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I. The Son, the Cornerstone and the What the Church Is 

 

You can't have the vineyard without the Son. That's the point of the parable. 

 

When Jesus speaks the parable to the crowd in the Gospel lesson, He's speaking of the Pharisees. We 

heard this parable already about ten days ago on a Wednesday night, but here's again how it goes. 

The builder of a vineyard leases it to some tenants. At harvest-time, he sends a servant to collect his 

share, but the tenants abuse the servant and throw him out of the vineyard. He sends another servant, 

who is likewise treated. He sends more: The tenants beat some and kill others. Finally, he sends his 

son, supposing they'll respect the son. However, the tenants kill the son; in their delusion, they think 

that if the only heir is dead, the owner will give them the vineyard. 

 

"If we kill the son, his dad will let us keep the vineyard." The wickedness and blindness is 

astonishing. No one could be that foolish. Actually, blinded by sin, they can-because this is exactly 

what the Pharisees are doing. 

 

The vineyard of the parable is the people of God, mostly made up of Jews at the moment. However, 

the people of God are not the people of God because of their nationality, nor because they keep His 

commands. They are His people because they trust in His promise-His promise that one day, He will 

send the Savior to redeem the world from sin. 

 

It's faith in the coming Savior that makes them His people. Without that faith and that Savior, they 

aren't His people. Simple as that. 

 

The Pharisees have a different plan. They believe that the way to be God's people is by fulfilling the 

Law. Keep the rules well enough and you'll be saved. It's your obedience that makes you God's 

people. That's what the Pharisees say. 

 

This religion has two problems. The first, of course, is that this plan of salvation is based upon your 

works. As long as you do a good enough job, you're saved; but, as you know from Scripture, there is 

no way that you can do a good enough job. This leads to the second problem: Jesus doesn't fit into 

the Pharisees' schema. He's telling people that they're God's people by repentance and faith-not by 

keeping the Law. He's telling them to trust in the promised Savior-Him.  

 

As long as Jesus is around, He's a walking, talking Exhibit A against the Pharisees. This leaves them 

less than pleased. This is why the parable is about them, because they want Jesus gone. They 

honestly believe that if they get rid of Jesus, then their religion will be right-it will make people in 

God's people. In other words, they believe that if they kill the Son, they will get to keep the vineyard. 

So Jesus tells the parable to warn them: You can't kill the Son and keep the vineyard. If you reject 
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the Son, then the Lord of the vineyard will come and destroy you. It's not that He wants to. However, 

the Son comes with forgiveness. If the Pharisees reject the Son and the forgiveness He brings, then 

they're stuck with their sin and face judgment and destruction. 

 

You can't have the vineyard without the Son, declares Jesus. He then offers up a second analogy, in 

part quoting Psalm 118: "What then is this that is written: 'The stone which the builders rejected Has 

become the chief cornerstone'? Whoever falls on that stone will be broken; but on whomever it falls, 

it will grind him to powder." 

 

Not only can't you have the vineyard without the Son, but you can't have the building without the 

cornerstone. The Church-God's people-is compared to a building quite a bit in the New Testament. 

Ephesians 2:20 declares that you are the temple of God: Christ is the Cornerstone, and the apostles 

and the prophets (the Word which God gave them to proclaim) is the foundation. You then, says St. 

Peter, are living stones, built into the temple of God (1 Pet. 2:5).  

 

But if Christ is not the cornerstone, the building crumbles. If the Savior isn't there with forgiveness, 

then people aren't forgiven and it's not the Church anymore. 

 

So Jesus warns the Pharisees: You can't have the Son without the vineyard, and you can't have the 

Church without the cornerstone. Now, consider two things about this. First, it may look for a while 

like the Pharisees have the Church; they'll see Jesus put to death, and they'll still be cooking right 

along. So, they'll still have their religion-but it will not be the Church. That's the first thing. The 

second is this: If the Pharisees kill the Son and reject the Cornerstone, it doesn't mean that the 

Church disappears. Jesus rises from the dead, and He promises that He will have His Church until 

the end of the age. His Church will be made up of all who trust in Him as the Savior, as the prophets 

and apostles proclaim. 

 

Let's stop and explore that a little bit more, to make sure we've got it. Remember what the New 

Testament says about the Church: Christ is the Cornerstone. The prophets and the apostles are the 

foundation. You are built upon them. We'll take a minute to look at each of these parts. 

 

Christ is the Cornerstone, because He is the only-begotten Son of God who sacrificed Himself for 

the sins of the world. He is the only Savior of mankind-because He is the only One who has paid the 

price and won salvation. Therefore, apart from Him there is no salvation. If a religious body rejects 

Christ, then it is not part of the Church. 

 

The prophets and the apostles are the foundation. They are the men whom God used to write down 

His holy Word, and it is by that Word that you hear of Savior. It is by that Word you are forgiven for 

your sins in Absolution, Baptism and Communion. In fact, it is by the Word that Jesus is present 

with His Church to forgive the sins of His people. If you don't have a foundation, then you don't 

have a building. If you don't have the Word of God which the prophets and apostles proclaimed, then 

you don't have the Church. Why? Because apart from the Word, you don't know of Christ the 

Cornerstone. No Cornerstone, no Church. This is an extremely important truth to confess and defend 

in our present day. Many, many people and churches claim to believe in Jesus, but reject His Word. 

Because they reject the Word, they have to make up who Jesus is, and the stories are many and 

varied. He's just a prophet, but not divine. He's just an example to show us how to live. He's a loving 

god who doesn't care about sin, just so long as you're happy. He's a progressive deity who is 

interested in the latest social engineering. He's happy to be just one god among a whole bunch, so 
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worship whoever you want. Thus, many people say that they believe in Jesus; but the Jesus they 

believe in is not the One revealed in the Word-the One who died for their sins and rose again so that 

they might have life. Because they have rejected the foundation of the prophets and apostles-because 

they have rejected the Word, they have a different cornerstone and are no longer the Church. 

 

Christ is the Cornerstone of the Church. The prophets and apostles are the foundation. You are built 

upon them. You are part of the Church because Christ has died for your sins. Risen again, He has 

gathered you in and built you into His Church. How? By means of the Word written down by the 

prophets and apostles. By His Word proclaimed and in Holy Baptism, the Lord has brought you into 

His Church by forgiving your sins and giving you faith. By His Word proclaimed and in Holy 

Communion, the Lord keeps you in His Church by forgiving your sins and preserving your faith.  

 

This is how the Church is described in Scripture; and this is why we have always taught that the 

Church will be found wherever the Word is proclaimed in its truth and purity, and the Sacraments 

are administered according to the Word. Wherever the Word is, Jesus is present; wherever the 

foundation is laid, the Cornerstone is there. And the Word does not return to the Lord void; wherever 

the Word is proclaimed, Jesus is at work to save. Wherever the Word is, there you will find the 

Church. 

 

II. Law and Gospel Regarding the Church 

 

Now, as our Lord warned the Pharisees in the Gospel lesson, we must preach the Law as well. 

Salvation not found apart from Jesus, the Son of God crucified for the sins of the world.  

 

Those who place their faith in another god will not be saved. They have rejected the Christ the 

Cornerstone and gotten rid of the Son. This may be an idol to whom they pray, or it may be their 

own works like the Pharisees. They may have a good-looking church for a while, but there is no 

salvation to be found in their doctrine or their faith. 

 

Those who say they believe in Jesus but reject the Word have created another Jesus, and they too are 

lost. Apart from the Scriptures written down by the prophets and apostles, one cannot know Jesus 

Christ, and inventing a different Jesus does not give salvation. We must proclaim this loud and clear, 

because many so-called "Christian" churches claim to believe in Jesus, but deny such truths as His 

divinity, Virgin birth, atonement and resurrection. Thus, they are creating a different Jesus, and there 

is no salvation to be found in the faith and doctrine of a different Jesus. 

 

Furthermore, those who have membership in a Christian church, but separate themselves from the 

Lord's Word and spurn His Sacraments, are well on their way to eternal condemnation. A 

confirmation certificate does not give forgiveness-the Word and the Sacraments do. If you deprive 

yourself of that forgiveness which gives life, you will cease to be a living stone built into the Church.  

 

This is the Law of the Lord, and not particularly pleasant to sinful ears. In fact, it will often lead to 

two responses. 

 

The first is this: "Christians are intolerant because they preach such a narrow way to heaven." This 

accusation currently grows against the Church, and great pressure-perhaps persecution-will be 

brought to bear upon Christians for this supposed intolerance. This is nothing else than the devil at 

work, inducing sinners to reject the grace of God. Thus, sinful man declares that Christianity is a bad 
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religion because it declares there is only one way to heaven. It is true that we teach there is only one 

way-but what Good News that there is a way! It is like declaring, "The ship is going down and 

there's only one lifeboat, but there's room for you and all!" It's like proclaiming, "You're in a deep 

dungeon, but there is a way out!" It is like telling others, "You have a fatal disease, but there is one 

cure." Leave it to the sinful nature to get upset that there's only one lifeboat, one exit, one cure. Let 

us hold fast to our confession of faith; for as we proclaim Christ, we proclaim salvation to all who 

will believe. 

 

There is another bad reaction that we have opportunity to discuss today. Remember how Scripture 

defines the Church: The Church will be found wherever the Word is proclaimed in its truth and 

purity, and the Sacraments are administered according to the Word. We declare this with joy, 

because this is how the Lord tells us exactly where we can find the forgiveness of sins. We also 

zealously seek to preserve these means of grace, and thus refuse to compromise on doctrinal matters. 

However, some have interpreted this to mean that we teach that only Lutherans are going to heaven. 

You may hear this from time to time, so let's address the issue. 

 

It is true that some church bodies have taught, and still teach this. In other words, you will find 

Church A that says, "You must belong to us to be saved." On the flip side, you will find Church B 

saying, "You can belong to B or C or D, but you can't belong to Church A and be saved." Some say, 

"You must belong to us." Others say, "You can't belong to them."  

 

The Lutheran Church has never said either one. In fact, we condemn both teachings as false doctrine. 

 

Why? Because Jesus is at work wherever His Word is preached in its truth and purity, and wherever 

His Sacraments are administered according to His Word. And wherever Jesus is at work, you will 

find His Church. The Lord is faithfully, persistently seeing to it that His people are gathered 

together.  

 

So, a church body within Christendom may misinterpret the Word of God and preach that we are 

saved by our works, by earning God's forgiveness. However, if babies are still baptized in that 

church by water and the Word, then Jesus is still there to save. Thus, you will find the Christian 

Church there. 

 

Or, a church body might reject the Sacraments; in other words, it might declare that Baptism and 

Communion are acts of man, not means by which Jesus forgives. However, if the Word is still 

proclaimed, then Jesus is still at work by that Word to save. Thus, you will find the Christian Church 

there. 

 

Or, consider a church body in which leaders proclaim far and wide that syncretistic worship is okay, 

and that man's opinion can override Scripture. This bodes ill for the future of such a church. 

However, within the parishes, the Lord is present where His Word is preached and His Sacraments 

administered. Thus, you will find the Christian Church there. 

 

That is the doctrine of Scripture, which the Lutheran Church confesses. Ironically, this means that an 

orthodox, confessional Lutheran church body may be the most ecumenical of them all. 

 

Rejoice at the Lord's faithfulness. Where man misunderstands or misuses the Lord's gifts, Jesus will 

still work to save wherever His means are found. Now, sinful man will use this as an excuse to say, 
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"If Jesus saves in so many places, I guess we don't have to worry so much about being particular 

about doctrine." But that is a sinful response; it is not that a little bit of the pure Word somehow 

sanctifies a load of false doctrine in a church and makes it good. Rather, it is that the Word still saves 

in spite of all the rest of the stuff that is there. So, we give thanks to God that He specifies His plan 

of salvation; and in grateful response, we seek to preserve it and proclaim it. 

 

Because this is what the Word proclaims: You are the people of God, built upon the foundation of 

the prophets and apostles, with all the weight borne by Christ the Cornerstone. And if you are built 

on Christ, then your salvation is sure; because you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


