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We know Jesus as the cornerstone of our faith. Today Jesus tells us that sometimes the cornerstone can be a stumbling block we fall on. Rather than standing on Jesus we sometimes trip over him. 


Our story comes from chapter 21 of Matthew. On  Palm Sunday Jesus enters Jerusalem, goes into the temple grounds, drives out the buyers and sellers, and overturns the tables of the money changers and seats of the dove sellers (21:12). Jesus spends the night in Bethany (less than two miles outside of town) and then returns to Jerusalem on Monday. 

When he enters the temple grounds where rabbis gather and people pray, the chief priests of Jerusalem and the elders (wise leaders) of the people come to Jesus while he is teaching and ask, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” (21:23). They want to know by what authority some Yankee rabbi from up north in Galilee can come to the great southern city of Jerusalem and try to change it.


Jesus does not answer them but says: “I will also ask you one question,” (21:24). Instead of answering questions Jesus usually asks a question himself. Jesus is like the philosopher who is challenged by someone, “Why do you always answer a question with a question?” The teacher responds, “Do I?”


Jesus responds by asking his own question about the authority of John—is it from God or from humans? The religious leaders realize that either answer will put them in a bind with the people, so they say, “We don’t know!” Jesus responds, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.” (21:27).

Then Jesus tells with three stories to answer their question concerning authority. We heard the first one last week about the father who asks his two sons to work in the vineyard. One says, “No!” but then changes his mind and goes to work. The other quickly says, “Yes!” but never goes to work for his father. “Which of the two did the will of his father?” (21:31), Jesus asks.

The same chief priests and wise elders who earlier said, “We don’t know!” do know the answer to this one. “The first!” they answer. Jesus says, “The tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you . . . because you did not change your minds and believe him.”

Then Jesus tells another story about a farmer who leases out his land and crops to some sharecroppers and, when the fruit is at “the right time,” sends messengers to gather what is rightfully his. They beat, stone, and kill the man’s servants and, finally, even kill his own son. So Jesus asks yet another question: “Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” (21:40). They respond, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruit at the harvest time.” (21:41)

Jesus asks the religious leaders of the day--those who know the Bible and read the Bible and quote the Bible and tell other people about the Bible: “Have you never read in the scriptures?” Jesus is asking the religious leaders, “Have you never read in the scriptures?” Ouch! That hurts!


He quotes Psalm 118:22-23:
“‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone,
This was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes.’
Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produce the fruits of the kingdom. The one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls.”(21:42-44)

Well, when the chief priests, elders and Pharisees realize what Jesus is saying through his stories and questions, they understand that he was speaking about them (21:46). Duh! They want to arrest him but the crowds consider Jesus a prophet, and the leaders fear the crowds. Jesus, however, wins the battle of wits there in Jerusalem on that Monday. 

What does this story of the farmer and sharecroppers mean?  Is Jesus telling an allegory about the end of Judaism? An allegory, unlike a parable, has each character represent a person or group. In the story we have God the owner, the people of Israel as the vineyard (according to Isaiah 5) and the Jerusalem leaders as the sharecroppers. Jesus seems to be saying that the religious leaders in Jerusalem have had their chance in God’s vineyard and now God will take it from them and give it to the Christian church emerging through the teaching of Jesus. And for 2,000 years the Christian church has preached that we Christians have replaced the Jews as the true people of God. 

The fancy term is “supersessionism” but even when you use an impressive word, the idea is wrong, unbiblical and cruel. This prejudice that the church has replaced the synagogue as the people of God is the root for all the anti-Semitism, hate and violence that Christians have vomited upon our Jewish brothers and sisters for two millennia. No, this is not about the church replacing the temple, preachers replacing rabbis, or church leaders replacing Jewish leaders. 

Perhaps it’s a story about stewardship. I’ve preached it that way before. Jesus is telling us that the vineyard—the land—is always God’s and never ours to own. We are sharecroppers for God. 

When I was studying at Southern Baptist Seminary, I lived five years there as a single student in an apartment.  I had little furniture so I decorated with books.  A member of our church loaned me a coffee table and an end table because she did not have enough room in her apartment. One day she asked for the two tables back.  I was upset that I would have to live without them.  I had kept them so long that I thought they were mine. Then I realized that the tables never belonged to me in the first place.  To use them at all was a gift.  So, instead of being mad at the loss of the tables, I became grateful that I had been able to enjoy them for as long as I did.


We are sharecroppers and renters, but we are never owners of the vineyard or the land or anything else to which we hold title. Now this is a biblical concept that runs throughout the Bible and the teaching is true. You and I give joyfully through a local church to further Christ’s mission and ministry in the world. We don’t give “my” money but a portion of the money God has allowed us to use. This interpretation, however, is not the main point of Jesus’ story. No matter how true this basic understanding of our stewardship is, something else is going on in this story of the farmer and the sharecroppers. Why did Jesus tell this story and Matthew repeat it? 

We come back to Jesus’ warning in verse 43: “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.” As usual, Jesus is telling a story about the kingdom of God. Matthew seldom uses the phrase, “kingdom of God;” for he prefers the phrase “kingdom of heaven.” No, he’s not talking about heaven when we die. The kingdom of God is not a place but a power. It’s the reign of God—the rule of God. Clarence Jordan calls it “the God Movement.” The kingdom of God is the way God works in the world today. 

The owner of the vineyard is still expecting fruit and Matthew consistently names as “fruit” righteous living, human caring, and courageous witnessing.  These three are what Matthew’s understands as “fruit” in God’s realm. 1 

Jesus warns that religious leaders who do not recognize Jesus’ authority and John the Baptist’s authority (remember that’s how all of these questions and stories started in the first place), and who do not produce fruit of righteous living, human caring and courageous witnessing will no longer have the authority to speak for God on God issues. They will not be allowed to speak about God’s politics, God’s power, and God’s pardon. The authority that resided in the temple in Jerusalem will be given to others—to ethne (ethnics, people-groups)—who gather fruit for God’s sake. 


No, we are not back again to Christians superseding Jews. We are talking about those who talk about God and handle the things of God. We are not talking about chief priests, elders or Pharisees. I think Jesus is talking to you and to me. I handle religious things all the time—Bibles and worship rooms and pews and communion tables, plates and cups.

Jesus says the danger of handling such things is that we begin to think that we own them. We start to think that they are ours—like those two tables I borrowed for my seminary apartment.  Like the sharecroppers, we have been in this building so much that we think it’s ours. All of these physical reminders of spiritual grace—pulpit, table, organ, pews, windows, etc.—are really God’s.  And if we forget that, we will no longer be empowered by God to speak with the authority of God. 


For the rest of this sermon I’m going to move back behind the pulpit for this application of the Jesus’ story. Maybe I’ll feel safer there. When I think my work as a pastor is about my office, my books, my schedule, my calendar, my vision, or even my church, I will probably stumble over Jesus the cornerstone. When we think we own this building, this Bible, this communion table, this mission in Northern Virginia, we have stumbled over the cornerstone. In other words, Jesus has become the stumbling stone—the offensive stone—upon which we will fall and which could crush us.  

Now I prefer this ownership to what I sometimes hear from church member: “What are they doing down there at that church?” Such language demonstrates a separation and a lack of relationship and commitment to what Vienna Baptist Church is today. Perhaps that person feels disconnected, or forgotten, or disregarded, or hurt. At least when I say “my” church I have some commitment and relationship to a local “people of faith on the journey of life.”


I believe Jesus is not questioning our commitment but our sense of ownership. Jesus promises us—Vienna Baptist Church and each person here today—that we are to be about the work of God (the fruit of God’s rule). If we are more concerned about our comfort, our building, our schedule, our social events, our preferences, then Jesus promises that we will stumble over the cornerstone. Jesus promises that God will give this building and this mission to someone who will produce fruit for God’s sake.

Are you surprised that after Jesus told this story on Monday, the religious leaders arranged to have him killed on Friday? I am not surprised. Those who think they own and manage the things of God don’t like these stories of Jesus. I don’t like them because he’s talking to me. Do you think Jesus is talking to you as well? But hey, I might be wrong about my interpretation. Maybe Jesus is not talking to you and to me but is concerned only with those Jews that day in Jerusalem. If that’s what he meant, then never mind.
HYMN 275:  Christ Is Made the Sure Foundation 
1 Fred Craddock, Preaching Through the Christian Year A, 1992, p. 467
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