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Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching

Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.

WHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE

This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

Bible Background
The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and 
interpret the Scripture text. 

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide. 

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they

are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text

meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.



Bible Background
An Everyday Image
Mark’s version of the parable

of the sower begins after Jesus
proclaims, “Whoever does the 

will of God is my brother and sister 
and mother” (3:35). The parable is 
immediately followed by Jesus’ assertion
that lamps are not lit to be hidden (4:21).
In this context, the parable carries the
message of actively and visibly 
participating in the work of God.

By this point in his ministry, Jesus has
begun to attract significant crowds. Mark
tells us the crowd was so great on this
occasion that Jesus had to get into a boat
and row out to sea in order to be heard.
The hillside around the water created a
natural amphitheater that carried Jesus’
voice to all those gathered to listen.

As in many of the parables, Jesus
draws from an everyday image to teach a
lesson. The farmer sowing seed was a
common sight for his audience, especially
in the fall (Kistemaker, 32). Jesus could
rely on the life experience of the listeners
to provide basic knowledge while he 
highlighted a spiritual lesson in an
everyday human experience.

In addition to being familiar, 
agricultural imagery was “commonly used
by Hellenistic writers to teach lessons
about education and improvement of
character” (Dowd, 984). Agricultural
images also appeared in the Old

Testament and other Jewish writings “to
teach about God’s will and God’s coming
reign” (Dowd, 984). These themes are
combined in the parable of the sower,
where Jesus teaches that improving the
quality of one’s soil can lead to abundant
participation in the kingdom.

The Parable
Our passage has a three-part structure.
First, there is the parable itself. Jesus 
presents the image of the farmer 
distributing seed across different kinds of
soil that all yield different results. He
begins and ends with a call to “Listen!”
(vv. 3, 9). This command both alerts the
reader to the importance of the words to
come and recalls the Jewish exhortation
to “hear,” as in Deuteronomy 6:4 (Getty-
Sullivan, 22).

Some seed falls along the hard path
and is eaten before it has the opportunity
to germinate (4:4). Some lands in rocky
soil and, though it grows quickly, it dies
because it lacks sufficient roots. Other
seed falls on thorny soil and is choked
out by weeds. Finally, some of the seed
falls on good soil and produces an 
abundant harvest. In this simple 
presentation, everyone who heard Jesus’
message could acknowledge the truth of
his words.

The Reason for Parables
The second part of the parable is Jesus’
words about the general significance of
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parables. Here he explains to his disci-
ples that there is an additional message
in the story for those who “have been
given the secret of the kingdom of
God” (v. 11). He even says that he speaks
in parables so that “those outside…‘may
indeed look, but not perceive, and may
indeed listen, but not understand; so that
they may not turn again and be forgiven’”
(vv. 11-12). Jesus draws these words from
Isaiah 6:9. They appear to be intended to
shut some people out of his ministry and
to exclude them from the kingdom.

These are troubling words, especially
when we are used to the idea of
Christianity as welcoming and inclusive.
This passage is part of a broader 
distinction between insiders and
outsiders in Mark’s Gospel. Mark depicts
Jesus providing special explanations of
his words to a select group of disciples at
several other points (4:34; 7:33; 9:2, 28;
13:3). Insiders are set apart by their 
participation in the kingdom secret:
“They hear the word and do it. They can
understand the mystery only because of
their decision to obey” (Young, 268).
Outsiders, however, hear the word of
Jesus but do not understand because they
are unwilling to act on it. This explana-
tion of the purpose of parables serves 
as the key for interpreting all the other
parables; to participate in “the secret of
the kingdom,” one must practice the 
difficult lessons the parables offer.

The Meaning of the Parable of the Sower
In the third section of our passage, Jesus
explains the hidden secret of the kingdom
in the story of the seed and the soil so
that the disciples can understand how to
interpret all of Jesus’ parables (v. 13). He
likens the four types of soil to four types
of people and the seed to the word of
God.

The soil on the path is hard, like a
person whose heart is hardened (v. 15).
Such people hear the word, but they
choose not to engage it in their lives. They
do not understand the word because they

cannot be bothered to try. Jesus suggests
that Satan is at work in these hearts.

The rocky soil is shallow, like people
whose enthusiasm for new ideas is 
superficial and short lived (vv. 16-17).
They are excited initially by the promise
of Jesus’ message, but they pull away as
soon as they meet resistance. In the
context of the parable, many of these
people fear that they could be persecuted
for following Jesus, so they fall back.

The thorny soil is of good quality, but
because it is home to so many thorns and
weeds, new seed does not have enough
space to grow (vv. 18-19). These are the

I. Sermon by the Sea (Mark 4:1-3)
A. Teaching in Parables (v. 2)
B. Call to Listen! (v. 3)

II. The Sower (Mark 4:4-9)
A. Path, Rocks, and Thorns: Three

Failed Attempts (vv. 4-7)
B. Good Soil, Abundant Harvest (v. 8)
C. Listen! (v. 9)

III. The Parables (Mark 4:10-12)
A. Private Teaching to Disciples (v. 10)
B. Distinction Between Insiders and

Outsiders (vv. 11-12)
1. Disciples Have “Secret of the

Kingdom” (v. 11)
2. Others Hear But Do Not

Understand (v. 12)

IV. The Interpretation (Mark 4:13-20)
A. Sower as Key to All Parables (v. 13)
B. Three Types of People Unreceptive to

God’s Word (vv. 15-19)
1. Hard Path: Hardened Heart 

(v. 15)
2. Shallow: Short-lived Enthusiasm

(vv. 16-17)
3. Thorns: Overwhelmed by

Worldly Concerns (vv. 18-19)
C. Good Soil Bears Fruit Abundantly 

(v. 20)
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❍ Measuring Our Receptivity
Read Mark 4:1-20. Either
distribute copies of the
resource page, “Measuring
Our Receptivity,” or 

reproduce it on the board. Discuss where
each of the four soils in the parable
should be located. Talk about the 
connection between hearing and doing.
Are we really receptive to God’s word if 
we merely hear it? How might action
affect our understanding of what we
hear?

❍ The Soils as Listeners
Read Mark 4:1-20. Have the class imagine
the four types of soil as four kinds of
listeners. As a class, list characteristics of
each type. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ Do you recognize anyone you know in

this list? Do you recognize yourself?
➤ With respect to the three unproductive

soils, what bothers you about each type
of listener? Is there anything about
them that you find endearing?

➤ How might these people challenge or
encourage you to be a better listener
yourself?

❍ Understanding Our Soil
Ask any of the following questions to get
the group to consider how they respond
to the word of God.

Questions
➤ Do you feel receptive to God’s word

more at some times than at others?
➤ What kinds of things distract you from

following God wholeheartedly?
➤ What life events make you unreceptive

to the word of God?
➤ What events make your heart hard,

shallow, or cluttered?

The parable of the sower gives us an opportunity to examine our hearts and
assess how ready we are to accept the word of God. How willing are we to
put God’s word into practice? Jesus offers a means to show us where we stand

as disciples. We are called to consider which type of soil best describes us. This illustration can
help us understand what keeps us from hearing and doing God’s word and push us to lead lives
that bear fruit.

A Way to Begin
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people who are so worn down by the cares of the world that the word cannot get the
nutrients it needs to flourish in their hearts. They cannot bear fruit because they are
burdened with the concerns of their lives.

The good soil is soil that bears fruit, like those people who hear the word of God
and act on it (v. 20). Their lives are like the good soil because they continuously practice
the instructions of Jesus. The harvest from such quality soil is abundant, bearing fruit
“thirty and sixty and a hundredfold” (v. 20).

The lesson of this parable, which Jesus asserts is the key to all other parables, is that
a “good heart is all that is needed for a miraculous harvest” (Young, 276).



❍ More than Hearing
When Jesus finishes telling the parable, 
he says, “Let anyone with ears to hear
listen!” (4:9). Discuss the difference
between “hearing” and “listening.” List
the characteristics of each. What does this
distinction have to do with how we receive
the word of God?

❍ Insiders and Outsiders
Reread Mark 4:10-12. Consider the
distinction between insiders and
outsiders in Mark’s Gospel. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ What does Jesus’ explanation of the

parable of the sower illuminate that the
straight telling does not make plain?

➤ In the midst of such a large crowd, why
does Jesus shift his attention to a small
group of familiar people?

➤ Are you comfortable with Jesus’ 
statement that he speaks in parables 
so that some people will hear “but not
understand” (v. 12)?

❍ Obstacles to the Word
Jesus acknowledges that many things can
keep us from genuinely hearing the word.
Discuss these factors, thinking of 
contemporary examples of each of the
obstacles Jesus mentions: (1) the path
(lack of retention), (2) the stony ground
(lack of depth), and (3) the thorns (lack 
of focus).

Questions
➤ What can we do to enhance our 

spiritual “productivity”?
➤ What is God’s role in making the soil 

of our hearts more fertile?

❍ Questions to Ponder
Discuss the following questions.

Questions
➤ What makes the good soil good?
➤ Are we receptive to God’s word because

of what we do or because of what God
does? Explain.

➤ What does the “harvest” represent?
What is the “fruit” God intends for us
to bear?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
There is much to consider in this passage. Jesus tells the parable itself, describes
the role of parables in his ministry, and finally gives a private interpretation of the

parable of the sower. Thus, we can approach this text in a number of different
ways. All of them point in the same direction, however: good disciples hear the word, let it
take root and grow in their hearts, and bear fruit.
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❍ Improving Our Soil
Ask participants to brainstorm ways they
can improve the quality of their “soil.”
How can we be more receptive to the word
of God?

Encourage them to think of concrete
actions they can take and to imagine ways
they can evaluate their progress later.

Explore why such change is important.
Lead them to consider any difficulties
that could arise. Pray together for the
enrichment of your soil.

❍ How Abundant Is Your Harvest?
Ask participants to discuss what our lives
look like when we bear fruit. What kinds
of actions would constitute bearing fruit?
Develop a list of examples together.

Discuss what kinds of actions we
should classify not merely as “bearing
fruit” but as producing an abundant
harvest. What can we do to reap such a
harvest?

Lead participants to commit to being
receptive to new kinds of fruit God may
want to produce in their lives in the days
and weeks to come.

References
Sharyn E. Dowd, “Mark,” Mercer Commentary on the Bible,
ed. Watson E. Mills and Richard F. Wilson (Macon GA:
Mercer University Press, 1995).

Mary Ann Getty-Sullivan, Parables of the Kingdom: Jesus and
the Use of Parables in the Synoptic Tradition (Collegeville MN:
Liturgical Press, 2007).

Simon J. Kistemaker, Understanding the Stories Jesus Told, 2nd
ed. (Grand Rapids MI: Baker, 2002).

Brad H. Young, The Parables: Jewish Tradition and Christian
Interpretation (Peabody MA: Hendrickson, 1998).

The parable concludes with the image of an abundant harvest. Because of its 
receptive, nurturing qualities, the good soil brings forth an abundance of fruit.
Likewise, we can evaluate our receptivity to God’s word by the abundance of our

spiritual “harvest.” Challenge participants to consider the state of their hearts and how
they might become more receptive to the word of God.

A Way to End
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2
Bible Background

The Context
In Mark, the parables of the

seed growing secretly and the
mustard seed continue the 

agricultural theme from the beginning 
of the chapter, allowing the audience to
draw from the same everyday experiences.
These two stories also share a “contrast
between small beginnings and 
extravagant results” (Getty-Sullivan, 35).

The seed parables, however, stand
apart from the parable of the sower
because here Jesus compares the growing
seeds to the kingdom. In fact, the seed
parables are the only explicit “kingdom
parables” in the Gospel of Mark (Getty-
Sullivan, 35). In the parable of the sower,
Jesus explains that the parables can be
understood in the context of the
kingdom. Now Jesus explains what the
coming of the kingdom will look like.

The Seed Growing Secretly
Jesus first tells the parable of the seed
growing secretly. In this story, the
kingdom is compared to a farmer who
sows the seed, waits expectantly, and then
harvests the grain. He cannot, however,
explain what makes that seed grow into
ripe, full grain. The farmer knows what
work he needs to do and when to do it,
but “the secret of life” (Kistemaker, 42)
lies with God and in the earth.

The important work is done while the
farmer sleeps at night (4:27). This detail
suggests that the farmer plays a passive
role in the growth of the seed while God’s
role is active (Getty-Sullivan, 36). The
farmer’s inactivity could also be a sign of
trust in the processes of the earth. The
farmer has confidence in God’s work
through nature (Perkins, 577).

This is “a parable of sequence:
harvesting follows sowing in due time.
The manifestation of God’s kingdom
follows the faithful ministry of God’s
word. The one leads to another, and
nothing happens without the secret
working power of God” (Kistemaker, 43).
Timing is also important, as the farmer
must wait for the earth to produce the
fruit of his labor. Waiting for the harvest,
like waiting for the kingdom of God,
requires patience. The farmer does the
work he knows to be his and waits calmly
for the harvest, when the next task is
required of him. The farmer’s willingness
to wait reminds us that “[h]uman actions
can neither hasten nor delay the coming
of the kingdom” (Perkins, 577). Patience
is required in the meantime.

The Mustard Seed
Anticipating the kingdom requires not
only patience but also humility. Jesus
therefore tells a second parable: one
about a mustard seed. This parable begins
with a set of rhetorical questions. The
strategy of asking rhetorical questions

Lesson Teaching Guide
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was also found in rabbinic parables 
and in the writings of prophets such 
as Isaiah (Getty-Sullivan, 36). Jesus
asks his hearers what would be an
appropriate comparison with the
kingdom of God (4:30). He answers his
question by pointing to a mustard seed,
“the smallest of all the seeds on earth”
(4:31).

This answer seems nonsensical until
Jesus explains that this tiny seed
“becomes the greatest of all shrubs”
(4:32). It grows to be so big that it offers
shade to all kinds of birds. Indeed, the
mustard seed starts out at less than half
an inch long and grows to be eight to ten
feet tall ( Jones, 86–87). From a humble
beginning comes a seemingly impossible
result.

The image of a tree that becomes
great and offers a home to all kinds of
birds recalls passages in the Old
Testament. In the book of Daniel, one of
Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams concerns a
great tree that stretches to the heavens
and offers shade and shelter to every kind
of animal (Dan 4:11-12). The prophet
Ezekiel similarly describes a cedar tree
that God exalts until it becomes a home
for all the birds of the air (Ezek 17:22-23).
Jesus draws on these stories to underscore
the importance of the fully grown
mustard plant and to prove that God uses
things that look insignificant to play
important roles in the kingdom.

While the mustard plant is compared
to other great trees, the mustard seed is
an important image in other parts of the
New Testament. Elsewhere in the Gospels,
Jesus compares the tiny mustard seed to
faith. He tells the disciples toward the end
of his ministry that “if you have faith the
size of a mustard seed, you will say to this
mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ 
and it will move; and nothing will be
impossible for you” (Mt 17:20; see also 
Lk 17:6). The connection of the parable to
the saying is valuable, assuring readers
that through even a tiny bit of sincere
faith, seemingly insignificant things will
be brought to greatness.

As Jesus uses the mustard seed to 
illustrate that God brings even small
things to fulfillment, the modern reader
is aware that the very life of Jesus proves
the parable to be true. From humble
beginnings as a carpenter grew a great
teacher and even a savior. Both in his
teachings and in his life and death, Jesus
“did not deny but rather boldly affirmed
the small beginning” ( Jones, 88).

I. The Sermon by the Sea: Connections to
the Parable of the Sower

A. Use of Agricultural Imagery
B. Small Beginnings Yielding

Exceptional Results
C. Seed Parables as Kingdom Parables

II. The Seed Growing Secretly (Mk 4:26-29)
A. The Role of the Farmer in Growing

the Grain (v. 26)
B. Growth Occurs while the Farmer

Sleeps (v. 27)
C. The Role of God in Growing the

Grain (v. 27)
D. The Patient Farmer Awaits the

Harvest (v. 29)

II. The Mustard Seed (Mk 4:30-32)
A. Rhetorical Questions (v. 30)
B. The Mustard Plant’s Humble

Beginnings (v. 31)
C. The “Greatest of Shrubs” (v. 32)

1. Like the Great Tree of Daniel
(Dan 4:11-12)

2. Like the Noble Cedar of Ezekiel
(Ezek 17:22-23)

D. Great Things from Humble
Beginnings

IV. Jesus’ Many Parables (Mk 4:33-34)
A. The Exclusive Form of Teaching 

(vv. 33-34)
B. Private Explanations for the

Disciples (v. 34)
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❍ Being Patient and Humble
Read Mark 4:26-34. The seed growing
secretly teaches us that we must wait
patiently for God to bring things to
completion. The mustard seed teaches us
that the humblest of things can grow into
something great. The text seems to
suggest that patience and humility are
linked. Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ How are patience and humility related?

Do you think each trait requires the
other?

➤ How might patience and humility
complement or challenge one another?

➤ Which trait do you find most 
challenging to demonstrate?

❍ Personal Seed Experience
Encourage participants to think about
how they might have already taken part in

the kingdom coming on earth. Ask the
questions below, and share any stories 
of your own that might apply. Lead 
participants to ponder the reality and the
difficulty of having a role to play in God’s
kingdom.

Questions
➤ What seeds have you planted, or

watched others plant, that have grown
miraculously into sheltering trees?

➤ What acts have you performed, trusting
that they would result in blessings later
on?

➤ Have you ever been discouraged
because you couldn’t see immediate
results of your kingdom work?

➤ Has your kingdom work ever produced
surprising, immediate results?

➤ Have you ever witnessed something
magnificent and wondered what made
it possible?

The prayer “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” is
one of the most foundational expressions of Christian faith. We confidently
anticipate the coming of God’s kingdom, but we do not know when it will

come. Furthermore, we are often unsure what we could do to hasten its arrival. In these 
parables Jesus teaches us how to participate in the establishment of the kingdom on earth.
By humbly partnering with God and trusting in God’s timing, we play a role in the creation of
the kingdom.

A Way to Begin
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A Call to Trust
Together, the seed parables function as “a call to trust” ( Jones, 90) that God will use
humans to act on behalf of the kingdom and that God will bring those actions to 
fulfillment.

Our small acts of faith can become great kingdom works in God’s hands. Our task is
humbly to do what we feel is right and trust that God will use our actions to further the
kingdom on earth. We can neither take credit for God’s work nor sit back and wait for
God to do all the work for us.

Our job is to scatter the seed, knowing that God will make it grow into a harvest in
ways we cannot understand. Our job is to remember that the tiny mustard seed will one
day make a home for all the birds of the air.

We cannot control how or when the kingdom of God will come. Instead, we must
wait patiently and trust God’s timing. But we can still do something. We can align our
actions with the world we hope one day to see. We can put our faith in the God who
brings every good work to completion.



❍ Kingdom Metaphors
Read Mark 4:26-34. Consider the 
designation of these parables as
“kingdom parables.”

Questions
➤ What images usually come to mind

when we talk about “the kingdom of
God”?

➤ Do humans have a role to play in 
bringing the kingdom to earth?
Explain.

➤ Do the illustrations of the seed growing
secretly and the mustard seed further
or challenge your preconceptions about
the kingdom of God? Explain.

❍ Humble Beginnings
Read Mark 4:30-32. Bring to class a small
container of whole mustard seed (look on
the spice aisle at the supermarket). As this
is passed around the room, list objects
that are the same approximate height as a
full-grown mustard bush (8–10 feet): the
ceiling in your classroom, a football 
goalpost (ground to crossbar), most street
lamps, etc.

Questions
➤ What kind of plant might you expect

such a tiny seed to produce?
➤ What kind of seed would you expect

the mustard plant to have?
➤ Is this an appropriate metaphor for the

kingdom of God?
➤ What other examples from nature

might work?

❍ A Great Tree…or a Shrub?
Distribute copies of the
resource page “A Great
Tree…or a Shrub?” Discuss
the contrast between the

majestic trees Daniel and Ezekiel describe
and the lowly mustard bush. (Note: a
cedar tree can reach 150 and occasionally
over 200 feet in height.) Ask the questions
provided.

❍ Private Explanations
Read Mark 4:33-34. The passage ends by
noting that Jesus explained the parables
to his disciples in private. Encourage
participants to consider the information
gap between the straightforward telling of
the parables we see in the text and the
additional instruction Jesus gave his inner
circle.

Questions
➤ How might Jesus have explained these

two parables to the disciples?
➤ What is hidden in the text that might

not be obvious to the average hearer?
➤ Do you feel that you are able to 

understand them without additional
help?

These two parables encourage Jesus’ followers to participate in the ministry
of God on earth. Together, they assert that we can help to establish the kingdom

by trusting God. Separately, they teach lessons of patience and humility and
encourage us to imagine what the kingdom will be like.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Planting Seed
Discuss how believers can respond to the
role Jesus gives us in bringing about the
kingdom. What “seeds” can we plant 
this week? Brainstorm specific actions 
participants can perform individually over
the course of the next week.

Discuss hopes for how God could use
these actions. Emphasize the importance
of trusting that our work will not be
futile.

Close by praying that God will help us
all to plant seeds where they are needed
and use them in advancing the kingdom.

❍ Expanding Our Focus
These parables are focused on the
kingdom, but the lessons they teach can
help us grow as people even when our
focus is elsewhere.

As a group, discuss how today’s lesson
about patience and humility can make a
difference in our everyday lives.
Encourage participants to think about
their routine experiences—work, family,
etc.—in terms of these traits. List specific
ways we can be more patient or more
humble.

Challenge participants to commit to
put at least one of these ways into practice
in the week ahead.

References
Mary Ann Getty-Sullivan, Parables of the Kingdom: Jesus and
the Use of Parables in the Synoptic Tradition (Collegeville MN:
Liturgical Press, 2007).
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Although the seed parables emphasize the role of God in growing the kingdom, they
also include significant roles for humans. We cannot make the seed grow, but we
can plant, nurture, and harvest. If we wait around for the kingdom simply to

“happen,” we will be disappointed—just as we will if we try to create the kingdom on our
own. These parables encourage us to act humbly and patiently with the conviction that what
we do plays a significant part in the growth of the kingdom.
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3
Bible Background

The Parable of the Wheat and
the Weeds

The parable of the wheat and
the weeds is unique to Matthew. 

It comes after the parable of the sower
and before the parable of the mustard
seed. Its agricultural imagery fits neatly
with the other two. Like Mark’s seed 
parables, the parable of the weeds is
specifically identified as a kingdom
parable.

Jesus describes a large field that has
been carefully sown with high-quality
wheat seed. While the field’s owner and
servants sleep, however, “an enemy” (v.
25) comes and scatters the seed of weeds
on top of the wheat. When modern
readers read about “weeds,” they might
picture something like dandelions. In
fact, the Greek word used here (zizania,
sing. zizanion) refers to the darnel or
cockle, a weed that grows in the same
environments as wheat and looks almost
exactly like it. For the servants, telling the
two apart would be almost impossible
until all the plants were fully grown
(Kistemaker, 44).

Despite the similarities between the
weeds and the wheat, the servants 
recognize that something is not quite
right in the field. Immediately, they report
their concerns, shocked that the field they
care for has been compromised.

“Master,” they ask, “did you not sow
good seed in your field? Where, then, did
these weeds come from?” (v. 27). The
householder responds calmly that the
weeds must be the work of an enemy 
(v. 28), though he seems unconcerned
with the enemy’s identity.

The servants suggest pulling up the
weeds right away, but their master stops
them. The householder knows that the
weeds are so integrated into the field that
uprooting them would bring up the good
wheat as well. Instead of cleansing the
field immediately, the householder tells
the servants to let the weeds grow with
the wheat until the harvest, at which time
they can be separated. When the harvest
does come, the householder plans to store
the wheat in the barn and to gather weeds
into bundles that can be burned (v. 30). In
this way, the farmer “turns a disadvantage
into an asset: fuel for the winter”
(Kistemaker, 45). The householder does
what he can to make the best of an unfor-
tunate situation.

The Meaning of the Parable
Weeds and wheat are both common
images in the Bible. Weeds are often
shown obstructing the growth of crops.
For example, in the parable of the sower,
thorns (another kind of weed) prevent 
the seed from bearing fruit (Mk 4:7; 
Mt 13:22). Weeds also frequently 
symbolize evil (Hos 10:4) (Ryken, 650).

Lesson Teaching Guide
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Wheat, on the other hand, was an
important part of the New Testament
diet. Biblical references to wheat are
much more positive. This basic grain
often signifies bounty and blessing
(Deut 8:8; Exod 34:22). In the Gospels,
wheat is commonly linked with the right-
eous. This is the case in Matthew 3:12,
where Jesus tells of the separation of the
wheat from the chaff (Ryken, 942–43). By
using these familiar images, Jesus alerts
us to the tone of his message in the first
sentence of the parable.

As with the parable of the sower,
Matthew also preserves the interpretation
of the parable that Jesus privately gives
the disciples (13:36-43). Jesus explains,
“The one who sows the good seed is the
Son of Man; the field is the world, and the
good seed are the children of the
kingdom; the weeds are the children of
the evil one, and the enemy who sowed
them is the devil” (vv. 37-39).

Just as the weeds and wheat are 
separated at harvest time, evildoers will
be separated from the children of the
kingdom at the end of the world (v. 40).
Though this imagery is frightening,
recasting the weeds and the wheat as
people can help modern readers apply the
parable to their lives.

God Will Take Care of the Weeds
If the weeds represent evildoers, then

the servants reflect the impatient
mood of many Christians in God’s
kingdom. Under the banner of 
maintaining the purity of the church,
zealous believers have caused untold
damage by passing judgment on
fellow Christians, and by cutting
them off from the church.
(Kistemaker, 49)

The warning of the householder that
pulling the weeds will uproot the wheat
becomes even more important in this
context. His instructions to wait until the
harvest should not be interpreted as a call
to do nothing about the evil in the world.
Instead, they should be read as “a realistic

reminder” (Boring, 311) that the servants
cannot possibly remove all the weeds
from the field—just as Christians cannot

I. Jesus tells another parable.
A. Unique to Matthew
B. Part of Matthew’s Chapter of

Parables (Mt 13)
C. A Description of the Kingdom
D. Agricultural Imagery

II. Weeds are planted among the wheat 
(Mt 13:24-26).

A. Darnel or Cockle: Similar to Wheat
in Appearance

B. The Work of an Enemy (v. 25)
C. Undetected until They Begin to

Grow (v. 26)

III. Slaves discover the weeds (Mt 13:27-
28).
A. Surprise that the Crop Has Been

Compromised (v. 27)
B. The Work of an Enemy (v. 28)
C. Uproot the Weeds? (v. 28)

IV. The Householder’s Response (Mt 13:29-
30)
A. Pulling the weeds would kill the

wheat (v. 29).
B. The weeds and the wheat must grow

together until the harvest (v. 30).
C. Special Instructions for the Reapers

1. Gather the weeds first and
bundle them to burn (v. 30).

2. Then collect the wheat and put
it in the barn (v. 30).

V. The Weeds and Wheat as People (13:36-
43)

A. Weeds as Evildoers, Wheat as
Children of God

B. Only God can judge the difference.
C. The two will grow together until the

end of the world.
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❍ Noticing “Weeds”
Read Matthew 13:24-30. Explain that 
the “weeds” in the parable are virtually
indistinguishable from the wheat. (See
also the inset box in the Learner’s Study
Guide.) Refer to Jesus’ interpretation of
this parable in Matthew 13:36-43.

Questions
➤ In what sense are the “children of the

evil one” (v. 38) indistinguishable from
the “children of the kingdom”?

➤ Does this make them more or less
dangerous? Explain.

➤ What attitudes or behaviors warn you
that someone may not be what he or
she seems to be?

Today’s lesson explores how Jesus says
to deal with the problem of “weeds.”

❍ Getting Pruned
Invite volunteers to share experiences of
being rejected or excluded. Perhaps they
were blackballed from membership in an
organization. Perhaps they were victims
of hasty or hard-hearted “church 
discipline.” It may be as simple as suffer-
ing ostracism from a group of friends
who were scandalized by a perceived fault.

Questions
➤ How did you feel to be on the receiving

end of someone’s campaign of 
“uprooting”?

➤ How did this experience affect those
around you?

➤ Did the excluding group suffer any
unintended negative effects? Explain.

➤ How might all parties concerned have
handled the situation better?

Today’s lesson deals with the common
impulse to “uproot” what we perceive as
evil without thinking through the 
consequences.

This parable serves as both a warning against judging and a reminder that
God’s kingdom is inclusive of all. It can help us consider the inclusiveness of
our churches by asserting that only God can distinguish the wheat from the

weeds. Additionally, the parable of the weeds encourages us to move beyond judgment to
forbearance.

A Way to Begin
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eliminate all the evil in the world. In the process of removing the weeds (the evil), some
of the wheat (the good people) gets hurt.

Nevertheless, the damage the weeds could cause to the wheat crop must be 
mitigated. Mary Ann Getty-Sullivan writes, “Jesus’ listeners understood that weeds left
unchecked can choke out the wheat” (65). While the householder firmly instructs the
servants not to pluck up the weeds, the servants know that the weeds must be watched
carefully so that the wheat can thrive as much as possible in the tainted field.

The sorting of good and evil, wheat and weeds, must be left to God. The parable of
the weeds rests on the requirement that the servants wait until the harvest. This is “the
crucial part of the answer, advocating patience and tolerance until the final sorting”
(Getty-Sullivan, 63). Jesus gives the assurance that evil “will ultimately be destroyed”
(Boring, 311) and good will last forever.

Judgment, the parable asserts, is not a human task. Christians are “to be patient and
not act as self-appointed judges” (Kistemaker, 49). Until the harvest comes, Christians
are charged to live obedient and faithful lives, trusting that God will take care of the
world’s evil when the time is right (Boring, 311).



❍ The Reaction of the Servants
Read Matthew 13:24-30. Jesus describes
the servants as acting with dismay and
urgency. They are eager to address the
situation by clearing the field. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ What motivates the servants to want to

pull the weeds?
➤ What positive traits might their sense

of urgency demonstrate?
➤ How would you have reacted in their

situation?
➤ How might the master’s instructions

have either calmed or further 
aggravated them?

❍ The Householder’s Forbearance
Rather than having the weeds pulled up
immediately, the householder chooses to
leave the weeds alone until the harvest.

Questions
➤ How would you have responded if you

were the householder? Why?
➤ What wisdom is exhibited in the plan

to wait for the harvest?

Observe that the “weeds” are still a
damaging intrusion upon the field. The
problem is real. It is not the product of
the servants’ pious imagination.

Discuss how Christians respond to
evil in the world. What does this parable
say to zealous crusaders against the evils
of society? (Note that these crusaders may
be of any political persuasion.) What 
does it say to “live-and-let-live” moral
relativists?

❍ The Weeds
If someone in the class is a gardener, have
him or her describe the harm that weeds
can cause and ways of dealing with them.
Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ Why do the servants consider the weeds

such a threat?
➤ What can the master and the servants

do to lessen the weeds’ negative
impact?

➤ Note that in the parable the field is “the
world,” not “the church” (v. 38). Should
we apply this parable to church matters
at all? If so, how?

➤ At harvest time, the householder
gathers the weeds to burn for fuel, thus
turning a liability into an asset. How
might kingdom people uncover the
good potential within the “weeds”?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
Jesus presents a vibrant cast of characters: the wise householder, the sneaky
enemy, the overzealous servants, and even the weeds and the wheat themselves.

Each element furthers the drama of the story and provides a different angle from
which to consider Jesus’ message. Lead participants to explore Jesus’ call to trust God with
the task of judging others.
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❍ Do Not Judge
Read Matthew 7:1-5. Ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ How can we avoid judging others?
➤ We often encounter people who act in

ways that are inappropriate or even
dangerous. What can we offer them
instead of judgment?

➤ What is the difference between holding
people accountable for their actions
and judging them?

Have participants think of someone
they have a hard time with (no need to
share) and imagine one concrete step they
could take to improve their attitude
toward that person. Pray together for
hearts that rush to love rather than 
judgment.

❍ Waiting for the Harvest
Good and bad people will be mixed
together in our world until the end.
Discuss ways this fact might be turned
into something positive. How can we open
our hearts to all people, even the “weeds”?

❍ Of Wolves and Weeds
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Of Wolves
and Weeds.” Read Matthew
7:15-20. Discuss the 

difference between discernment and 
judgmentalism. Ask the questions
provided.

Close with prayer for spiritual 
discernment and wisdom.

References
Eugene M. Boring, “Matthew,” The New Interpreter’s Bible,
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The parable of the weeds gives us a view of the kingdom we might not have consid-
ered before. The kingdom grows despite the work of an unseen enemy. In the
world, the good and the bad are mixed together. Discernment isn’t the same as

judgmentalism, and in other passages Jesus urges his followers to judge others by their fruits.
At the same time, God alone is the ultimate judge. We can’t waste our lives finding fault with
everyone we meet. Help participants understand how to live as faithfully as possible and
leave the judging to God.

A Way to End
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Bible Background
Hiring Workers
Knowing the customs of the

first-century world helps us
interpret this parable, but it

doesn’t take a biblical scholar to 
understand the basic point. The
landowner creates a scandal by paying 
all his workers the same pay regardless 
of how long they worked. The issue of
equality or inequality is at the forefront as
this parable examines what the kingdom
of heaven is like.

The parable begins with a landowner
going out one morning to hire laborers to
work in his vineyard. It was obviously
harvest time, and the landowner rushed
to gather the crops before they wasted
away in the fields. He hired the first group
of laborers and sent them into the fields.
We can assume they were sent early in the
morning, shortly after sunrise.
Furthermore, the text specifically states
that they agreed to the usual daily wage of
one denarius. This wage would have been
enough to feed the average family for a
day but was by no means generous (Scott,
290–91). These workers made their deal
with the landowner and agreed to this
wage.

At roughly 9 a.m. the landowner
returned to the marketplace and hired
more workers. He sent them into the field
without negotiating a wage. Instead, he
simply told them, “I will pay you whatever

is right.” Without reading too much into
the parable, we can assume these workers
knew about the first group of workers
and the wage they negotiated. Since it was
a fair wage, they felt they could trust the
landowner. After all, he promised to do
what was “right.” It is reasonable to
suspect that the first-century hearer of the
parable expected these workers to receive
less than a full denarius—as would
hearers today. There is a clear shift in
power here. The workers seem to have
lost their bargaining leverage. The
landowner is able to hire based on his
promise to do what is “right.”

Then the pattern repeats. The
landowner goes back at noon and again at
three o’clock to find other potential
workers standing idle. Jesus simply states
that the landowner approached them as
he did the third-hour workers. These
workers therefore went into the vineyard
on the promise of receiving what was
“right.”

The landowner approaches the final
group of laborers at five o’clock. There is
another hour of work before quitting
time. When asked why they are idle, these
workers respond, “Because no one has
hired us.” This is an important statement.
Based on the comment, the reader can
infer that these people have been looking
for work all day long. Again, the shift of
power is obvious. They are told to go into
the vineyard, but there is no negotiation
of a wage or even the promise they will

Lesson Teaching Guide
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receive what is “right.” They can only
hope the landowner will pay them
something.

Paying the Workers
The workers are paid at the end of the
day. This custom was important for
several reasons. First, many peasants 
literally lived from day to day. They
needed the pay in order to eat and secure
shelter.

Second, because the landowner had
an unfair advantage, the only power a
worker had was to be able to collect his
pay at the end of the day. If the master
wanted workers to return, he needed to
treat them well. Failing to be fair on the
first day would make it hard for the
landowner to hire workers the next day,
especially those who were the best.

Most parables have a twist in the plot.
In the midst of a common, everyday story
about first-century life, something out of
the ordinary happens. In this parable, the
landowner instructs his steward to pay
the workers, beginning with those hired
last. The reversed order of payment is
unusual and sets the stage for what is to
follow.

Those who only worked one hour
received a full daily wage, a denarius.
When those who were hired first
witnessed this generosity, they expected to
receive more than what they had been
promised. To their surprise, they only
received a denarius as well. This caused
them to grumble. The scene could have
been avoided if the landowner had paid
the workers in the usual order of first
hired, first paid—but that would have
ruined the story! Instead, the landowner
intentionally creates the tension.

The Meaning of the Parable
The charge of the all-day laborers seems
reasonable: “You have made them equal
to us who have borne the burden of the
day and the scorching heat” (v. 12). It is
obvious that they did more work than the
last-hired laborers. The amount of work
is clearly unequal.

The biggest danger in teaching the parables
is that we all tend to read between the lines
and speculate about motives or actions.
Teachers should keep the discussion from
moving outside the text. It will also be
helpful to keep the discussion of the
parable and its application separate. The
parable was first told in the first century,
but we are to ponder how to apply it now
in the twenty-first century.

I. The Hiring of the Workers (Mt 20:1-7)
A. The first hired workers negotiate to

work for one denarius, a low but
common wage.

B. Those hired at 9 a.m. are told they
will be paid what is “right.”

C. The landowner did the same for
those hired at noon and 3 a.m.

D. Finally, the landowner goes back at
5 p.m.

1. He hires those no one else had
hired.

2. He sends them into the vineyard
without discussing their pay.

II. The Payment of the Workers 
(Mt 20:8-10)

A. Those hired last are paid first. 
When they are given a denarius, the
first-hired workers expect they will
receive more.

B. Those hired first are paid last. They
are surprised that they receive the
same amount as the last-hired
workers.

III. The Conversation between the Workers
and the Landowner (Mt 20:11-16)
A. The first-hired workers complain

that the landowner has made them
“equal” to the last-hired workers.

B. The two groups are unequal in terms
of the amount of work they have
done.

C. They are equal, however, in terms of
their material needs.
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❍ Picking Teams
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Picking
Teams.” Ask each 
participant to assign fellow

class members to one of the three mission
teams. Then ask your group to reflect on
the experience of composing these lists.

Questions
➤ Did anyone feel guilty about listing

someone on the “gofer” team?
➤ Did anyone wonder where others were

listing them?
➤ How does it feel to be ranked on a list?
➤ Do you ever worry that God keeps a

similar list?
➤ Do you ever feel like you are competing

to be a better Christian than others?

❍ Group Projects
Discuss participants’ experiences with
group projects either in school, at work,
or in other settings. Observe that in many
group projects, one or two people do
most of the work while others participate
at a minimal level. Ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ How does it feel to be a major 

contributor to a group project when
almost everyone else is relying on your
efforts?

➤ Should all group members receive the
same reward when the project is turned
in? Why or why not?

➤ Why might some group members fail
to contribute adequately?

➤ Why might some group members insist
on doing more?

➤ Have you ever felt out of your depth in
a group project and grateful for those
who had more to contribute?

➤ Have you ever received grace in a 
situation where it was not deserved?

Ranking ourselves and others is a common cultural phenomenon, both in the
biblical world and today. Most humans want to know where they stand in life’s
“pecking order.” Explore how this attitude, often unconscious, even finds its

way into the church.

A Way to Begin
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What is equal, however, is the need of each worker to earn the daily wage in order to
provide for the needs of his family. The landowner reminds those hired first that they
were able to negotiate for their wage. The question of the landowner is stinging: “Are
you envious because I am generous?” One can only imagine those who had waited all
day to be hired—the poor, the lame, the aged. Perhaps they could only work one hour of
the day. Who were those who were hired first? I suspect they were the young, the strong,
and those able to bear the heat of the day.

The parable is not about labor relations or workers’ rights. After all, how could a
landowner who paid workers in this way ever again find workers who would be willing
to start at daybreak? They would know they could wait until later and still earn a decent
wage.

Instead, this parable is about grace. Jesus set up this absurd scenario to make a
crucial point. God’s perspective on the world is very different from our own.

“The kingdom of heaven is like…,” Jesus began. God is like this landowner, who is
able to strip away all the differences that seek to define us and separate us from one
another in unhealthy ways.



❍ The Laborers in the Vineyard
Read Matthew 20:1-16. Using information
from the “Bible Background” section and
the Learner’s Study Guide, explain that
first-century day laborers commonly
worked for a denarius a day (we might
think of this as something like a
“minimum wage”) and were paid at the
end of each day’s work.

Explore the expectations of the 
first-hired workers. Why might they have
expected to receive more than they had
negotiated for?

Discuss the material needs of the 
last-hired workers. Why might they have
gone without work until the end of the
day? Observe that they had families to
feed, just like the first-hired workers did.

Questions
➤ Why might the landowner have paid

the last-hired workers a denarius even
though they obviously had not earned
it?

➤ What does this reveal about the 
character of God?

❍ Little League
Compare the workers in the vineyard to
the members of a little league baseball
team. Some may have impressive natural
talents; others may enjoy the game but
lack the skills to be a “star.”

Questions
➤ How should coaches and leagues

address the issue of who may play?
➤ Is fielding a winning team the only

valid consideration? Why or why not?
➤ Would we answer differently if we were

talking about a major league team?
Why or why not?

❍ The Scandal of Equality
Read Matthew 20:1-16. The first-hired
workers highlight the scandal of the
parable when they say, “You have made
them equal to us” (v. 12). They thought
they deserved more than the last-hired
workers because they worked longer and
harder.

Discuss how Christians sometimes
display the same attitude.

Questions
➤ Are there aspects of our “work” for

God that make us feel superior to
others?

➤ How might these aspects vary from
church to church?

➤ Do we secretly, even unconsciously,
assume that God is going to reward us
above other believers because of our
faithfulness?

➤ What does this parable teach us about
grace?

Jesus’ parable raises questions about equality and inequality in the kingdom.
Does God rank us based on how hard or how long we work? If so, what becomes

of grace? Explore how this parable challenges common assumptions about
rewards in the kingdom of heaven.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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Has Justice Been Served?
Many will leave this lesson with an uneasy
feeling, wondering if justice has been
served. But if justice is the issue, where is
the justice for those who want to work but
cannot find a way to do so until the last
hour?

Remind participants that the parable
is not about justice. It is about the grace
of God. God desires that all believers
impart this same kind of grace to others.

Close by thanking God for constant
grace and praying for the ability to show
that grace to others.

❍ The Landowner’s Risk
The absurd aspect of this parable is 
apparent to the reader. If a landowner
pays those who work one hour the same 
as those who work all day, how will the
landowner ever find workers who will go
into the vineyard early in the morning
when they can earn the same wage for just
one hour of work?

Questions
➤ If you were a first-century worker and

heard about this landowner, would you
agree to work in his vineyard at sunrise
or wait until later in the day?

➤ How does this relate to God’s risk in
bestowing grace so abundantly on those
who have done nothing to earn it?

➤ Does grace make us want to work
harder, or does it destroy our 
motivation to work?

➤ What risks are involved in providing for
the needs of others?

➤ How concerned should we be with
whether they “deserve” our generosity?

Resource
Brandon Bernard Scott, Hear Then the Parable
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989).

Focusing on the relationship between the amount of work and the wage earned
misses the point of the parable. As citizens of a capitalistic society, we tend to
view society in terms of winners and losers. It is easy to accept that God is

gracious, especially when we are the recipients of this grace. It is difficult, however, to be
gracious to others for fear of losing our advantages. Challenge participants to demonstrate
the kind of compassion toward others that we see in the character of the landowner.

A Way to End



Bible Background
The Parable
Mark 12:1-12 begins with a

landowner who plants a 
vineyard, digs a pit for the wine

press, builds a watchtower to guard it,
and then leases it to tenants and goes to
another country. The description of the
vineyard echoes Isaiah 7:1-5. Absentee
landowners were not uncommon in 
first-century Palestine, but they were not
popular. As those who lived under Roman
rule struggled to make a living, the 
absentee landowner—who made a profit
through the labor of others—was not held
in high esteem. This was especially true
since he did not live in the homeland.
Jesus’ first hearers would not likely have
identified with this unnamed landowner.

Several years pass without comment
as the vineyard matures. Eventually, the
time comes when it is ready to yield a
harvest.

The owner of the vineyard is ready to
collect on his investment, so he sends a
slave to get his share for him. The
landowner doesn’t seem to anticipate any
cause for concern. Imagine his surprise,
then, when the slave returns empty
handed and badly beaten!

In the first-century world, the tenants’
action not only deprived the landowner of
his rent but was also a direct challenge to
his honor. According to the honor-and-
shame mentality of the times, the

landowner had to answer the challenge or
face additional damage to his standing in
the community.

His response in the story, however, is
puzzling. He simply sends another
servant, who is treated almost the same as
the first. The tenants beat him around the
head and insult him. Then the
landowner’s response become even more
perplexing as he sends yet another
servant to collect his rent. This time the
servant is killed.

The response of the tenants escalates
each time. By killing the last servant, the
tenants show they have no respect for the
landowner. In the challenge for honor,
the tenants are winning. And yet the
landowner sends other messengers who
are either beaten or killed.

By this point in the story, Jesus’ 
audience must think little of the
landowner. After all, his failure to
respond appropriately to his tenants’
challenge has cost the lives of several
servants. The crowd must have expected
the landowner to take drastic, violent
action. Surely he will bring all his power
down upon these tenants and exact
revenge for what they have done! Imagine
the response when Jesus continues the
parable by saying, “He still had one other,
a beloved son.”

“What?” the audience must be 
thinking. “You’ve got to be kidding!” The
landowner sends his son, expecting the

5
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tenants to respect him. This absurd
statement cannot be missed.

At every turn, the tenants have
humiliated the landowner. The land-
owner has consistently miscalculated the
response of the tenants. Now, however,
the tenants make a strange statement.
They say, “Come, let us kill him.” This
phrase is similar to the words uttered by
the brothers of Joseph, who also refused
to accept the reality of their brother and
his destiny within the family.

The tenants are convinced that killing
the son will solidify their claim to the
land. Without an heir, they think they will
be able to assert ownership. After all,
would the owner of the vineyard risk his
own death in an attempt to regain control
of the vineyard? The tenants are sure he
will never return and they will gain the
land by default. They kill the son and
throw his body out of the vineyard. What
is the response of the landowner? Now it
seems the tenants have miscalculated. The
landowner will return, destroy the
tenants, and give the vineyard to others.

The Interpretation
Modern scholars attempt to search for an
interpretation of this parable beyond the
concluding comments in Mark (vv. 10-12).
These original comments invite an 
allegorical reading in which the
landowner is identified with God.
Following this line of thought, the 
vineyard itself is either Israel or the
kingdom of God, the tenants are Israel’s
leaders, and the “beloved son” is Jesus.

There is reasonable evidence that this
was the meaning the Gospel writer
intended. The parable clearly relies on the
“song of the vineyard” in Isaiah 5, where
the prophet interprets his song by saying,
“For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is
the house of Israel, and the people of
Judah are his pleasant planting; he
expected justice, but saw bloodshed;
righteousness, but heard a cry” (Isa 5:7).
This quotation of Psalm 188:22-23 seems
to cement the allegorical interpretation
we find in Mark’s Gospel. The Gospel

writer apparently intended to make a
theological statement about the identity
of Jesus in relationship to those who 
challenged him.

The parable is about control.
Absentee landlords controlled more and
more land at the expense of the local
peasants. Poor tenants like the ones in the
parable struggled ever harder against
threats to the normal standard of living.
Rebellion was the last resort.

The context of this parable in the final
days of Jesus’ life highlights the conflict

Scholars often claim that allegorical inter-
pretations of passages like this one would
not make sense to the original hearers, who
didn’t have our post-resurrection perspec-
tive. But Mark’s Gospel account was
written from such a perspective, and it
seems clear that the author uses this
parable as an allegory.

I. The Building of the Vineyard by an
Absentee Landlord

II. The Rebellion of the Tenants
A. The First Servant and the Response
B. The Second Servant and the

Response
C. The Third Servant and Other

Servants
D. The Son

III. The Response of the Landowner
A. His Return to the Vineyard
B. The Destruction of the Tenants
C. The Giving of the Vineyard to Others

IV. The Response of the Listeners
A. The Desire to Arrest Jesus
B. The Fear of the Crowd

V. The Application of the Parable
A. Importance of Obedience to God’s

Authority
B. Importance of Good
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❍ Who Is in Control?
When President Ronald Reagan was shot
in 1981, Secretary of State Alexander Haig
famously asserted, “I am in control here,
in the White House.” Although this 
statement may have reflected the political
reality—Haig was running the White
House pending the return of the Vice
President—it did not reflect the
Constitution’s presidential line of 
succession.

Most of us want control, but few of us
have it. Discuss the factors of life that are
beyond our ability to control. How do we
handle the reality that we can’t control
everything?

Questions
➤ What do some people do when they feel

out of control? Why do they behave this
way?

➤ How do people try to gain control over
difficult circumstances?

❍ Paying the Rent
“You’ve got to pay the rent.” Growing up, 
I heard this phrase used to describe the
obligations people have. Most of us have
bills to pay before we can do anything else
with our money. The only way to get out
of those obligations is to rebel, to refuse
to acknowledge the claims others have on
us. Discuss the various ways your group
“pays the rent.” How hard is it to put
those obligations first? What happens 
if we ignore them and move on to 
something else?

Mark 12:1-12 is a parable that deals
with obligations and the judgment that
comes if we do not fulfill them.

❍ Trustees
The tenants were entrusted with the care
of a vineyard, but they failed to live up to
the agreement they made with the
landowner. Similarly, Christians are
entrusted with the teachings of the
gospel. We are expected to hold true to
those teachings.

Question
➤ What keeps you from being obedient to

the teachings of Jesus?

StewardshipThis is a parable about ownership and control—important issues
for all adults. The parable teaches that we cannot own or control the kingdom
of God. At best, we are temporary caretakers of what God has entrusted 
to us.

A Way to Begin
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between Jesus and the Jerusalem leaders as they each asserted their interpretation of
God’s kingdom to the people of Israel.

The rejection of the landowner’s son is not the final event in the story. Neither was
the rejection of Jesus the final event in the proclamation of God’s kingdom. The story
doesn’t end with Jesus’ death. It continues in unexpected ways. Mark’s post-resurrection
perspective is clear, and it is helpful to interpret the text in this light.

Seeing themselves in this parable, the Jerusalem leaders want to arrest Jesus. But his
popularity with the crowd prevents them from taking him. The leaders leave him alone,
but now they realize Jesus’ seriousness and his determination to proclaim his message
boldly.
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❍ Compare and Contrast
Read Mark 12:1-12. As a class, identify
common elements between this parable
and the one studied last week (Mt 20:1-
16). For example, both parables cast God
in the role of a landowner. Both parables
feature workers who refuse to abide by
their commitments.

Next, note any differences between 
the two. For example, the message of
Matthew 20 is one of grace, but in Mark
12 the theme of judgment is more
evident.

❍ Patience and Its Limits
Read Mark 12:1-12. Discuss why the
landowner continues to give the tenants
the opportunity to fulfill their obligations.
Even though his servants are mistreated
and killed, he keeps sending more.
Sending his son seems tragic, even foolish.
Jesus ends the parable by describing how
the landowner is ultimately forced to use
violent means to regain control of his
vineyard.

Questions
➤ Do you think the landowner will follow

though with his plan to use violence?
Why or why not?

➤ The landowner gives the tenants every
opportunity to pay their rent. What
does this say about the patience of
God?

➤ What does this say about God’s grace?
➤ Does God’s patience with sinners ever

seem foolish? Explain.
➤ Does God’s patience with sinners ever

run out? Explain.

❍ Facing Judgment
Judgment is a part of life. Whether we are
taking an exam at school or presenting a
project at work, we expect our work to be
judged. When we have not lived up to our
commitment, however, we do not
welcome this judgment. In fact, we often
make excuses for our shoddy work.

The tenants were not prepared for the
day of reckoning. Instead of settling with
the owner, they chose to use violence to
take what wasn’t theirs.

The kingdom did not belong to the
Jerusalem leaders. Rather, God had
entrusted it to their care, but they had
failed in their obligation. Now God would
set things right. The leaders chose to fight
instead of embracing change, and history
has not judged them well.

Questions
➤ God has now entrusted the kingdom to

us. What have we done with it? Have we
managed it well?

➤ Are we ready to offer the Master the
fruits of the kingdom?

➤ Have we played the role of landowner
and forgotten that we are merely
tenants?

The tenants rebel against their landlord in an attempt to gain control over the
vineyard for themselves. Just as these workers reject the will of the landowner,

Jesus accuses the religious leaders of his day of disobeying the will of God. What
will be the result? Leadership in the kingdom will pass to others. Explore what this parable
says about obedience to God today.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Owners and Tenants
Discuss the difference between “owning”
and “renting.” A certain pride comes with
owning something. It may be deflating to
realize that God retains ownership of the
kingdom—although we are invited to
work in it and share in its blessings.

Questions
➤ In what sense might people claim

“ownership” of the things of God?
➤ What might it look like for God to

come to “collect the rent” on these
things?

➤ What might it look like for us to pay
the rent?

➤ Do we see ourselves as “owners” or
“tenants”?

❍ “My Church”
Christians commonly refer
to “my church.” This phrase
often describes how people
think of church. Distribute

copies of the resource page “My Church.”
Have participants look over the list of
statements or expressions and identify
any that they have heard. Are there others
they would add to the list?

It isn’t necessarily wrong to speak in
this way, but there is a danger that we
misunderstand what we’re saying and
think of church as existing mainly to meet
our needs—especially our needs for power
and status.

Questions
➤ How can our talk about the kingdom

reflect that it is God’s property, not
ours?

➤ Jesus prayed, “Not my will, but yours be
done.” What would it mean to pray this
prayer with respect to our church or
our positions of ministry?

Close by challenging participants to
reflect on their inner attitudes about the
church and their relationship to it.

Resource
William Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech (Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox, 1994).

Jesus told this parable the week before he was crucified. Its meaning is plain, 
especially in the immediate context of several episodes highlighting the opposition
he faced from the Jerusalem elites. Encourage participants to hear this parable

in light of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem and his impending death.

A Way to End


