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David's heart thumped in his chest as he stood in the dark camp. Around him lay some 3000 men, asleep for now. If only they only knew who was near. At his feet, his antagonist snored quietly, oblivious to David's proximity. Near the sleeping king's head, a sword was stuck upright in the ground. 


Abishai, David's companion, leaned into David, breathless and giddy. “O my Lord,” he whispered, “this is a gift from the Lord of Hosts! Here lies your enemy, the great Saul. God has placed his life in your hands. Permit me to do the honor for you! With one stroke, I shall pin him to the earth, with his own sword! One stroke, that's all I need!” 


David's insides churned in turmoil. How many times he had been forced to avoid capture or death from this man at his feet he could not recall. The running, the hiding in the hills and caves, the constant looking over his shoulder in fear and dread was wearing him down. Saul, in his insanity, refused to let him be and would probably never let up until David was dead. 


Moonlight glinted off the dull blade. There, within his grasp, it did seem that the Lord had provided an opportunity. David remembered another time, in a cave near here, where he had had a chance to dispatch Saul. Instead, he had cut off a piece of Saul's coat and showed it to him minutes later. Could this truly be God's will, that he yank the sword from the earth and be God's instrument of justice? He had to admit, to finally put an end to the running, the threats of death, the near fanatical behavior, was nearly irresistible.


After what seemed a lifetime, David turned and whispered, “Do not do so, for who can put his hand against the Lord's anointed and live? Take the sword and the jar of water over there and let us be gone, before we are discovered.” 


What word would you use to describe David's behavior? Admirable? Praiseworthy? Or maybe foolish? Illogical? How would you characterize David's decision to stay his captain's desires, and even his own, as he stood over there with Saul's life in his very hands? Patient? Long-suffering? Compassionate? Selfless? What would you have done if you had been in David's place?  


How about the word “noble”? David does not use the opportunity to exact vengeance on Saul, which would have been justifiable, but instead spares the king's life. David set aside his anger, put it far away, out of his reach. Do we even have a word in our language that adequately defines such a risky act of unexpected love?


Then there's the master of the house, the builder and owner of the vineyard, in the parable Jesus tells. He just wanted the lease payment, that's all. The tenants could keep the majority of the harvest, which they well knew was their right. The master just wanted his share of the profits, which was the agreed arrangement when he hired the tenants to work his vineyard. 


He stood over his servant who lay in agony. He had managed to stumble back to the master, after having been severely beaten. Between groans, the servant recounted a ghastly tale of beatings, stonings and murder foisted upon the master's delegation. Confusion swirled in his head and anger began to boil beneath the owner's stoic face. 


He took a deep breath. Alright. Maybe the tenants had misunderstood. Perhaps they had mistaken the servants for robbers. So many maybes. He decided to send another group of servants, more this time, with a clear message the tenants were sure to understand. 


Maybe you have done something similar. Perhaps you too, having been once bitten, were twice shy, yet had considered numerous scenarios and excuses for the rude or insulting behavior of another. Anger began to boil, yet you held it at bay. Perhaps you had caused the misunderstanding and were willing to let bygones be bygones. You determined you would try again.


Two weeks later, the master walked out his door only to find one of the second group at his feet, again beaten bloody. Those wicked tenants had done it again. With anguish of heart, he heard the same story as before. Some they had killed, some they had stoned, and this one they had beaten and then laughed as he crawled away. The anger boiled over with feverish force. There was no mistaking things this time. Their vicious acts were deliberate and inexcusable.


Now, at this point, we could have predicted with near 100% accuracy what the owner would do next. Not only was the behavior of the servants wrong on all counts, it was an insult to him. No one would fault him for striking back at them. In fact, in that culture, it was expected. He had his honor to uphold, and it had been tarnished by these hooligans. The overriding question was: what would he do with the anger caused by this injustice? 


He could contact the authorities, who, at his request, would send in Delta Force, Navy Seals, SWAT, a heavily armed company, to storm the vineyard, arrest those wicked tenants who had assaulted his servants, and strike with the sword of righteous justice. That was well within his rights.


That would have been expected, for we know very well how tempting it is to respond to violence with violence or to answer ridicule with our own brand of undisguised sarcasm. It seems to be the way of the world these days. It's expected, isn't it, that if someone hurls an insult at you that you respond with your own barb, half expecting to hear the canned laughter from the audience? Don't get mad, just get even. Who in his right mind turns the other cheek and invites more of the same?   


No matter the situation, no matter who it is that has insulted us or hurt us or offended us, we too must contemplate the same question: What will we do with the anger that boils up over an injustice we have suffered?  There's no dispute that a wrong was done. There's no argument that we are justifiably angry. There's only that moment, that eternity packed into a few seconds, when we are faced with the same predicament: how will we respond to the injustice? 


Prophet after prophet was sent to Israel, God's chosen people. Moses, Aaron, Joshua. Judge after judge, raised up by God to reap the expected fruit of repentance from his hand-planted vineyard. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, Amos, Micah, Nahum, Elijah, Elisha. Servants of the vineyard owner, sent to the vineyard to collect the fruit, only to be stoned, killed, cast out, chased away, threatened with death, scared half out of their minds, forced to wander the desert alone and afraid. 


What did the Lord do with His righteous anger over the injustice done to his servants, and by extension, to Him? Isaiah described the flash of God's sword and the exercise of His justice on the vineyard in today's Old Testament reading: “I will remove its hedge, and it shall be devoured. I will break down the wall, and it shall be trampled down. I will make it a waste. . . I will command the clouds that they rain no rain upon it.” God destroyed the whole vineyard and the devastation was total and final. 


The parable Jesus told must have reminded the religious leaders of tho prophetic words. After telling it, Jesus put the question before them, the question David was faced with, the question the master of the vineyard faced, the question that often confronts us: When the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those wicked tenants? Retaliation is not only possible, it is expected and justified. No one should be allowed to get away with such wrong. Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me. 


But before Jesus asked them what they thought the owner should do, He turned things upside down and threw out all preconceived notions and standard ideas. What did the owner of the vineyard do? Not even close to what was expected. He sent a third party, his beloved son. This is shocking. 


But wait. He sent him unarmed. He sent him alone, unescorted. With the memory of the cruelty shown to two groups of his servants still fresh in his mind, still stoking the fires of anger and the temptation to retaliate, the owner did what? Tried again? With his own flesh and blood? Is he mad? 


Into the hands of men with a history of violence he sent him. What does he expect of this action? “They will respect my son.” Is this not the definition of utter foolishness? Is this not just about the dumbest thing the owner could have done? Did he really expect them to act any differently than they had acted before? What was he thinking?


The owner of the vineyard hoped that with this act of what can be termed as outrageous behavior, the tenants would recognize his noble motives and treat his son with respect and honor. If they would have done that, the implication is there that there would be amnesty for the tenants. All would be forgiven, if they would only receive the honored son.


It is an unexpected demonstration of love. Just like David did to Saul. What did he do with his anger? He displayed a love that goes against all society norms. He acted with a compassion that is completely illogical and in the end, can only be described as selfless. Noble was the word suggested before. Unbelievable, is more like it, right? 


So also with the master in the parable. He could have, as the chief priests suggested, “put those wretches to a miserable death.” That would have sent a clear message to the next set of workers that they better not even think of doing anything so blatantly dumb. Instead, the master sent his Son and the tenants do what we knew they would do. They kill the son. And we nod and whisper, I told you so. Turn the other cheek just means opening yourself up to another slap. 


Many a Bible has titled this the parable of the wicked tenants. However, that title misses the point. The wicked tenants' behavior is not where Jesus wants us to be looking. Instead, He wants us to be focusing where we are always to focus when Jesus tells a parable. On the main actor's words and actions. 


This parable of Jesus is an autobiography of the Father. The central message of the parable is found in the owner's unlikely decision to send his beloved Son instead of killing the tenants. When retaliation and vengeance were expected, the owner opened wide his heart. He sent His Son, knowing full well the odds were that the tenants would do exactly what they had done before. 


Jesus lamented over Jerusalem, before his triumphal entry, saying, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to them.” The tenants in the parable are the leaders of the Hebrew people, who have rejected God's messengers and turned the people away from God. Fresh in their minds is John the Baptist's message of repentance and their refusal to respond.


And later, they did seize the Son and throw him outside the vineyard. They struck with what they thought was the sword of justice. And as he lay bleeding, as the nails were pounded into human hands and feet, as the blood flowed, the answer they had given to Jesus' question resounds in our heads, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death.” 


But, the Son, sent by the Father to the vineyard, did what David did, what the master of the parable did, what Jesus himself commanded. He turned the other cheek, with words that have rung through the ages with resounding shock and awe, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” And we want to scream, NOT ON YOUR . . . LIFE.


But it was. On His life. Here He is! The Son, the Heir! The innocent is slain by the guilty, and the guilty go free. While the short term result of the sending of the Son was His death, the long-term results of the Son's death is the unexpected and unearned reward of eternal life for us. For it was for our transgressions that He was slain. By his stripes we are healed. 


In spite of what God knew would happen, He gave of himself by sending Jesus, His beloved Son. God could have picked up the sword of justice and swung it far and wide, striking all the wicked on earth, us included. Instead, God picked up the sword of justice and struck the Lamb on the cross. He who was sinless bore the sins of the world and the judgment for those sins. God plunged the sword of his wrath into his Son's heart. With that one stroke, justice was done. 


Jesus became human in an act of total vulnerability. He willingly handed himself over to  wicked men who beat and crucify him. God the Father reprocessed his anger, justifiable anger, into a costly demonstration of unexpected love. Make no mistake about it, the Father was angry over sin, all sin. Make no mistake about it, the Father got his vengeance and justice was served. It is done, finished, completed. 


When speaking of the incarnation of the Son of God, we must always be sure to include the resurrection of the Lamb slain for the redemption of the world. Jesus' birth in human flesh anticipates His suffering and death in human flesh. 


What will you do with the anger generated by injustice done to you? Will you do as is expected of you, what the world expects and encourages? Will you retaliate and attempt to get even? Or will you turn the other cheek and do what God has done to you? You are God's sons and daughters. You'll demonstrate the same unexpected love you have seen the Father do. You'll win your enemies over with love and mercy, just when they expect vengeance and retribution. This is the fruit of the vineyard that the owner expects to find when He comes to collect the harvest. Amen. 
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