of potato chips, or does it require us to think and excel in our understanding? Is our praise centered on Christ? 
	They killed Jesus for challenging them. Scripture tells that the chief priest and the Pharisees wanted to arrest him after he spoke out against their corruption. Instead, they only waited a little while because they were afraid of the crowds. The scam artists have been around and they will always be around. The scam artists will always seek to control and force and manipulate the simple message of God's love. The scam artists will always seek to turn God's love and mercy into exclusion and hatred. I hate to say it, but like the chief priests and the Pharisees, the scam artists will always be seen catering to the crowd. There is too much power and influence and profit and control in the crowd just for them to ignore it.
	Yet, brothers and sisters, we have an alternative. Instead of following the crowd, instead of doing what everyone else seems to think is right and sound and good and uplifting, we have the opportunity to stand as witnesses that the Gospel is about Christ, and Christ is about God's Grace. We have the opportunity in a day and age in which Jesus is a name brand to say that God's Grace is free, so there is no need to buy.
	As we celebrate communion today, we are reminded of where our center is. It is not on a rock concert, it is not on the latest book or freshest insight from a particular person. No. In communion, we are reminded that our center is Christ and his sacrifice alone. Nothing more, nothing less. 
