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Luke 20:9-20 (Philippians 3:8—14)
CHRIST THE CORNERSTONE.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.
Amen.

Our appointed Sunday Scripture readings don’t always align in chronological order. Today is one
of those days. While Palm Sunday is next Sunday, today’s Gospel text takes place in Jerusalem
on the Tuesday after Palm Sunday.... three short days before Jesus' crucifixion and death.

As our text opens, Jesus is inside the temple, teaching the people and preaching the Gospel. Not
accepting Him as a rabbi in the usual sense, the Jewish religious leaders ask Jesus by whose
authority is He preaching and teaching. (cf: Luke 20:1-2) His authority came from God the
Father. He had demonstrated His authority over all creation in word and deed, time and time
again during his earthly ministry. (cf: Luke 4:43, 5:24-25, 7:8-9, 25) The crowds following
Jesus had witnessed His authority. His authority was staring the religious leaders in the face
— but they refused to admit it because they had an authority problem. Admitting Jesus’
authority would be to admit that He was sent by God as God’s messenger — and that would
undermine their own authority.

Like the religious leaders, you and I and all mankind have an authority problem. It’s the evidence
of original sin. It began early in your life when you rebelled against your parents and your
siblings. As you grew, you rebelled and you still rebel against authority today. You want to be
autonomous and set your own rules. Just think about speeding down the highway or texting
while driving, jaywalking, or sharing your medications with a family member. You don’t like
rules and authority because you want to be in control. You want to be your own god. God’s
divine authority and will get in the way of you getting and doing what you want.

Jesus’ Parable of the Wicked Tenants is told directly against the Jewish religious leaders of His
day. In the parable, the problem isn’t with the vineyard but with the tenants to whom the
owner had rented his property. They have an authority problem. Yet, Jesus begins His parable
on a note of grace. A man planted a vineyard. He didn’t have to plant a vineyard — but after
clearing out the rocks and stones, the man planted a vineyard with the choicest vines on a fertile
hill. He did all the work and preparation to guarantee a harvest — and he leased it out to tenant
farmers. All the tenants had to do was simply tend the vines, harvest the fruit, and pay the owner
his agreed upon share.

There’s always tension between landowners and their tenants. Most people would rather be
owners than tenants. Tenants pay out rent, while owners collect the rent. Owners control the



property while tenants are under the owner’s control. The owner can replace the tenant with a
new tenant at the end of the contract. It’s all about control and authority.

When you stop and think about it, you and I are nothing more than tenant renters. Everything
you have is on loan from God — but you like to think that you’re the owner. [sarcasm on—=>] You
believe that: “It's my car and I can drive however I wish. It’s my money and I can spend it as 1
please. It’s my body and I can do whatever I want with it. It’s my time and I can use it however [
see fit.” [ € sarcasm off]

But the truth is that God is the owner, and you and I are His tenants. We never really own
anything. We’re only stewards, and as stewards, we have a responsibility to use God’s gifts
wisely and faithfully. He gives His gifts in the hope of finding a harvest of good fruit, fruits of
repentance and faith, that you fear, love, and trust in God above all things, and you serve and
love your neighbor just as God in Christ Jesus serves and loves you.

In the parable God is the owner of the vineyard. He’s leased it out to tenant farmers, which
represent the Jewish leaders of all time. Throughout their history, God’s people and their leaders
were faithless and disobedient. Even so, in God’s rich love and mercy, He’s patient with His
people. Jesus describes three times that the owner sent His servant, representing God’s prophets
of old, to speak in the stead and by the command of the Lord, calling the people to repentance
and to show fruits of repentance and faith. But Israel’s leaders rejected the authority of God’s
prophets, beat them, treated them shamefully, and even killing some of them. God’s people
rejected Him and His gracious love, thinking all their blessings belonged to only themselves.

In a move that sounds insane, the owner of the vineyard concludes to send one last servant, His
beloved Son. To you and me the idea is ludicrous. You’d think, after the first servant was beaten
up by the tenants, let alone the second or the third, the owner of the vineyard would have the
tenants evicted or arrested and thrown in jail. What sort of Father would send his beloved Son to
a lot of murderous, deadbeat tenants? Well, God the Father isn’t like any other father. He’s
merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness. (cf: Psalm
86:15) The parable shows that He desires that all people to be saved and to come to the
knowledge of the truth — regardless of the cost. (cf: 1 Timothy 2:4)

When the tenants saw the Son, they not only rejected the Son’s authority, but they also saw it as
their big opportunity to claim the inheritance as their own. Get rid of the heir and when the
owner of the vineyard dies and leaves no heirs, the tenants can claim title to the land free and
clear. This son is a picture of Jesus who would just a few days later be put to death on Calvary’s
cross. (cf: Luke 20:14, 23:33) The parable would become reality. God sent His only begotten
Son to His vineyard Israel, and His Son was despised and rejected and killed outside the city
gates of Jerusalem.

To reject the Son is to reject the Father’s will to save you. The tenants in the parable were not
condemned because they were worse tenants than any others. It wasn’t because their harvest was
poor. Rather, they were condemned because they rejected the owner’s authority, His servants,
and especially His Son. Rejecting the Son brings judgment.



The meaning of the parable is obvious to the religious leaders. They’d been seeking to destroy
Jesus but couldn’t because the people were hanging onto His every word. They’d have to plot to
find a different way. (cf: Luke19:47-48, 20:19-20) Jesus has called them out, exposing their
intentions. And in closing the parable, Jesus doesn’t dwell on history past, but rather, tells the
people the significance of His own death for the salvation of the world, posing a question — then
giving the answer saying:

“What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? He will come and

destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others.” (Luke 20:15-16)

Jesus is saying the Jewish religious establishment would come to an end. God’s vineyard would
no longer be leased to tenant farmers from among Israel. It will be given to others. The people
were incredulous. But Jesus looked directly at them and quoted Psalm 118 and Isaiah 8, saying:
“What then is this that is written: ‘The stone that the builders rejected has
become the cornerstone.’” (Luke 20:17)

The glory of God that once resided in the temple is now in the Christian Church — not a physical
building but a people gathered around the Word of Christ and the Sacrament of His body and
blood. The priesthood of the temple ended, and the ministry of the Word and the Sacrament
began. Since you and I are living after Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection from the grave, we’re
not the main characters of the parable. But you and all believers in Christ Jesus are included in
the “others” to whom the Owner has given His vineyard.

By virtue of your Baptism you’ve been grafted into God’s vineyard. For the sake of Jesus
suffering, death, and resurrection, God has given you the Son’s inheritance.
“lJesus is] ... the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in [him] and [He]
in [them/, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from [Jesus] you can do
nothing.” (John 15:5)

The parable serves as a reminder to you dear Christian to not take God’s grace for granted. Don’t
reject the Son who comes in the name of the Lord. Don’t despise your Baptism or His body and
blood given and shed for you. Don’t despise preaching and His Word of forgiveness. God forces
His grace on no one. He forces no one to be saved from death and hell. He generously pours out
His grace and the Holy Spirit to all mankind and awaits the harvest — awaits contrition and
repentance in response to His love and mercy. He awaits the fruits of repentance and faith, that
you fear, love, and trust in God above all things, and that you serve and love your neighbor just
as God in Christ Jesus serves and loves you.

The parable is also a reminder that God is the owner of everything. Not only of the vineyard, but
owner of the whole world and everything in it — including your mind, body, and soul. But how
often do we respond to God’s gracious love and forgiveness like the wicked tenants and reject
His ownership and authority.

Looking through the lens of the cross of Jesus, you and I can see that what the first century
unbelievers intend as evil, our heavenly Father used for grace and salvation. (cf: Genesis 50:20;
Romans 8:28) The Stone that was rejected by the builders has become the Cornerstone upon
which the Christian Church is built. In Christ Jesus’ death, God poured out His wrath against all



sin — and Christ has won victory over sin, death, and the grave, so that He might give His
vineyard to others... giving it to you and me and all who believe. For all who trust and believe in
Him, He forgives you of all your sins, your sins of having an authority problem, your sins of not
fearing, loving, and trusting in God above all things, and your sin of failing to serve and love
your neighbor as you ought.

Christ is the Cornerstone of your faith and He gives you new life and fruitful labor in His
vineyard as His stewards. (cf: Philippians 3:8—14) In our epistle lesson the St. Paul describes
what life in the vineyard looks like for the Christian. Before his call to faith and conversion, Paul
was one of the Jewish religious leaders, a Pharisee, who persecuted the Christian Church. He had
every reason to trust that he was saved by his own self-righteousness. But whatever he had prior
to faith in Jesus, he now counted as loss for the sake of Christ. For the sake of Jesus, he gave up
all things and counted them as rubbish — literally meaning “human excrement.” (BDAG, 932)

All your works of righteousness are waste and rubbish. As a Baptized believer, your
righteousness comes by the grace of God alone, to be received by faith alone. Christ’s
resurrection makes possible your faith and future resurrection. And the greatest honor for the
Christian is to follow the pattern of Jesus who came to seek and save the lost and to give His life
as a ransom. (cf: Luke 19:10) You have the honor of being faithful stewards of all of God’s gifts,
using them to God’s glory, suffering all, even unto death.

Like Paul, by the power of the Holy Spirit you can press on to obtain faith Christ — that is —
strengthening your God given faith by receiving His gifts in Word and Sacrament, studying His
Word, reading, marking, learning, and taking His Word to heart that, by the patience and comfort
of God’s holy Word, you may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlasting life.
Not doing it because it earns you righteousness. No. You’re righteous for the sake of Christ
alone. However, you press on to obtain Christ because Christ pressed on for you... suffering and
dying on the cross in your stead so that He could make you His own.

Christ Jesus is the Cornerstone upon which the vineyard of the Christian Church is built. By the
grace of God, the Owner of the vineyard enables and empowers all who believe in Christ Jesus to
be good tenants of His vineyard. The Holy Spirit who called you to faith, working through Word
and Sacrament, equips you for productive work in the vineyard so that you bear fruits of
repentance, fruits of faith and righteousness, and perform acts of virtue and good works toward
your neighbor. The love your Savior has for you is love unknown... dying for the loveless and
the undeserving, so that you might receive His rich inheritance of forgiveness of sins and eternal
life.

Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understand, guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus,
Amen.



