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Jesus often spoke in parables to emphasize the teaching He wanted to drive home in the hearts of those who “had ears to hear.”  The purpose of a parable was to more fully reveal the nature and character of the kingdom of God, what the kingdom will look like and who will inhabit the kingdom.  Because of their spiritual dullness, Jesus often had to give His hearers the spiritual meaning to which the earthly story pointed.  The parable of the sower and the soils (4:1-20) is an example of Jesus’ elaboration in this way for His disciples.  


But we do not find any explanation needed in this parable.  The religious leaders immediately discerned Jesus’ meaning as evidenced in v. 12, “for they understood that He spoke the parable against them.”  There was no mistaking the imagery Jesus used to drive home His truth.  Herbert Lockyer picks up on this imagery, “Jesus used language well-known to His Jewish hearers, describing the complete and perfect equipment of a vineyard.  Frequently, we read of Israel, endowed with peculiar privileges, compared to a vine or the aggregate of vines from the vineyard.  The vine was the noblest of all plants, needing the utmost care, but repaying it most richly.”


The vine was the key to their understanding of this parable.  The very temple that was central to their religion and worship sported a richly graved grapevine, some seventy cubits high with leaves made of the finest gold, which was sculpted around the door which led from the porch to the Holy Place in the temple.  The grapes hanging on the vine were made of costly jewels.  The old Maccabean coins common in their day bore this symbol of the vine.  And then there were numerous places in the Old Testament (Psalm 80:8-15; Isaiah 5:1-7; Ezekiel 15:2-5) where the people of God were described as a luscious vine originating with God.  This ornate vine then served as an ever-present reminder to the Israelite of who they were as the people of God.   


Given this rich imagery and their background as the people of God, one would think that these people would gladly serve their God and Maker.  Yet, as we learn from our text this morning, not all who are given the privileges of the gospel respond favorably to the goodness of God.  And those who do not respond by faith will certainly experience the severity of God in judgment. 

I.   God’s Choosing of His People (12:1-5)


The words “election” and “predestination” for centuries have caused much division amongst the people of God.  Arguments concerning the free will of man are often held in opposition to God’s freedom founded upon His character as Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer.  But when we look at the whole counsel of God, it is indisputable that God, according to His good pleasure, has chosen those that would serve Him and be His people.  God’s choosing of Israel serves as a picture of His divine goodness.  The Charleston Confession of Faith reads as follows concerning His election of a people to Himself:

3.5. Those of mankind that are predestinated to life, God, before the foundation of the world was laid, according to his eternal and immutable purpose, and the secret counsel and good pleasure of his will, hath chosen in Christ unto everlasting glory, out of his mere free grace and love, without any other thing in the creature as a condition or cause moving him thereunto.

This parable reflects the biblical truth of God’s election and the response of some to the many privileges He had provided for them as His people.


1.  The care of the Owner (v. 1)


The opening words of the parable reflect upon the choice vineyard beautifully described by the prophet Isaiah:
Isaiah 5:1-2 – 1 Let me sing now for my well-beloved a song of my beloved concerning His vineyard. My well-beloved had a vineyard on a fertile hill.  2 He dug it all around, removed its stones, and planted it with the choicest vine. And He built a tower in the middle of it and also hewed out a wine vat in it; then He expected it to produce good grapes.

These verses set forth the great care that God, the “man” in our parable in Mark, took in choosing and cultivating this vine.  First, He “planted” the vineyard.  The history of the nation of Israel that we have meditated upon in Sunday school reflects this wonderful truth.  The very heart of the covenant is set forth in His planting of the vineyard.  Under God’s leadership, Abraham left Ur, a nation that worshipped any number of sun gods, Abraham himself included, and by God’s choosing became the father of this people who were to be a blessing to all the nations.  Moses, again by God’s choice, came to deliver the people from Egypt and bring them the Law.  In Exodus 15:17 we read, “You will bring them and plant them in the mountain of Your inheritance, the place, O LORD, which You have made for Your dwelling, the sanctuary, O Lord, which Your hands have established.”  Joshua followed Moses, again according to God’s choice of him, and the people were “planted” in Canaan.  Thus the Psalmist praised God and said, “You with Your own hand drove out the nations; then You planted them” (Psalm 44:2).


But God not only “planted” them in Canaan according to His covenant with them, but He fully provided for the protection of the vineyard.  Nothing was left undone to make this vineyard a worthy one.  He “put a wall around it.”  This “wall” was not so much to set boundaries as it was to protect from intrusion.  The Psalmist understood the need for this “wall” in reflecting upon a time when God removed it, “Why have You broken down its hedges, so that all who pass that way pick its fruit?  A boar from the forest eats it away and whatever moves in the field feeds on it.  O God of hosts, turn again now, we beseech You; look down from heaven and see, and take care of this vine” (Psalm 80:12-14).


Then God “dug a vat under the winepress.”  Isaiah says that this vat surrounded the entire vine.  It was dug out of solid rock, forming two vats, an upper one where the grapes were trod underfoot, and the lower which received the juice flowing through a channel or pipe in the rock.  Unfortunately, as we read the Old Testament and as is born out in this parable, these grapes turned sour.  Isaiah wrote God’s testimony, “Why is Your apparel red, and Your garments like the one who treads in the wine press?  I have trodden the wine trough alone, and from the peoples there was no man with Me” (Is. 63:2-3) and in Haggai we read, “When one came to the wine vat to draw fifty measures, there would be only twenty” (2:16).

Finally, God “built a tower.”  This would provide a place for storage and shelter, but most of all it was an excellent vantage point from which the entire vineyard could be guarded and protected, much like a guard tower in a maximum-security prison, though the vineyard was in no way a prison.  There a watchman could be placed to warn of possible intruders.


Given the great care in selecting and securing the vineyard, God expected great things to come from it.  As we read earlier in Isaiah, “He expected it to produce good grapes.”  Mark notes that He “rented it out to the vine-growers and went on a journey.”  These agreements were common in bible times.  The renters were entrusted the full management of the vineyard and agreed to pay the owner one-third to one-half of the produce.  Here, of course, the “vine-growers” represent the spiritual leaders in Israel, the very men that Jesus encountered on this day.  Much rested with these farmers in faithfully carrying out the leadership in the covenant of being a light unto all nations.  

Having “rented it out” to these men, God then “went on a journey.”  He departed from the people.  Of course, this does not mean that God was not aware of what was going on.  As sovereign God He is never out of touch with the situation.  This departure probably symbolizes what one writer states “is a withdrawal in which He does not desert them, but only leaves them free to act.”
  How would these men act according to these gracious provisions of God?


2.  The contempt of the recipients (vv. 2-5)


We see a cycle in these verses of what we might call “business dealings” in the earthly sense.   But the spiritual application drives home the truths of God’s faithfulness and the spiritual leaders unfaithfulness to the covenant.  

Mark 12:2-5 – 2 “At the harvest time he sent a slave to the vine-growers, in order to receive some of the produce of the vineyard from the vine-growers.  3 They took him, and beat him and sent him away empty-handed.  4 Again he sent them another slave, and they wounded him in the head, and treated him shamefully.  5 And he sent another, and that one they killed; and so with many others, beating some and killing others.”

Revolt by tenant farmers was not unusual in bible times.  Papyrus records tell of disputes between hostile farmers and absentee landlords.  Given the biblical restrictions in Leviticus 19:23-25, five years had to pass before fruit could be harvested.  This would mean that the farmers had ample time to come to regard the landlord’s property as their own.
  What is unusual here is the number of servants sent to collect what was due the owner.  God was faithful in sending servant after servant to receive the blessings of the bounty; Mark says “many others” (v. 5) were sent.  And all were treated harshly, some even put to death.  


The servants in the parable represent God’s prophets of the Old Testament, those who were sent to speak God’s Word to His chosen people.  While the landowner was away, He still fulfilled His part of the obligation, sending prophet after prophet to warn the people of their impending judgment if they continued to play the harlot.  Hear the response of the religious elite to the prophets of God sent to them:

Jeremiah 7:25-26 – 25 “Since the day that your fathers came out of the land of Egypt until this day, I have sent you all My servants the prophets, daily rising early and sending them.  26 Yet they did not listen to Me or incline their ear, but stiffened their neck; they did more evil than their fathers.”

2 Chronicles 36:15-16 – 15 The LORD, the God of their fathers, sent word to them again and again by His messengers, because He had compassion on His people and on His dwelling place; 16 but they continually mocked the messengers of God, despised His words and scoffed at His prophets, until the wrath of the LORD arose against His people, until there was no remedy.

Nehemiah 9:26 – But they became disobedient and rebelled against You, and cast Your law behind their backs and killed Your prophets who had admonished them so that they might return to You, and they committed great blasphemies.

Hebrews 11:37 – They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword.

Elijah was driven into the wilderness by the monarchy (1 Kings 19:1-5); Isaiah was by tradition sawn asunder.  Zechariah was stoned to death near the altar (2 Chron. 24:21).  In the New Testament, John the Baptist was beheaded (Mark 6:27-28).  The lot of the prophet was that of severe persecution.  Perhaps that is why Moses, Jeremiah, and others of the prophets were so hesitant when called by God.


Why did these men have such contempt towards the prophets of God?  Kent Hughes answers, “All this was done, said Jesus’ parable, because Israel’s leaders wanted the vineyards’ fruit for themselves!  God’s servants, his prophets, through announcing his Word, threatened the leadership’s position and their monetary profits.”
  They wanted the inheritance (v. 7) – in their time and in their way.  There was one little problem with their covetousness – the one to receive the inheritance stood before them in the person of the Son of God!

II.  God’s Sending of His Son (12:6-8)
 
Given their treatment of the servants, the prophets, we might have expected the covenant relations to have ceased.  We might have expected God to simply wash His hands of any and all people for all eternity by simply leaving them to themselves.  We might even empathize with the words of the great reformer Martin Luther, “If I were God and the world had treated me as it treated Him, I would kick the wretched thing to pieces.”  Aren’t we thankful that Luther was not God!


1.  The compassion of the Owner (v. 6)


“He had one more to send, a beloved son; he sent him last of all to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’”  In spite of their treatment of the prophets, God was not finished.  In the greatest act of compassion known to mankind, He sent the Prophet, His only Son Jesus Christ.  He sent the One who was to receive the very inheritance that these unrighteous men and murderers sought to unrightfully hoard for themselves.  


Notice the change in identification.  The Old Testament prophets were God’s servants; Christ is His Son and Heir.  Also notice the wording, “he sent him last of all.”  Lockyer notes, “The sending of Christ was the last trial of divine mercy with His covenant people.”
  And I make note of one critical theological truth here: Christ did not become the Son of God by being sent; He was sent because He is the Son of God and as such He is God.  He is the eternal Son!  Kent Hughes captures the magnitude of this truth:

Here we are reminded that the Incarnation and death of Christ were acts of compassion of the entire Godhead. The Son dwelt with the Father and Holy Spirit in inconceivable glory… They were co-equal, co-eternal, possessing all the fullness of Deity. They were always proceeding toward one another in fellowship. In sending the Son, there was nothing more God could do! Jesus was God’s ultimatum! In consequence, nothing remains when Christ is refused!


Dear friends, Jesus Christ was sent “last of all.”  There is salvation to be found in no other.  The Jews are still waiting for Messiah, for another to come.  Other world religions follow the teachings of so-called prophets that presumably were sent later.  Geoff Thomas forthrightly states, “But Jesus is the last of the prophets.  No Mohammed, no Joseph Smith, no Charles Taze Russell, no Ted Armstrong, no Sun Myung Moon, no Ron Hubbard, no Mary Baker Eddy.  None of them was sent from heaven!  Christ alone is the all sufficient prophet.  He ends the old dispensation; he becomes the foundation stone of the new one to be built.  If you reject this messenger, there isn’t another one.”


Have you received the Messenger and His message today?  Or is your response to Him and His gospel much like that of these religious leaders?


2.  The response of the recipients (vv. 7-8)


We might have expected joy in the hearts of these religious leaders who now stood face to face with the Messiah.  However, He is an offense to them.  He had what they wanted, and they sought to obtain it by putting Him to death.  The words of our Lord here are still somewhat prophetic in that it would not happen for a few more days.  But His words exposed the attitudes of these men who would be the very ones to have Him brought up on unjust charges and insist that He be put to death by the most gruesome way known to man, death by crucifixion.  


What they did not realize is that they were merely unknowing actors on the stage of God’s great theater.  Peter preached in Acts 2:22-23, “Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know – this Man, delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death.”  Their response did not catch the Father or the Son by surprise.  They ordained it!  And they ordained it so that the gospel of Christ might be proclaimed and received by all nations.  Do you grasp that wonderful truth this morning?  That God would send His only Son to die on a cross for your sins?  Do you understand that while His death was unjust from an earthly perspective, based upon trumped up charges, from God’s perspective it is the only just way for man to be saved?   That the perfect obedience of the Son in all things while on this earth serves as the only sacrifice that meets the righteous demands of God’s law?  That it is in the death of Christ alone that God can be both just and justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus?


Ironically, “let us kill him” serves as the sweetest words for us who were outside the covenant.  Their denial of Christ as Messiah and King and nailing Him to the cross served to further God’s gospel and provide the way into the kingdom that they thought they were a part of.  They thought they were wiping Him out and in doing so regaining their place of prestige in the kingdom.  But Charles Spurgeon reminds us, “If you reject him, he answers you with tears; if you wound him, he bleeds out cleansing; if you kill him, he rises again to bring resurrection.”
    In seeking to gain power by rejecting Him, these men only showed how powerless they were and allowed God to demonstrate His sovereignty and omnipotence over all His creation.  Only God could have orchestrated that!  

III.  God’s Rejection of His People (12:9-12)


“What will the owner of the vineyard do?”  This is a pertinent question with eternal consequences.  Jesus asked the question in such a way that His hearers could share in the appropriate action to be taken against these murderous tenants.  It implies that it is highly unlikely that the owner would submit to their rebellion in abandoning his ownership of the vineyard.  “What will the owner of the vineyard do?”

“He will come and destroy the vine-growers, and will give the vineyard to others.”  Matthew noted that the answer came from the crowd; Luke added, “God forbid!”  Jesus accepted their answer and in a few short years a great national judgment came over Jerusalem and Israel.  Those more worthy would now receive the vineyard along with the very inheritance the wicked tenants sought to steal.  This again serves as a prophetic utterance concerning the transfer of the kingdom that would soon be entrusted to the Gentiles, whose worthiness was based upon their faith in Christ’s merits alone, not upon their national ties or any works of their own.  


Jesus confirms the verdict in citing words that the Jewish leaders would be familiar with.  Here the parable ends and the spiritual reality of those who rejected the Messiah is given.  Psalm 118:22-23 reads, “The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief corner stone.  This is the LORD’S doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.”  Unlike the wicked tenants, the Psalmist marveled at this truth.  The New Testament affirms that this is fulfilled by Christ.  Again we see the spiritual irony in that the very stone that these men rejected would become the chief cornerstone for the Church.  Further irony is seen in the fact that those who had been entrusted with holding the nation together were destroying it.  Those who were to make sure that they kept the covenant promises led them to break the covenant.  On the other hand, Jesus unites.  He gives stability to the entire structure.  Apart from Him, all would come crumbling down.  That is in fact what happened to these who rejected Christ as Messiah.  For this, God rejected these covenant breakers.  They were cut off and the Gentiles were grafted in, receiving the goodness of God.  These leaders would receive the opposite of God’s goodness – God’s severity.  


That, my friend, is the penalty attached to rejecting Christ.  God’s eternal wrath awaits those who give a show of religion with no reality of faith.  We must remember that if God did not spare the natural branches, He will certainly not spare the grafted branches if they show the same hardness of heart.
Conclusion

1.  We must take care that we do not neglect our calling and the privileges God has given to us.

2.  We must take care that we do not toy with God’s love.

3.  We must take care in receiving the Word of God from God’s faithful preachers and teachers.
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