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Mark 12:1-17

The vine has been cultivated in Palestine from the earliest times.

The growing of the grape is called viticulture.  The climate of Palestine is especially suited

to viticulture.

Bright sunshine and heavy dews of late summer nights nourish the succulent vines.

The ideal location for a vineyard is on a gentle hillside slope.

The growing of the vine was already established in the holy land when the Israelites

arrived.

The vines need constant care, and 2-3 years are required before they bear fruit.

Constant pruning of the non-productive vines is required.

The prophet Isaiah describes the process of cultivating the vineyard in chapter 5, vv 1-4.

The description includes the planting of vines on a very fertile hill.  The vineyard was

fenced for protection from animals and thieves.  In v 2 he digged it and cleared it of stones.

The digging was done with the hoe and mattock.  The vines are planted often on terraced,

fenced platforms running around the hill.  Plants are set 10'-12' apart.

The vines run along the ground and are propped up with stones or wood to keep the

grapes off the ground.

It is important to keep the soil loose and weed-free.

The vines send deep roots into the stony soil to reach the moisture and nutrients.

Constant toil and care are required as a neglected vine and vineyard quickly degenerates.  A

high watchtower, often made of stone, is erected in a location that allows views of the whole

area.  During the growing season the tower is manned to provide warning of thieves or

predators.  Often a family will live in the tower throughout the entire summer.  To complete

the vineyard a wine vat is cut out of the native stone.  There is usually a larger, higher vat,

often 5' to 6' long and 3' or 4' wide.  It is appo. a foot deep.  lower down the grade a smaller,

deeper vat is dug to receive the juice.  There is a hole cut in the upper vat which allows the

juice to flow into the lower one.  Both vats are lined and sealed with mortar.  The grapes are

placed in the large vat and trodden out with bare feet.  Afterward the skins are gathered and

placed in cloths between flat stones.  A long pole is placed over the stones, and pressure is

applied to extract all the juice possible.

The grapes begin to ripen in June and will bear fruit into October.  The main harvest

usually is in September.  Great quantities of grapes were eaten fresh.  Grapes and bread
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would be eaten together as a meal.  Besides fresh fruit the vineyard also produces raisins and

wine.

The raisins are dried in a specially-selected area of the vineyard.  This is open and smooth.

The grapes are spread out to dry.  While drying they are frequently sprinkled with olive oil

to keep them moist.

When ready the dried raisins are an important part of the winter food supply.

Grape honey is made from boiled juice.  It is boiled till it is thick and sweet.  It is used like

honey as a sweetener.  Often when honey is referred to in the Bible it is grape honey, not the

honey of the bee that is referenced.

Very little fresh juice was consumed since there was no refrigeration.  The juice was

placed in containers and fermented.  Because of the poor and uncertain water supply wine

was widely used.  Scripture warns against becoming intoxicated.  The wedding at Cana

illustrates the use of wine on social occasions.  The master of the feast told the bridegroom,

"You have saved the best for last.  This is good wine".

Wine and grape honey were exported over the Roman world and were important trade

items.

The growing of grapes was an important part of 1st-century agriculture in the lands of the

Bible.

In today's text Jesus talks about vineyards and grapes.  He uses word pictures which would

have been very familiar to his audience.

In v 1 he describes the planting of a vineyard, placing a wall around it, building a

watchtower and digging a wine vat to press the grapes.  We have already looked at these

steps.

In the end of v 1 Jesus adds a detail we have not mentioned.

Many of the vineyards were owned by absentee landowners who rented the vineyard to

share farmers or cultivators for a share of the crop.  The owner would receive appo. 50% of

the products of the vineyard.  The share farmer received the rest.

This was a common arrangement in the 1st century.

The end of v 1 says the owner rented his vineyard to tenants and went on a journey.

vv 2-8 describe the wicked conduct of the cultivators.

In v 2 the owner sent a slave to the vineyard to receive his master's share of the crop.  He

was beaten and sent home without any produce.

This was repeated with similar results.

Then he sent a servant who was killed.
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v 5 says there were many sent—some were beaten, some were killed.

vv 6-8 describe the sending of the owner's beloved son.  The owner felt they would

respect his son.

But the vine growers reasoned, "This is the heir.  If we kill him, all will be ours."  So they

killed him and threw him out of the vineyard.  Then in v 9 Jesus addressed the chief priest

and scribes asking, What will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the

vine-growers, and will give the vineyard to others.1

Jesus then quotes Psalm 118 and tells them,

THE STONE WHICH THE BUILDERS REJECTED,
THIS BECAME THE CHIEF CORNER stone;

11 THIS CAME ABOUT FROM THE LORD,
AND IT IS MARVELOUS IN OUR EYES’?2

v 12 tells us that when the rulers heard Jesus speak they realized he was speaking about

them.  They were furious and attempted to seize him.  The problem was that the rulers knew

the people loved Jesus, and they would have a rebellion on their hands if they moved to

arrest him.

It was a classic case of "My time has not yet come".  Over and over again Jesus stated the

truth that His time to die was not yet.  He still had work to do before His death.

It's an interesting reminder that God is sovereign and all-powerful.  He has laid out the

span of each of our lives.  We will live and serve him till the time He has determined for us

to go home.

Some are called at an early hour.  Some are permitted to remain on this earth for a long

life.  God knows our times; we don't.  It behooves each of us to be sure we are ready to meet

Him at any time.  It is important that we have received Christ as savior so that when He calls

we are ready.  Jesus was ready; He lived to do His father's will.

Are you and I ready to meet Him?  do we live to do His will, or do we live to please

ourselves?

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Mk 12:9 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Mk 12:10 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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• The owner of the vineyard is God; the vineyard itself is the people of Israel.

This is a picture which would have been very familiar to the Jewish people.  As mentioned

before this picture is used in Isaiah 5:1-7.  The details and language of Isaiah's passage are

very close to this parable.  Isaiah's vineyard was equipped in every way with what was

needed.

There was a wall to mark its boundaries, to keep out robbers and animals.

There was a wine vat.  This was loaded with grapes which were stomped with bare feet.

There was a wine vat below to receive the pressed-out juice.

There was a tower.  The cultivators would have lodged there.  Wine and grapes were

stored there, and a constant watch was kept for enemies of the vineyard.  In the parable the

cultivators represent the rulers of Israel throughout the history of the nation.

The servants who the owner sent represent the prophets.

God's word regularly refers to his workers as servants or slaves.

In Joshua 14 Caleb calls Moses "a servant of God".

In 2nd Samuel 3 David is called God's "servant".

The prophets Amos, Jeremiah and Zechariah are all called "servants".

You and I are "servants" or "slaves" of the Lord Jesus Christ.

The apostle Paul regularly refers to himself as the bondservant or slave of Jesus Christ.

Rom. 1:1… Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle, set apart for

the gospel of God
3

Philippians 1:1… Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Christ Jesus,

To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, including the overseers and

deacons4

Titus 1:1… Paul, a bond-servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the faith of

                                                          
3New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ro 1:1 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
4New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Php 1:1 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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those chosen of God and the knowledge of the truth which is according to godliness
5

The Greek word for bondservant or slave carries the picture of the bondservant in the OT.

It is a beautiful picture of the Hebrew slave who married another slave and had children.

When the slave had served seven years he was to be set free.  He would be free, but his wife

and children would remain as slaves.  If the Hebrew slave loved his family and his master he

could say to his master, "I love you; I want to remain with you and my family as your slave

forever.  I voluntarily give up my freedom in order to be your slave forever."

When that happened there was a ceremony.  The master took the slave to the gate of the

city.  There he placed the earlobe of the slave against the wooden frame of the gate.  Then he

bored through the earlobe with an awl.  The result would be a time-lasting scar.  That scar

told the world, "I belong to my master.  I love him and will serve him forever".

Brothers and sisters, that is a beautiful picture of each of us.  We were hopelessly enslaved

by Satan.  Jesus Christ bought us out of the wretched slave market of sin with His own

precious blood.

You and I should gladly yield our lives as "bond slaves" of His.  We should say, "I love my

new master.  I will gladly serve Him till the day I die."

The son in the parable is the Lord Jesus Himself.  He was cruelly mistreated and killed by

the Jewish rulers.  Even on the spur of the moment Jesus' hearers would have made these

identifications.  The pictures were very familiar to them.

The parable illustrates well what would have been happening in Palestine in the first

century.  There was much labor unrest and many absentee landlords.

The owner may be a Jew who had moved to a more comfortable land but retained the

vineyard.

It might be a Roman who was looking for a good investment for his money.

The law said that the vines would not be harvested for 3 years, then two more years

would pass before rent was due.

The rent was paid in kind.

It could be a percentage of the crop, or it could be a fixed amount no matter how well or

poorly the crop did.

The parable tells us of God:

                                                          
5New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Tit 1:1 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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• It tells us of the generosity of God.

The owner equipped the vineyard with everything needed to make the task easy, safe and

profitable.

God gives His servants everything they need to do a good job of serving Him.

When God calls one to service He equips for that service.

Let's be obedient when God asks us to serve Him.

• It tells us of the trust of God.

The owner went away and left the running of the vineyard to the cultivators.

They could be faithful or lax.

God entrusts us with our work for Him.  We can be diligent and faithful, or we can be

lazy and careless.

God trusts us to be busy in His kingdom.  Let's honor that trust with diligence.

• It tells us of the patience of God.

Not only once or twice, but many times the owner gave the cultivators time to pay the

debt they owed.  Surely they did not deserve the patience he gave them.

The God we serve is incredibly patient with us.  He bears our disobedience and rebellion

patiently.

Till we breathe our last breath He will forgive us if we turn back to Him.

We dare not misinterpret that patience.

God is patient, but God is also just.  Once we pass from this scene of action without His

forgiveness, we are offered no hope of forgiveness.

Just like the cultivators in the parable were judged and destroyed, so will we be if we fail

to repent and turn to Him.

There is a sobering song in our black hymnal which reminds us that "There is a line by us

unseen that crosses every path / The hidden boundary between God's patience and his

wrath."  After God's patience is His justice and judgement.  Let's not presume on the patience

of God.  Let's quickly repent and do His will.
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The parable tells us something about Jesus:

• Jesus deliberately removes Himself from the succession of prophets.

They were servants.  He was the son.

He was God's last and final word to mankind.

In the parable Jesus is directly challenging the Jewish authorities.

He was clearly claiming to be Jesus the messiah.

They were clearly rejecting His claim and understood clearly what He was saying to them

and about them.

They chose to reject the claims Jesus made.  They crucified the messiah.  His atoning

sacrifice was unable to cover their sins, because they rejected it.  You and I have that same

choice today.  Jesus knocks on the door of our hearts.  Will we let Him in?

Will we receive salvation and eternal live?

Will we reject and suffer eternal punishment?

Jesus was the suffering servant; He will come as the conquering king to destroy all who

reject Him.  Let's accept Him while we still can.

• It tells us Jesus knew He was to die.

Jesus was not surprised by the hostility of the crowds and cross.

Jesus chose the way of the cross in order to redeem us.

One of the gospels says as He was headed toward the cross, "He set his face like a flint".

Jesus' greatness is shown in the fact that he knew what lay ahead, but still He went on.  His

words "not my will but thine be done" tell us the greatness of His courage.

• It tells us that Jesus was sure of His ultimate triumph.

He knew He would be arrested, tried falsely, convicted, mutilated and killed.  He came to

die, but He went to the cross knowing death would not be the end… that after the rejection

would come the glory.

It reminds us of Paul's words to the Philippians:
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5 Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,
6 who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a
thing to be grasped,
7 but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the
likeness of men.
8 Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient
to the point of death, even death on a cross.
9 For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name
which is above every name,
10 so that at the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who are in
heaven and on earth and under the earth,

11 and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of

God the Father.6

The parable tells us something about man:

• Why did the cultivators think they could kill the son and obtain possession of the

vineyard?

They must have thought he was too far away to act or that he was dead.

Today men still think they can act against God and get away with it.

Some even think God is dead or nonexistent.  Every time we ignore God's Spirit asking us

to make a change in our lives, we are acting as if God is dead or will not deal with our

disobedience.

But God is very much alive.  The day of reckoning will come.  God will act.  Man cannot

forever get away with flouting God's will and authority.  Payday will come.

• If a man refuses his privileges and responsibilities, they will pass on to someone

else.

This is illustrated by the Jew's rejection of the kingdom and its passing to the Gentiles.

As we mentioned before, Jesus quotes from Psalm 118:22-23 in closing the parable.

The rejected stone had become the keystone of the arch, the most important stone of all.

This passage is quoted or referenced in Acts, 1 Peter, Romans and Ephesians.

                                                          
6New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Php 2:4 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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The original psalm referred to the nation of Israel.  They thought of themselves as little

and unimportant.

The psalmist saw Israel as someday becoming the greatest nation in the world.  The

Christian writers who quoted the psalm saw in the psalmist's dream something which was

perfectly fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Jesus.

vv 13-17 describe the rulers trying to trap Jesus by asking Him a question about taxes.

There is history behind the question.

Herod the Great had ruled all of Palestine as a Roman tributary king.  He was loyal to the

Romans, and they rewarded him by allowing Him a great deal of freedom to act as king.

He died in 4 BC, and his kingdom was split up among some of his sons.

The son who was given Judea and Samaria was a complete failure.

2 years later in 6 BC, the Romans took Judea and Samaria from Archelaus and set up a

Roman province governed by a procurator.

Roman provinces which were troublesome were ruled by procurators.  Troops were

stationed in them, and the procurator reported directly to the emperor.  There was a tax

levied on these provinces.

When Cyrenius, who was the first procurator, came to office he took a census of the

country for purposes of taxation and general administration.  Most of the people accepted the

census and taxation.

There was a radical element who resisted the census and taxes.

"No tribute to the Romans" became a rallying cry of the more fanatical Jewish patriots.

There were three taxes levied.

1. A ground tax – 1/10 of all grain; 1/5 of wine and fruit.  This tax was paid part in kind

and part in money.

2. An income tax – 1% of a man's income, obviously paid in money.

3. A poll tax – All men aged 14-65 and all women 12-65 owed one denarius.  This tax

was paid by everyone just for the privilege of existing.

The ruler's approach was very subtle.
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They tried to flatter Jesus.

This flattery had two aims:

• To disarm any suspicions Jesus might have

• To make it impossible for Him to avoid giving an answer without getting into

trouble with someone.

It was brilliant.  If Jesus said, "No, don't pay the tax", He was in trouble with Rome.  If He

said, "Sure, you all should pay the tax", the people would be upset.

They thought they were brilliant.  Jesus showed by His answer that the brilliance was His.

Jesus simply said, "Show me a denarius".  Interesting to note that Jesus apparently did not

possess even one coin.

Then He asked whose image was on the coin.  The image was of Tiberius the ruling

emperor.

The ancients held three principles regarding coinage:

I. Coins were a sign of power.

The first thing a new or conquering king did was to issue his own coins.

II. The king's power was determined by how far his coinage circulated.

III. Because a king's head and inscription were on it, it was held to be his personal

property.

Thus Jesus was saying, "By using the coinage of Tiberius you recognize his political power

in Palestine.  The coinage is his own because it has his name on it.  By giving it to him you

give him what is in any event his own.  Give it to him, but remember that there is a sphere

in life which belongs to God and not to Caesar."

It was a brilliant reply.  At one and the same time it deprived the rulers of the harm they

wished to do to Him.

"Render to Caesar the things which belong to Caesar, and to God the things that belong to
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God."

Caesar would not be mad, and the people would not be mad.

Barclay points out three great principles with regard to the individual Christian and the

state:

I. The state is ordained by God.

Life would be chaotic without the state.  No individual can have his own public water /

sewer system / his own public transportation system or his own social service assistance

programs.  Or the maintaining of law / order and justice.

God has ordained earthly rulers to put those kinds of systems in place.

II. No one should accept all the benefits which the state gives and not do his part to

support it.

The Roman government maintained a sense of peace and security unknown before.

The roads were excellent and were maintained.

Roman armies enforced a stable peace.

Most of the seas were safe from pirates.

E. J. Goodspeed wrote, "It was the glory of the Roman Empire that it

brought peace to a troubled world.  Under its sway the regions of Asia Minor

and the East enjoyed tranquility and security to an extent and for a length of

time unknown before and probably since.  This was the pax Romana.  The

provincial, under Roman sway, found himself in a position to conduct his

business, provide for his family, send his letters, and make his journeys in

security…"

End of quotation

Obviously these same conditions applied to the Christian missionaries who could conduct

their activities in peace and safety.



12

Barclay says, "It is still true that no man can honorably receive all the benefits which

living in a state confers upon him and then opt out of all the responsibilities of citizenship."

I will quote Barclay's third point:

(iii) But there is a limit.  E. A. Abbott has a suggestive thought.  The coin

had Caesar's image upon it, and therefore belonged to Caesar.  Man has God's

image upon him—God created man in his own image… and therefore belongs

to God.  The inevitable conclusion is that, if the state remains within its proper

boundaries and makes its proper demands, the individual must give it his

loyalty and his service; but in the last analysis both state and man belongs to

God, and therefore, should their claims conflict, loyalty to God comes first.

But it remains true, that in all ordinary circumstances, a man's Christianity

should make him a better citizen than any other man.

In closing a few lessons from the text:

1. Like the vineyard our Christian lives require much toil and constant watchfulness.  A

neglected vineyard and a neglected Christian life will soon degenerate into disorder.

2. The Christian must be careful to honor all agreements entered into.

3. When the Holy Spirit speaks to us about some area in our lives we should be quick to

obey.

4. God is sovereign in our lives.  Are we ready to meet Him when He calls?

5. Are we slaves of Christ?  Do we willingly serve Him because we love Him?

6. God generously will equip us to serve Him when He calls us.  If He calls us to service

let's obey.

7. God will judge our disobedience and rejection of Him.  We cannot disobey God and

get away with it.
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8. The state is ordained by God.

9. The good citizen should do his share to support the state as long as it does not ask him

to violate God's law.

May God help us to put these principles into action in our lives.  May our legacy be that

we obeyed God.
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