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The Stone The Builder Rejected 
Mark 12:1-12 
June 14, 2020 

Read Mark 12:1-12 
This is the Word of the LORD. 
Prayer of Invocation 
 
So, where are we? 
 
Jesus was in the Temple area. He was surrounded by crowds and also by the chief priests, the 
elders, and the scribes. It sounds – and probably looks like – a protest march. In today’s world, you 
can imagine the cameras pointing at the two sides facing off.  
 
On the one side, Jesus would be surrounded by the disciples and other followers. Some were true 
believers, some were intrigued, and some were just curious about the “kingdom of God” he had 
been teaching. Still others would have been gathering around him to see the show; that is, whether 
he was going to do any miracles like all the rumors claimed. He had ridden into Jerusalem with this 
parade that had all sorts of messianic imagery. The people expected a messiah, meaning the 
promised one who would do greater things than Moses. Something big was brewing.  
 
For many following Jesus this “coming of the kingdom of God” meant that they were going to see 
God overthrow the Roman Empire. God was going to overthrow the corrupt and brutal rule of the 
Herodians. God was going to deliver them into a new period of prominence, a new period of glory 
for Israel, and a new society. They were hoping that Jesus’ new kingdom would lift the oppression 
off their backs. They were hoping that Jesus’ new kingdom would establish new institutions that 
would be just and fair. They were hoping that they would be prominent in the new kingdom. They 
were looking at the failings in their own existence and seeing in Jesus the hope for what could be.  
 
Does that sound like anything we are seeing these days? 
 
On the other side, it was well known that the temple authorities were not happy with Jesus. Better 
stated, they were actively opposed to Jesus. All they needed to do was point to one incident to 
explain their opposition: a few days prior to the events in our text this morning, Jesus had 
overturned the tables in the marketplace. He was challenging the system that they had worked 
hard to create, maintain, and preserve for the good of all of Israel.  
 
Most of them had spent their lives in service to the Temple, hoping to rise through the ranks and be 
successful. This was their career, their livelihood, and their passion. Ever since the return from exile, 
the traditions of the elders – the rules and regulations – had been put in place to guard against 
violations of God’s law and covenant. They read Scripture. They studied the law. They were doing 
the best they could under the circumstances.  
 
With regard to the Romans? Life under Roman rule was not ideal. No, but a revolution would be 
worse. They had seen Roman crackdowns.  
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Does that sound like anything we are seeing these days? 
 
My point is that as we look at this scene, we see Jesus in the center of a complex range of 
expectations, fears, anger, and hope. Most of the confusion and errors took place because of 
people projecting onto Jesus their own expectations of who the messiah should be rather than 
looking to see what God was doing.  
 
In many ways, this confrontation was law and order versus Jewish Lives Matter; with Jesus standing 
in the center. Can you feel the tension? Does it make you uncomfortable – can you picture yourself 
on both sides of this argument at the same time and can you understand why the situation was so 
electric and volatile? 
 
 The Parable 
 
Look at Jesus.  
 
Jesus was walking this walk in obedience to the will of the Father. He was not pursuing his own 
agenda; nor was he influenced by the expectations and demands of others for him. He was 
singularly focused. He knew that his disciples and followers did not understand what was 
happening. Even a surface reading of the gospel of Mark shows how three years of daily, constant 
travel with Jesus had not resulted in their being on board with his mission. He told them and told 
them and told them again, and they still did not understand. They will be abandoning Jesus and 
fleeing soon. They were not the focus of today’s verses, but it is important to see that they did not 
understand what was happening.  
 
Similarly, the religious authorities – who should have known – did not understand what was 
happening. They knew the Scripture. They knew the law. They should have recognized Jesus, but 
their hardness of hearts made them refuse to even look with eyes to see. This guy with no 
credentials and no standing could not be the one. They were demanding an accounting from him 
for why he was doing what he was doing? Who said he should do these things? Who did he think he 
was that he could do these things?  
 
Last week, we covered Jesus’ response to that: he would answer them if they answered him. Just as 
he turned the table to cleanse the Temple of the marketers, Jesus turned the tables on the 
“authorities.” Refusing to recognize his authority and being concerned for themselves first, they 
refused to answer.  
 
Now, here, after they refused to answer, Jesus told a parable. The important thing to know up front 
is that the chief priests, elders, and the scribes got it immediately. They knew exactly what he was 
saying. It may take us a few minutes to put together all the pieces, but they got it. Jesus was making 
his point. They did not like it, but they sure understood what he meant.  
 
Jesus’ opening words set the scene. “A man planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a pit for 
the press, and built a watchtower.” This imagery would have been immediately recognizable to the 
temple authorities. In Isaiah 5:1-2, “My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill. He dug it and 
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cleared it of stones and planted it with choice vines; be built a watchtower in the midst of it, and 
hewed out a wine vat in it.” This was a commonly understood picture of the relationship between 
God and the chosen people of Israel. The thing about that picture, though, is that it was part of a 
prophecy of God’s judgment on Israel. Why? Because the next clause in Isaiah 5:2 is, “he expected it 
to yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes.” In other words, when God came to gather fruit, there 
were no sweet grapes to pick. There were only bitter ones. The end of that Isaiah passage is the 
pronouncement of judgment on Israel, that the fertile land of Judah would become a wasteland.1 
 
Mark waited until the end of the story to report that the religious authorities were upset, but it was 
likely that they knew from the get-go that Jesus was being critical of them. Ron Kernaghan, who 
was my Greek professor at Fuller years ago, wrote about this section,  
 

Jesus had declined to give the leaders of Jerusalem a direct answer about his authority, 
but as he began to speak in parables, he gave them an indirect one. In this Gospel parables 
are often a sign of judgment. They indicate that someone has stopped listening to God. A 
parable is the first consequence of a persistent failure to listen. A parable makes 
understanding what God is saying more difficult, and the parable brings with it a set of 
new conditions. In order to understand God it is necessary to see oneself through the lens 
of the parable, something that is typically unflattering. Parables are a witness that a 
profound alienation has occurred, and repentance in some form becomes a requirement 
for understanding of what God says. Speaking in parables was not, then, a concession to 
Jesus’ opponents. It was an escalation of the argument.2  

 
So, after giving the setup, Jesus re-told this prophetic vision with a couple of modifications. First, 
the focus was on the tenants and not the grapes themselves. Second, the problem in the parable 
was the tenants’ unwillingness to give the owner his portion of his vineyard’s produce. Third, in 
Jesus’ version the vineyard still existed, the owner came and destroyed the tenants and replaced 
them with others.  
 
The message was clear. God had sent prophets and the people of Israel refused to listen. They 
refused to hear. They got progressively more entrenched in their own ways, in their own 
righteousness standing in rebellion against God. Finally, as Jesus told this parable, the owner sent 
one more, “a beloved son.” Those who were with Jesus at his baptism or the disciples who were 
with him when he was transfigured – namely, Peter, James, and John – would have remembered 
that the voice from heaven said about Jesus, “This is my beloved Son.”  
 
Then, in Jesus’ telling of the parable, “Those tenants said to one another, ‘This is the heir; come, let 
us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.” Oh, that grieves us. It makes us angry. That is awful. 
That is despicable. That is not ok. They cannot just kill and take what they want.  
 
Friends, this is the difficult part of parables. As Ron Kernaghan wrote, “in order to understand what 
God is saying, it is necessary to see oneself through the lends of the parable, something that is 
typically unflattering.” We should see ourselves in the wicked tenants? Wow, when I started 

                                                      
1
 Kernaghan, IVP NT Commentary, Mark, p. 226.  

2
 Ibid.  
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thinking in those terms, I found myself in a very unflattering light. How often do I demand God’s 
blessings and demand God’s grace without any intention of worshipping and praising God? How 
often do I demand God’s blessings and demand God’s grace on my terms?  

 
At the conclusion of this parable, Jesus asked rhetorically (and rather pointedly), “What then 
will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and destroy the tenants and give the vineyard 
to others.” For their hard-hearted rebellion, they will no longer enjoy their presence or the 
produce of being in the owner’s vineyard. They will be destroyed and a new people will be 
invited. It would have been tough for the chief priests, elders, and scribes to miss the warning 
of grave judgment for their continued rejection and plans to kill Jesus.  
 
 The Rejected Stone 
 
Jesus then turned and the escalating word from Psalm 118, “The stone that the builders 
rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing and it is amazing in our eyes.” 
Do these verses sound familiar? Do you recall hearing them just a few short pandemic weeks 
ago – say, on Palm Sunday? That is correct. Psalm 118 was what framed Jesus’ triumphant entry 
into Jerusalem – just days before this interaction. It is a psalm announcing the coming of a king. It 
remembers God’s goodness to the dynasty of David. It was the culminating psalm of the procession 
of a king, beginning outside the gates and wrapping up inside the temple. “Hosanna” they cry out, 
meaning, “O Lord, save us.” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of Yahweh!” Blessed is he who 
comes in the name of the LORD!” 
 
Further, the psalm makes clear “This (the appearance of the king) was the Lord’s doing, and it is 
amazing in our eyes.” Jesus was saying to them – in parable form – that he was the promised king 
who had come suddenly to Jerusalem. He was saying to them that it was the LORD’s doing and that 
it was amazing to see.  
 
What do we do with all that? 
 
We live in a confusing time. We live in a time when scientists and politicians and advocates are all 
making claims of high moral ground. The quick illustration is: protests are allowable gatherings not 
requiring social distance, worship services are not. (Now, as a footnote, we are meeting via video 
because we are working our way into safe protocols for when we re-gather in person. We are 
looking to be good stewards of the people God has called to be part of this flock and good citizens – 
in that order.) But it is a strange day when scientists and politicians and advocates presume moral 
authority when for so long they have been acting in ways that deny or undermine God’s morality. 
There are lots of hot button illustrations I could use here, but I do not want lose you to the 
illustration and have you miss the point.  
 
The generalized anger and posturing and moralizing and judgment being cast haphazardly now is 
destructive. It leads to brokenness and division. There is a “cancel” culture in which saying anything 
– about politics, about race, about sexuality, about faith -- leads immediately to shaming and calls 
for shunning. New Orleans Saints quarterback Drew Brees is a good example here: his statement in 
support of standing for the national anthem (whether you agree or disagree) led to absolute 
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shaming. His multiple apologies have been publicly rejected. There were protestors in New Orleans 
shouting profanities about him, condemning him – not just what he said, but condemning him.  
 
The condemnation was swift and severe – as if this were the defining moment in his life. How 
quickly we forget. How about the $5 million he and his wife personally donated to New Orleans just 
a few months ago for pandemic relief? How about in 2010, after Hurricane Katrina and all the work 
he and his wife did in the community to rebuild New Orleans – to the point he was named Sports 
Illustrated’s Sportsman of the Year? At the time, Sports Illustrated ran a piece that included this sub-
heading, “THE SAINTS QUARTERBACK BROUGHT A LOMBARDI TROPHY TO NEW ORLEANS—JUST 
ONE OF THE COUNTLESS WAYS HE HAS CONTRIBUTED TO THE REBIRTH OF A GREAT AMERICAN 
CITY.”  It also included this prophetic observation: 
 

It is not a good time to be anyone's hero. Not with the gaping maw of endless news cycles, 
cellphone camera photos, social media and gotcha blogs, all lying in wait for the Tiger 
Moment that reveals the lie and exposes the hypocrisy. And the higher the pedestal, the 
harder the fall. Brees is acutely aware of this reality but unafraid. "People are waiting, if 
not to catch you doing something bad," he says, "then to catch you doing something that 
can be twisted into something that looks bad.”3 

 
Ten years later, in a moment, Drew Brees became anathema in New Orleans. He has become 
poison. He is everything that is wrong with America. My point: it does not matter what the rest of 
his life has been; right now, Drew Brees is to be cancelled. The generalized anger and posturing and 
moralizing and judgment being cast around broadly is destructive. 
 
In times of chaos, people often try to justify their own positions and opinions by imposing them on 
Jesus. They take the things they find virtuous and make them Jesus’ priority. When I pose it that 
way, you all are going to nod your head in agreement that this is bad and it is an error to try to do it. 
But before we get too comfortable, we need to know that is exactly what the chief priests, elders, 
and scribes were doing: they were taking the things they found virtuous and making them God’s 
priorities. They claimed God’s high moral ground on their own terms and with their own interests. 
Every segment of our culture is utilizing this same strategy right now: taking what they value most 
and imposing it on Jesus.  
 
Those who are describing their experiences need to be heard. To be clear, Jesus listened when 
people came to him: the father with the son with seizures; the crazy man at the tomb; the Syro-
phoenicean woman with the daughter, the centurion with a servant, the blind, lepers, lame, deaf, 
and the list goes on. He listened when they came to express their hurt. He listened and he heard. 
But he did not take instruction from them. He did not capitulate to any human agenda. He was 
obedient to God unto death, even death on a cross.  
 
That said, don’t look for Jesus to support your agenda. You will find that you are rejecting him and, 
ultimately, you will be disappointed. The disciples found that out less than 48 hours later. Instead 
look to Jesus to see what he did, to see what God is doing. Jesus was proclaiming God’s rule. So 
should we. He was living God’s justice – by heading to the cross having taken on the sins of the 

                                                      
3
 https://vault.si.com/vault/2010/12/06/sportsman-of-the-year-drew-brees 
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world. We should not be surprised when we are called to do likewise. He was showing the children 
of God what it meant and what it means to be obedient to the Father.  So should we.  
 
When all is confusion and chaos, look for the cornerstone that God has provided. Look for the 
cornerstone that the builders rejected. Look to Jesus. What does that mean? It means look. 
 

 Jesus was personal. He encountered people where they were and how they were. Jew, 
Gentile, male, female, young and old. He engaged them as they were, not as they should 
have been. So must we.  

 Jesus was just. He did not compromise God’s standards. He did not countenance or accept 
sin. He recognized the cost of sin – “which is easier,” he asked the Pharisees, “to forgive this 
man’s sin or say ‘rise up, take your mat, and walk.” He knew the cost of forgiveness and He 
willingly fulfilled the law perfectly. So must we.  

 Jesus was faithful – even when it was difficult, even when it was horrible, even when it was 
unthinkable. He did not say, “I deserve better,” or “it is only a little thing.” So must we. 

 Jesus was sacrificial. He always looked to others benefit first. He had compassion for others. 
So must we.  

 Jesus was loving. He loved the LORD his God with all his heart, soul, mind and strength; and 
loved his neighbor as himself. So must we. 

That is the cornerstone that the builders rejected. When all is in confusion and chaos, Jesus is 
the one sure foundation. The parade of the king prophetically described in Psalm 118 was for 
him. He is the king and we are called to follow – not lead – him. “Crown Him the Lord of life: 
who triumphed o’er the grave, who rose victorious to the strife for those he came to save. His 
glories now we sing, who died and rose on high, who died eternal life to bring and lives that 
death may die.” (See final hymn, “Crown Him With Many Crowns”) 
 
When all is in confusion and chaos, when we set aside our agendas and look to Jesus, we will 
marvel because, “The LORD has done this, and it is amazing in our eyes.”  
 
Amen.  
 
Questions: 
 

1. Where and how have you looked for guidance in this time of social, political, and biological 
upheaval? Is there a word to be spoken into this time? What is it and with whom can you share 
it? 

2. Are there preferences or virtues you think are litmus tests to determine if someone is a 
Christian? Are there things a Christian must do in order to be viewed favorably in God’s sight 
(and each other’s)? 

3. What are ways we can encourage one another (and be encouraged by one another) to conform 
our will to the Father’s; rather than trying to conform the Father’s will to our own? 


