
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Whose Vineyard Is It Anyway?”
Mark 12:1-12; 1 Kings 21:1-19 March 20, 2016

I never knew how complex cultivating a vineyard and 
making wine could be until I visited a vineyard in Napa 
Valley. The agronomist from the vineyard accompanied 
us on our tour. He explained the impact of rain, soil, sun, 
fog, wind, cultivation, grape varieties and other mysterious 
factors on the vines and grapes. Being from the south, I 
know about raising watermelons, okra, and tomatoes. I 
know about vegetable gardens. I learned that day that there 
is something special about a vineyard. In fact, in the Bible a 
vineyard is a symbol of Israel, the covenant people of God.  
We know the psalmist says, “The earth is the Lord’s and 
all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it” (Psalm 
24:1). But the vineyard has a unique role in God’s creation.  

Israel is the vineyard of the Lord. The prophet Isaiah 
sings a love song about God and the vineyard. God chooses 
a fertile spot, cultivates the land, removes the stones, plants 
the vines, builds a watchtower, and waits for the sweet 
grapes to come (Isaiah 5). The vineyard of the Lord is to be a 
place of life, honest labor, fertility, productivity and beauty.  
When we see the vineyard as a metaphor for Israel, then the 
land is to be a place where life flourishes in abundance and 
justice and peace reign for all. Every Israelite who cultivates 
a vineyard has a tangible sign of the blessing of God for 
the wellbeing of the people. The vineyard is a reminder of 
God’s relationship to Israel.  

Imagine King Ahab looking out the palace window, 
seeing Naboth’s vineyard and thinking what a nice 
vegetable garden it would make. I imagine he wants to grow 
watermelons, okra and tomatoes. We may miss the irony 
embedded in the story because we prize locally grown fresh 
vegetables.  To reduce a vineyard to a vegetable garden is 
to uproot the symbol of Israel as the vineyard of the Lord. 
Ahab offers to buy it or swap another vineyard for it. 
Naboth’s vineyard is his ancestral home and inheritance. To 
sell the vineyard is to lose the privilege and responsibility of 
cultivating this God-given land. It is to lose the tangible sign 
of God’s care for the earth and for the covenant people. It 
is to give into the king’s injustice. Kings are always wanting 
to take what is not theirs to take. When Naboth refuses 
the demand, Ahab falls into a royal pout. He refuses to eat 

and descends into depression. Queen Jezebel will stop at 
nothing to get what she wants. She has Naboth unjustly 
accused and killed. Ahab takes possession of the vineyard. 
Her evil schemes point to the truth that there is no justice 
in the vineyard of the Lord.  

After Jesus enters the city of Jerusalem on that first Palm 
Sunday, he tells a parable about another vineyard. A man 
plants a vineyard and does everything possible to insure its 
productivity. He leases the vineyard to tenants and goes 
away to another country. He sends servants to collect his 
share of the harvest. Each time he sends a servant to get 
what belongs to him, the tenants beat or kill the servant.  At 
last, the owner sends one last emissary, his “beloved son,” to 
the vineyard. The wicked tenants believe that if they kill the 
son, the vineyard will be theirs. Jesus says that the owner 
“will come and destroy the tenants and give the vineyard 
to others.” Then Jesus quotes Psalm 118 which expresses 
amazement at what the Lord is doing. The stone rejected by 
the builders has become the cornerstone. This is the same 
psalm from which the people draw their words of praise on 
Palm Sunday. 

The parable of the Wicked Tenants is clear to the leaders 
who hear it. They realize that Jesus is telling the parable 
against them. The parable lays out exactly what will happen 
in the last week of the life of Jesus. The wicked tenants will 
kill the son and the owner will return and throw them out.  
What was hidden is now disclosed; what was secret has 
now come to light. We cannot miss the note of irony Mark 
adds at the end of the parable. The religious leaders who are 
in authority are terrified of the crowds, but have no fear of 
God.

In the parable, Jesus tells about the “beloved son” who 
comes to seek what belongs to God. He rides into the city 
as a king who comes in peace. A king of Israel rides a horse 
in a time of war but a donkey in a time of peace. Jesus has 
clearly established his identity as the heir of God. He has 
come to restore the vineyard of Israel to the Lord, who is its 
rightful owner. He has come to establish justice in the land, 
to bring healing, forgiveness and peace to the people. He 
has come to reestablish the beloved community. He will 
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accomplish this by giving his life for the life of the world.  
In his resurrection, he will create a new community of 
the faithful who pursue the ways of God. The church will 
become along with Israel the vineyard of the Lord.

As Jesus entered the city of Jerusalem to restore the 
vineyard to God, so God sends us to tell the good news 
of what God has done in Jesus. We tell it with our words, 
but even more importantly, we tell it with our deeds. Just 
as Elijah stood up to expose the injustice of the King and 
to insure justice for Naboth, so we stand up for justice 
in our time. Elijah said, “No.”  Sometimes all it takes is 
for somebody to stand up for the truth of God. Our life 
together in the church is to be a reflection of how God 
wants things to be for all the earth.  It matters what we say, 
how we live, where we go and what we do.   

There is always going to be resistance when we stand 
for what it right. As we enter Holy Week we think about 
what Jesus endured to restore the vineyard to God. A 
congregation began to minister to its new neighbors who 
had come to this country from Southeast Asia. These 
new residents of our country were of the same Christian 
denomination as the congregation they began to attend. 
They had come to the Christian faith through the work 
of missionaries. The congregation welcomed them, taught 
the children in Sunday School and ministered to the needs 
of these immigrant families. There was criticism from some 
within the congregation. Welcoming Christians from a 
different culture and who spoke a different language was 
challenging and demanding. It began to change the make-
up of the church. Some of the members who missed “the 
way things used to be” and did not want the church to 
change began to drift away. In spite of the losses, those 
who remained continued to do the work they believe God 
had called them to do – love one another, welcome the 
stranger, provide for their needs, and build the beloved 
community. They knew that they were called to cultivate 
the Lord’s vineyard. 

Today we are commissioning a number of our members 
who are going to the Dominican Republic to work 
alongside Christians there for the causes of God. As the 
people of God we are bound together to use our gifts 
and talents to bring hope, to practice reconciliation, to 
establish justice and to heal the world. They go for us; they 
go with God’s blessing; and they go with our prayers. The 
work they do and the relationships they establish will be a 
reflection of what God desires for all lands and all people.  
They will return to us with deeper faith, fresh ideas and  
new ways of seeing.  They too are called to tend the Lord’s 
vineyard. 

Here we are in the vineyard of the Lord. The vineyard is all 
around us: where we hang out, where we shop, where we go 
to school, or where we work. These are the fields where God 
has called us to labor; these are the people, the institutions 
and the communities God has called us to cultivate. Where 
did we ever get the idea it would be easy? All we have to do 
is look at Jesus whose entry into Jerusalem and journey to 
the cross changed our lives and changed the world. These 
minds, hearts and hands are the tools God has given us to 
use. How will we use our gifts to cultivate the vineyard of 
the Lord?   

 


