Christ the Cornerstone!

Psalm 118:1, 19-29; Matthew 21:33-46 October 1, 2000

“The very stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner; this was
the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes.” Jesus quotes this from Psalm 118 and uses it
to tell of his own crucifixion and resurrection. The next verse of the Psalm reads, “This is the day
which the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” So “This is the day” refers not only to
the day on which we say it, but also to the day of Christ’s vindication, the day of his resurrection,
the day when God reversed humanity’s rejection of Christ and humanity’s execution of Christ on
the cross, the day when God elevated him instead to the place of highest honor and dignity. “The
very stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner; this was the Lord’s
doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes.”

I start with this Psalm which comes at the end of the parable of the vineyard because it
names the good news which is largely hidden in the parable. Jesus identifies himself as the son of
the owner of the vineyard, the son sent to receive the fruit of the vineyard, the very Son of God
sent to the people of God, but the son who was cast out and killed. The good news is that the one
rejected by the people is nevertheless the one chosen by God. The ones given the responsibility
for building up the people of God failed in that they crucified Jesus, but God raised Jesus from
the dead and made him the cornerstone upon which God himself built up his own people.

“The very stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner.” Bad
stones ought to be rejected from buildings. Flawed, weak, cracked, or misshapen stones do not
belong in a building. And of all the stones, the cornerstone is first and most important. It has to
be true in all directions, with corners cut on right angles, in order for the walls built upon it to be
straight and for the building to be square. Otherwise, you might end up with a triangular building,
like some of them here in the Fan, or a pentagon, like the one in Washington, D.C. What a
striking image, that the builders rejected the perfect stone but then God overruled them and
placed it at the head of the corner!

What does it mean that Christ is the cornerstone? Given that the parable has to do with
the people of God, this means that he is the cornerstone, or the foundation, upon which the
people of God are built. At that time, “people of God” referred to the people of Israel. But
following Jesus, it refers to the people of Christ, the people of Christian faith, indeed to the
Christian church. Thus, Christ is the foundation of the church, the true foundation, the only
foundation. You can build other organizations on other foundations, but the church of Jesus
Christ can be built only on the foundation of Jesus Christ. A church built on nationality,
language, race, wealth, social status, or anything else is not a church of Jesus Christ.

In addition to Christ being the cornerstone of the people of God, Christ is also the
cornerstone or foundation of our individual lives. “It is he that made us, and we are his.” Apart
from him we can do nothing. We might attempt to build our lives on fame, wealth, wits, power,
position, family, or any number of other things, but all of them will be sinking sand. They may
deceive and suffice for a while, but in the end they will fail. So Christ is not only the cornerstone
of the whole people of God, but also of our individual lives. What is the basis of meaning,
security, purpose, confidence, direction, and hope in our lives? Upon whom can we rely? Jesus
Christ alone.
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At the same time that Christ is the cornerstone of the people of God and of our individual
lives, he is also the cornerstone or foundation of the whole universe. “[A]ll things were made
through him, and without him was not anything made that was made.” “[I]n him all things hold
together.” The universe is not based on coincidence or accident. Our lives are not governed by
the fates. The universe is not founded on chance, evil, or death. Instead, what Jesus reveals to us
about the sacrificial love of the redeemer also stands behind all of creation. So, to be united with
him is not only to be in the church, and not only to be personally spiritually grounded, but is also
to be joined to the basis and purpose of the universe.

Now, before Jesus quoted the Psalm to identify himself as the cornerstone, he told the
parable to identify himself as the Son of God. To make this claim rules out all other contenders.
And to take them together is to say that the Son of God is the foundation. The minister is not the
foundation or source of the church. The session is not the foundation or ultimate authority of the
church. The members are not the foundation or starting point of the church. The budget is not the
foundation or strength of the church. The nation is not the foundation or basis of the church. The
economy is not the foundation or security of the church. The foundation is Jesus Christ, the Son
of God. We come here to worship God as made known to us in Jesus Christ, the one who was
rejected but now has been vindicated.

The parable of the vineyard was first told against the people of Israel, and against their
leaders. The patient, seeking love of God portrayed here is immense. The stupidity and
rebelliousness of the tenants is incomprehensible. At the center of it all, God’s very son is sent,
but they treat him worse than the others. Finally, Jesus has the chief priests and the elders answer
his question about what the householder will do to those tenants: “He will put those wretches to a
miserable death, and let out the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their
season.” That is, if the leaders and people of Israel failed to yield the desired harvest, the
vineyard would be turned over to someone else. In case they did not make this connection, Jesus
makes it for them: “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and
given to a nation producing the fruits of it.” That is what we understand to have happened when
the Christian church became the people of God.

But the question arises as to why this parable was told, why it was remembered, and why
it was recorded. Despite its historical interest, it is not merely historical. Its purpose is not for us
to gloat over the failures of others, but for us to be warned and to learn. The word of God spoken
in the parable is a contemporary word, a living word spoken to us. Are we yielding to God the
harvest he expects and deserves? Or shall he have to seek another people? This is a question
aimed at the Christian church in every century, at each congregation in every generation, and now
it is aimed at us. Are we doing what God wants us to do? The parable is here because of the
temptation and the danger that the new people of God will reject Jesus Christ and his gospel all
over again.

Look at the danger of such failure and rejection. In the parable, the people working the
vineyard failed to yield the harvest to the owner of the vineyard. They rejected all the messengers
sent from the owner, beating some, killing others, and stoning others. Finally, they killed the
owner’s son. This means that they did not give God faith, commitment, obedience, justice, or
righteousness. They rejected the word of God brought to them by the patriarchs and the prophets
of God. Finally, they rejected the Son of God. Since none of us has ever encountered an Old
Testament prophet or the Son of God in the flesh, we might think we are safe. But we do not get
off so easily.



Christ the Cornerstone! 3

How is Christ present to us today? In the reading, preaching, and hearing of the word of
God. So, the question becomes, do we accept or reject the gospel of Jesus Christ? This question
is squarely before the Presbyterian Church today: Do we accept or reject the authority of the
scripture as the word of God? Are we going to live by the Bible or by some other standard? Will
we follow the teachings of Jesus Christ or the inclinations of society and culture? Do we believe
that the faith once delivered to the saints is good enough for us, or shall we seek another? And so
this question is before Grace Covenant: Do we accept or reject Jesus Christ as made known to us
in the gospel? Do we yield to God the harvest that is due, the harvest that he expects, the harvest
that he seeks?

We are called upon to accept, to receive, and to rejoice in Christ as the cornerstone of our
lives, and to yield to him the harvest that is due. This does not mean only once in a lifetime, as at
the moment of conversion. This means repeatedly, more each day. Christ is present to and for us
today in the reading, preaching, and hearing of the word of God. To accept him means not only to
believe in him but also to rely upon him, to trust in him, to be loyal to him, to obey him, to grow
in him, and to live and to die by him. To yield him the harvest means to give him our faith,
obedience, hope, love, charity, justice, righteousness, mission, and on and on.

In that Christ is the cornerstone and foundation of the church, we are not only to be guilt
upon by him, but also to build upon him. One way we do this is by building up the church of
Jesus Christ. We do this through worship. We do this through giving. And we do this through
receiving new members, which we need to do every Sunday. It is the intent of Jesus Christ for his
gospel to be proclaimed and for his church to be built up and to grow. How can we build upon
the cornerstone and foundation? Bring people to church. Invite and encourage them to join. If
each of us brought one new member a year, the church would double every year!

In that Christ is the cornerstone and foundation of the universe, we are called upon to live
in the world, to have a mission in the world, to reform the world and to seek justice and
righteousness. All around us, human society is crumbling. It is a frightening time to be alive. And
yet, it is a wonderful time to be alive. Remember the foundation upon which we have been
placed. Part of what we are about is showing others how and where to take a stand.

Jesus said, “Have you never read in the scriptures: ‘The very stone which the builders
rejected has become the head of the corner; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our
eyes’?”

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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