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Psalm 118:22 (Fifth Sunday in Lent)

Lutheran Church of Our Redeemer, Enfield, CT

March 25, 2007
In the name of the Father and of the  Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Our text is Psalm 118:22, which Jesus quotes in our Gospel lesson recorded in Luke 20:17:
“The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone”
    
When I was the Youth Director for the Summer Youth Program at my home congregation through college we had a logo which was the shadow of the cross falling upon a pile of rocks.  The text of Scripture that accompanied the picture was “that foundation is Jesus Christ.”  The logo was meant to impress upon the children and parents that the foundation on which our youth program was built was none other than Jesus.  In fact, the whole Christian Church is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets with Jesus Himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure is joined together.  (Eph. 2:20-21)  But before Jesus would become the cornerstone, He would be the stone rejected by the builders.

Back in the olden days, when a stone did not fit into the wall or match the other stones, but disfigured the whole building, it was designated unfit and useless.  It was rejected.  So the psalmist reports that the builders reject this “stone” because they deem it unfit.  I love the way Martin Luther wrote about what happened next.  He said: “Then another builder, a stranger, comes along.  He knows well how to use the stone and cries, “Stop, you big fools, are you really builders and still do not want that stone?  I can use it, not merely to plug a hole or for fill, nor as a common, ordinary stone, but as a cornerstone in the foundation.  It shall bear not one but two walls, and it shall do more than all the other stones in the whole building.”  


How are we to understand the stone in Psalm 118?  In Luke 20, Jesus references the stone to Himself, and clearly the scribes and chief priests understand it that way since they wanted to arrest Him right then and there because they perceived that He had told the parable against them.  In Acts 4:11, Peter, by the power of the Holy Spirit, clearly says, “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the cornerstone.  And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.”  


Jesus is the stone spoken of in Psalm 118.  That is why our Lord quoted this psalm after speaking the parable in our Gospel lesson.  He wanted His hearers to understand and believe that, yes, Jesus was going to be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. (Luke 9:22)  “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”

Jesus just didn’t fit the ways of the Pharisees, scribes, and chief priests.  He didn’t fit in with them and their understanding of holiness before God.  Jesus reprimanded and rebuked their outwardly fine and “holy” behavior.  They couldn’t stand Jesus because He disfigured their building.  Then they became angry and condemned and rejected Him—“so they watched Him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that they might catch Him in something He said, so as to deliver Him up to the authority and jurisdiction of the governor.”  They rejected this Stone because they didn’t know how to use Him.  


Do we always know how to use this Stone, Jesus Christ?  How do we reject Him?  We reject Christ each time we disobey God’s Word when we fall into the temptations of the devil, the world, and our sinful nature.  Each time we sin, we are saying that we have no use for Christ and His Word.  We reject His truth for our own, doing what we think is right in our own eyes.  We reject Christ when we go along with crowd, when we fail to stand up for Christ and the way Christians are to live out their lives of faith.  We try to impress our friends and co-workers by being like them, talking like them, and trying to gain their notice and respect.  All the while, we are not being like Christ, not talking like Christ, not living as to show Christ to our friends.  We reject Christ as being unfit or unworthy to be our Savior and Lord as we fail to live as Christians—disciples, followers of, believers in Jesus Christ.

Our rejection of Christ merits the punishment that Jesus described in the parable, the punishment against those who killed the vineyard owner’s son: “What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them?  He will come and destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others.”  Those who reject Jesus will be destroyed.  They will suffer eternal death and condemnation in hell for their sins.  Eternal death and hell is also the punishment we deserve for our sinfulness, for our rejection of Christ.  Those who reject Jesus reject the forgiveness of sins and eternal life which He won for them.  Hearing this, we might respond the same way Jesus’ audience did, “Surely not!”  To which Jesus would respond to us, “What then is this that is written: ‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.’?”


In God’s design of a plot twist, those who reject Jesus are not rejected by God.  Jesus Himself is rejected by God in our place.  Jesus’ rejection by people and by His Father in heaven resulted in His disgrace, suffering, and death, not ours.  Having been beaten and mocked, crowned with thorns and nailed to a cross, Jesus suffered the death and condemnation of hell.  He endured what should have been our punishment for rejecting Christ.  Jesus was rejected, forsaken, by God as Jesus bore the sins of the world, dying the death and suffering the damnation we deserved.  This rejected Stone was rejected so that you and I would not be.  Jesus died for us, in our place, so that we are saved.  

But remember the psalm text: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”  God raised this Jesus from the dead on the third day.  He is the living Savior who fully atoned for the sins of the whole world.  He paid the price of our rejection of Him.  He won our complete forgiveness and eternal life.  We need not fear eternal death and condemnation in hell.  The price of salvation has been paid.  Jesus was rejected and has become the Cornerstone.  He is the foundation upon which our salvation is built.  He is the foundation upon which He has built us up as His Church.  We read in 1 Peter 2, “As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and precious,  you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.  For it stands in Scripture: ‘Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious,

and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.’” (1 Peter 2:4-7)  

You will not be put to shame, being rejected by God, because Christ was rejected for you, died for you on the cross, and rose again from the dead in victory over sin, death, and the devil.  Your most holy faith is built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets with Jesus Himself being the cornerstone.  You are the spiritual house which God built on this foundation.  You are His Church and in this Christian Church Christ daily and richly forgives you all your sins.  “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.  This is the Lord's doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.  This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” (Psalm 118:22-24)  Amen.  
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