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Parables are powerful. Just think about that parable Nathan told King David (2 Samuel 12). Nathan told David the story about the rich man and the poor man. The rich man had everything. The poor man had nothing--except one little ewe lamb that "ate of his own food and drank from his own cup and lay in his bosom; and it was like a daughter to him." One day a traveler came to visit the rich man. But instead of taking a lamb from his own fold, he took the poor man’s lamb to make his dinner. 

Well, when David heard this story, his anger was so aroused that he said to Nathan, “As the LORD lives, the man who has done this shall surely die!And he shall restore fourfold for the lamb, because he did this thing and because he had no pity.” 

Then Nathan said to David, “You are the man! " 

David, the high and mighty king is brought down by a 'harmless' little parable. 

Parables have the "gotcha!" effect. So no wonder Yeshua spoke parables. 

I was asked to speak on the parable of the tenants found in Mark 12. This is one of the most significant and controversial parables of Yeshua. 

It's a significant parable because it is possibly the the final straw that broke the camel's back of the religious leaders in Jerusalem and set them on an irreversible course to bring Yeshua's life and ministry to an end. 

This parable is also one of the most controversial, because many Christians have erroneously interpreted the parable to mean that God is finished with the Jews; that God has taken away the Kingdom from Jewish stewardship and bequeathed it to Gentiles instead. 

So now let's hear with fresh ears Yeshua's parable of the tenants 

Mark 12:1-12 
1 Then He began to speak to them in parables: "A man planted a vineyard and set a hedge around it, dug a place for the wine vat and built a tower. And he leased it to vinedressers and went into a far country. 2 Now at vintage-time he sent a servant to the vinedressers, that he might receive some of the fruit of the vineyard from the vinedressers. 3 And they took him and beat him and sent him away empty-handed. 4 Again he sent them another servant, and at him they threw stones, F55 wounded him in the head, and sent him away shamefully treated. 5 And again he sent another, and him they killed; and many others, beating some and killing some. 6 Therefore still having one son, his beloved, he also sent him to them last, saying, 'They will respect my son.' 7 But those vinedressers said among themselves, 'This is the heir. Come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.' 8 So they took him and killed him and cast him out of the vineyard. 9 Therefore what will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the vinedressers, and give the vineyard to others. 10 Have you not even read this Scripture: 'The stone which the builders rejected Has become the chief cornerstone. 11 This was the Lord's doing, And it is marvelous in our eyes'?" 12 And they sought to lay hands on Him, but feared the multitude, for they knew He had spoken the parable against them. So they left Him and went away. 

The parable 
On first reading, it is strange to read, "Then He began to speak to them in parables. "Was Mark mistaken? I mean, Yeshua told this parable in Jerusalem probably three days before His crucifixion. With three years of public ministry under his belt He had already told many parables. 

But Mark was not mistaken at all. We're mistaken. Instead, we should put the emphasis on the right word. Now let's read it again: "Then He began to speak to them in parables..." Up till now Yeshua told his parables to his disciples and sometimes to the masses and at other times in the hearing of the Jewish leaders as well--but here in Jerusalem just a few days before his death and resurrection, Yeshua begins to aim his parables specifically at the Jewish religious leaders. Looking at the context in which Yeshua told this parable, we see who his listeners are: "...And as He [Yeshua] was walking in the temple, the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders 
came to Him. And they said to Him, “By what authority are You doing these things? And who gave You this authority to do these things?” (Mark 11:27ff) 

This parable leaves no mystery. He's not speaking in riddles this time. It was crystal clear to the religious leaders who Yeshua was speaking about. This is revealed in the verse 12: "And they sought to lay hands on Him, but feared the multitude, for they knew He had spoken the parable against them." 
Knowing who Yeshua addressing and who he is not addressing is crucial, as we'll see later. 

Many Bible scholars say that this is one of the most allegorical of Yeshua's parables. The character, the setting and the various details of the story point to real people in a real place. Other parables, on the other hand, usually have one main point, and the details of the story are there simply to add color and make the one main point even more memorable. 

So knowing that this is an allegorical parable, let's look at the details of this parable verse by verse and try and make sense of it. 

Beginning in the second part of verse one we read: "A man planted a vineyard and set a hedge around it, dug a place for the wine vat and built a tower. And he leased it to vinedressers and went into a far country." 
It should be clear to one and all--The landowner is God. The vineyard He plants is the people of Israel. 

These conclusions are backed up by an allegorical parable explained in Isaiah 5. Isaiah 5:7 says: " For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel..." 

Now who are the tenant-farmers in Yeshua's parable? We know what the religious leaders who heard this parable first-hand understood by the tenant-farmers. Yeshua was talking about themselves. Verse 12 says, "And they sought to lay hands on Him, but feared the multitude, for they knew He had spoken the parable against them...." 
These leaders are the ones who tend the vineyard – i.e. tend to the affairs of the people of Israel. 

It's interesting that in both the Targum and the pre-Christian Dead Sea document 4Q500, Isaiah’s parable of the vineyard is applied specifically to matters related to the temple. Could it be that Yeshua had the parable of Isaiah 5 in mind when He told His own parable at the temple to "the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders...." (Mark 11:27) 

Some Bible interpreters see the hedge around the vineyard, the digging of a place for wine vat and the tower as having a direct relation to the Jewish religious system. The hedge, could mean the ceremonial and moral law--something was to serve as a protective wall to preserve the Jewish people and keep them separate and free from the sinful influences of the pagan world. 

The digging of a hole for a wine vat where vinedressers would stomp on the grapes may point to the altar in the Temple where wine made from crushed grapes was poured out as drink offering. The watch tower in the vineyard might actually point to the Temple itself – for in the Temple the priests were on their watch day and night. 

There's one other detail in verse 1 that we shouldn't overlook. It says that the landowner "leased it to vinedressers and went into a far country." God delegated responsibility and authority to the Jewish leaders to steward the nation of Israel. And while God might seem to have gone away to a far country, being invisible to the naked eye, God is still the King and still very much the Landlord. Thus the religious leaders need to be reminded that they are tenants, not owners. 

Early in this parable Yeshua is already giving broad hints that the religious leaders' days may be numbered--that the Landlord may at any moment reclaim His rights, remove them from His property and lease out his vineyard to other tenants. 

Now let's take a look at the next section, verses 2-5: Now at vintage-time he [ie. the Landlord, or God] sent a servant to the vinedressers, that he might receive some of the fruit of the vineyard from the vinedressers. And they took him and beat him and sent him away empty-handed. Again he sent them another servant, and at him they threw stones, wounded him in the head, and sent him away shamefully treated. And again he sent another, and him they killed; and many others, beating some and killing some. 
The Landlord sends various servants to collect his rent from the tenants. Clearly, Yeshua is bringing to remembrance those many occasions when God sent prophetic messengers to Israel's leaders to collect His share of the harvest in lieu of rent. 

Now what kind of fruit does God expect from His tenant farmers? I suggest that one of the main things God expected from the religious leaders was a harvest of souls for His Kingdom. I'm reminded of Proverbs 

11:30: "The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life, And he who wins souls is wise." 

A major reason that God chose the people of Israel was to be a light of salvation to the Gentiles. As the Landlord of the whole earth, the fruit God expects from His servants is a good harvest of souls from the nations. 

But too often in history Israel's spiritual leaders actually setup roadblocks in the way of the gentiles to join the people of God. They made the wall around the vineyard higher and higher. Entrance was permissible only after the gentile was discouraged three times from taking this step. So instead of being a light to the nations, most Jewish leaders snubbed the gentiles as unwelcome outsiders. 

They had forgotten the words of Isaiah 

57:19 where God says: “I create the fruit of the lips: Peace, peace to him who is far off and to him who is near ..." (the term "far off" usually referring to non-Jews). Rather than producing a harvest from the nations, the vineyard became increasingly barren and unproductive. 

But the fruit God expected was not only from the fruit of their lips but also the fruit of their lives. Isaiah 3:10 reads: “ Say to the righteous that it shall be well with them, for they shall eat the fruit of their doings." The fruit of their doings, if they are righteous doings serve as a shining light that attracts the nations to Israel's God. In the words of Yeshua Himself to the Jewish people in Matthew 5:16: "Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven." 

If Israel could only produce this kind of fruit, the nations flock to taste that fruit and see that the Lord is good. 

But when each messenger arrives to inspect and gather fruit for their Master what happens to him? They shoot the messenger. In verses 3-5 we read: "...they took him and beat him and sent him away empty-handed. Again he sent them another servant, and at him they threw stones, wounded him in the head, and sent him away shamefully treated. And again he sent another, and him they killed; and many others, beating some and killing some." 
We could recount many cases where leaders of Israel dealt severely with those messengers God sent to His tenants to settle accounts. We read in 2 Chronicles 24:20, 21: Then the Spirit of God came upon Zechariah the son of Jehoiada the priest, who stood above the people, and said to them, “Thus says God: ‘Why do you transgress the commandments of the LORD, so that you cannot prosper? Because you have forsaken the LORD, He also has forsaken you.’” 21 So they conspired against him, and at the command of the king they stoned him with stones in the court of the house of the LORD." 

And we read how Jeremiah the prophet was treated by the leaders in his day: Jer 

38:6 says, "Then took they Jeremiah, and cast him into the dungeon of Malchiah the son of Hammelech, that [was] in the court of the prison: and they let down Jeremiah with cords. And in the dungeon [there was] no water, but mire: so Jeremiah sunk in the mire." 

We all know Yeshua's agonizing words of Luke 13:34,35: "O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing! Look, your house is left to you desolate." 

So long before Yeshua made His apparent blasphemous claims that aroused the vicious anger of the religious leaders, there was already a tradition of shooting God's messengers. 

The religious leaders were not merely rejecting Yeshua. No. They were being consistent with their long-held tradition--To reject God's servants whenever they are sent demanding fruit worthy of the King. 

Now let's move to the last part of this parable. When servant after servant is rejected, sometimes beaten and other times even killed, here's what the Landlord decides to do. Reading from verses 6ff: 

Therefore still having one son, his beloved, he also sent him to them last, saying, 'They will respect my son.' But those vinedressers said among themselves, 'This is the heir. Come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.' 
Could it be any clearer who the son is? It says in verse six that the Landlord has "one son." And then it says that he is the "beloved" son. At both his baptism and his transfiguration God spoke from that far away country of heaven: “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” At his transfiguration the heavenly Father adds: “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased. Hear Him!” 

The religious leaders didn't hear the prophets before when they called them to account. Nor would the religious leaders "hear Him," – God's own beloved Son? 

And not only did the religious leaders refuse to "hear Him," but it in verses 7 and 8 we read: "But those vinedressers said among themselves, 'This is the heir. Come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.' 8 So they took him and killed him and cast him out of the vineyard. 
The law at the time provided that if a Landlord had no heirs then the property would be passed on to those in possession of it ( They say, "possession is nine tenths of the law"). 

Somehow the religious leaders had come to think of themselves as more than just tenants with delegated stewardship over Israel; They had come to think of themselves as the heirs and possessors of the people. How unlike King Solomon who had the wisdom to know that he was not the owner, but God's tenant. Solomon said to His Landlord: "give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people ...For who is able to govern this great people of yours?" (See 1 Kings 3:5ff] 

After God delivered to his tenants many warnings through His prophets, God now sends His only beloved Son to the vineyard. Yeshua, even more than the prophets who proceeded Him, demonstrated a power and authority that was perceived as unprecedented threat to the religious leaders at the temple. Under the light of Yeshua's divine presence they were being exposed for who they really were; leaders who were fixated on their high position rather than on their calling as tenant-servants to bring in a harvest of souls from the nations into God's Kingdom. 

This parable became the final straw that broke the camel's back. The religious leaders must now find a way to remove Yeshua from the their territory. 

This reaction came as no surprise to the Son of God. Like the messenger-prophets before Him, Yeshua peered three days into the future and spoke prophetically concerning His suffering and death that would come at the hands of these men. 

In verses 9-12 we see the response of the Landlord to the tenants' rejection of His beloved son and their plan to have Him killed and cast outside the vineyard: 

Therefore what will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the vinedressers, and give the vineyard to others. Have you not even read this Scripture: 'The stone which the builders rejected Has become the chief cornerstone. This was the Lord's doing, And it is marvelous in our eyes'?" And they sought to lay hands on Him, but feared the multitude, for they knew He had spoken the parable against them. So they left Him and went away. 
Unfortunately, it's this part of the parable that has been used so often by those who teach "replacement theology" and by others who go as far as to try and give biblical justification for their anti-Semitism. 

Using this parable, here's their twisted logic: "The Jews have rejected God's only beloved Son and chief cornerstone. Therefore God has rejected the Jews. 

The problem with this interpretation, however, as I've tried to show, is that this parable was not directed at the the Jewish people as a whole. It was directed at Israel's unbelieving spiritual leaders. God has indeed taken away the stewardship of His vineyard from the Jewish leaders who reject His Son, but God will not reject Israel as a whole. God is removing the Israel's unfaithful shepherds from leadership, but he is not removing His chosen people from His love. 

There was a time when God gave the religious leaders a powerful position of leadership and authority. We read in Matthew 23:1-3: "Then Jesus spoke to the multitudes and to his disciples, saying, “The scribes and the Pharisees sat on Moses’ seat. All things therefore whatever they tell you to observe, observe and do, but don’t do their works; for they say, and don’t do." 

Today there are those in the Messianic community that tell Jewish believers that they must place themselves under the authority of the orthodox rabbis. But when Yeshua said that the scribes and Pharisees sat on Moses' seat and they are to be obeyed, He was probably speaking about their role in overseeing civil legislation and judgments. He wasn’t speaking about attending yeshiva, learning Talmud and Kabbalah. 

In Yeshua’s day, the Pharisees, Scribes, and Sadducees made up the judges of the courts. They also created civil laws for their towns and their cities, just as legislators do today. 

But in some ways this is besides the point. For even if Yeshua was saying in Matthew 23 that the religious leaders continued to have authority over the people, this parable of the tenants makes it very clear that this reality was now coming to an abrupt end. 

It's not that these tenants weren't given adequate warning to change their way and produce fruit fit for the Kingdom. Sure God demonstrated great great and patience by providing warning after warning through His messengers. But now, having sent His own beloved Son, and He too is being rejected, God now has no choice but to "give the vineyard to others." (Verse 9) 

It's important to point out, that following the crucifixion, resurrection and ascension of Yeshua not a single word is spoken in the New Testament about the rabbis sitting on Moses' seat or a single case in which believers were told to submit to the authority of unbelieving rabbis. 

Rather, what we see in the New Covenant is the establishment of a whole new governmental regime--a human Kingdom authority not characterized by lordship, but servanthood. Under the New Covenant a radical change takes place in the realm of spiritual authority. In fulfilment of the prophetic hope of Exodus 19:6 ("And you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests") and echoing Yeshua's parable of the tenants, 1 Peter 2:7-10 declares, "“The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone,” and “ A stone of stumbling and a rock of offense." 

They stumble, being disobedient to the word, to which they also were appointed. But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light; who once were not a people but are now the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but now have obtained mercy." 

When it comes to the work of the Kingdom, we are all true believers are tenants in God's vineyard--in a vineyard now much more expansive and inclusive, including Israel as well as her gentile commonwealth. As God's tenant-priests we have the awesome privilege and end-time task of bringing in a harvest of souls into the Kingdom. 

Yes, in the New Covenant there is still a need for a special leadership and spiritual authority. And most of us at this conference serve in some kind of leadership capacity. But God's new leadership model is the inverted pyramid. The model of Ephesians 4 is not a leadership standing in a lofty position as lords over the people, but are those who take the low seat to undergird others to do the work of Kingdom ministry (See Ephesians 4:11,12). 
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