Building a New Temple: The Parable of the Tenants

Background

In real estate, the 3 most important things are:

1. LOCATION

2. LOCATION

3. LOCATION

When reading the Bible, the 3 most important things are:

1. CONTEXT

2. CONTEXT

3. CONTEXT 

So it is essential to look at the historical and literary context of this parable.

Jesus’ triumphant entry (Mark 11:7-11) 

· People spread their cloaks an braches on the road

· People shouting, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” and “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David! Hosanna in the highest!”

· Accolades for Jesus ( religious leaders’ jealousy

Driving out money changers (Mark 11:15-18)

· Jesus drove out those buying and selling there. 

· He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves.  Stopped anyone carrying merchandise through the temple courts.

· The chief priests and the teachers of the law, when they found out, started plotting to kill him, presumably because—as custodians of the temple—they had endorsed and were profiting from these activities.

· Again, they were probably jealous and felt that their authority had been undermined because all the people were amazed at his teaching.

Chief priests challenge his authority (Mark 11:27-33)

· Religious leaders challenge Jesus: “By what authority are you doing these things? And who gave you authority to do this?”

· Jesus responds (as He often did) with another question: “John’s baptism—was it from heaven, or from men?” 

· They realized that they were trapped no matter what they answered, so they had to plead ignorance.

· This again embarrassed them and did not paint them in a good light. 

It is at this point that Jesus tells these religious leaders The Parable of the Tenants. Note that the chapter break at this point is artificial. This parable is intimately connected with the religious leaders’ challenge to Jesus’ authority in 11:27-33.

Keep in mind that the chapter breaks are NOT inspired. They were placed in Latin Vulgate edition of the Bible in 1205 by Stephen Langton, who later became Archbishop of Canterbury. Furthermore, the verse divisions are also not inspired. They were first placed in the 1551 printed edition of Robert Estienne’s (aka Stephanus) Greek New Testament. The story has it that Estienne marked out the verse divisions while riding on horseback from Paris to Lyon—not exactly the most careful or judicious approach.
Purpose of the Parable

Jesus told parables not to illustrate his teachings (although they often did this as well), but to provoke a response—to address the audience, capture their attention, show them up and cause them to decide and act. In many respects a parable is a story with a punch-line! 

Form of the Parable

The parable describes a land owner who built a vineyard and rented it out to others on the understanding that a portion of the harvest would be delivered to him. This was a common occurrence at this time, and it was quite likely that some of the religious leaders may even have invested in such projects themselves.

The Parable of the Tenants takes the form of an allegory that represents Israel’s responses to God’s prophets, as well as predicting what will happen to Jesus Himself:
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The Vineyard Owner’s Response

The vineyard owner “will come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others.” (v. 9)

Jesus the Cornerstone

Jesus then quotes Psalm 118:22-23:

The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone; the Lord has done this, and it is marvellous in our eyes.

This appears to be an unusual quote and does not appear to make much sense on the first reading. Why did Jesus refer to this quotation in the Psalms?

This is a messianic Psalm and describes the vindication of Israel’s king. One of the Targums (Aramaic paraphrase of the Old Testament) explains these verses in a royal sense: 

“The young man which the builders abandoned is among the sons of Jesse [David] and is worthy to be appointed to kingship and rule.” In the same way that the wicked vineyard tenants (the religious leaders) rejected the vineyard owner’s (God’s) son (Jesus), the “stone” (Jesus, Israel’s true king) will be rejected by the “builders” (the religious leaders). Nevertheless, that stone (Jesus) would become the cornerstone (the foundation of God’s restored people), and the foundation of a new community of faith (cf. Acts 4:10–11; 1 Pet 2:4–5). 

Those who rejected the king would themselves be rejected, and their specially privileged position would be taken away and given to others. 

Capstone is better understood as “cornerstone”: It is the stone that holds everything together, not just some decorative piece. It was the principal stone around which the building was constructed, and one of the key elements guaranteeing structural integrity. 

The stone judged to be useless and left lying on the ground by the builders would become the cornerstone of the “new temple”—the Christian church.

Ephesians 2:11-22:

Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.

The ultimate glorification of the rejected stone, reinforces the common gospel theme that “the last shall be first, and the first shall be last” (Matt 20:16; Mark 10:31; Luke 13:30).

The Penny Drops

The quotation from Psalm 118:22-23 takes the form of a rhetorical question. Jesus asks: “Haven’t you read this scripture…” and the grammatical markers in the original Greek indicate that the expected answer is “Yes, of course!” They were, after all, the chief priests and teachers of the law (11:27)—of course they knew this passage! However, they clearly did not understand it or its significance. Thus, Jesus is apparently mocking their understanding of the scriptures—something that would be rather embarrassing for them given their role and status. 

This is not the first time that Jesus had embarrassed them (Matt 7:28-29): 

When Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were amazed at his teaching, because he taught as one who had authority, and not as their teachers of the law.

The religious leaders clearly recognized that Jesus had spoken the parable against them. They were the wicked tenants!

Recall, the function of a parable: 

· to provoke a response

· to address the audience, 

· to capture their attention, 

· to show them up and 

· to cause them to decide and act.

Jesus sought to provoke a response from his audience, the religious leaders. He certainly captured their attention and showed them up, and now it was time for them to decide and act.

The Religious Leader’s Response

The religious leaders’ response: they look for a way to arrest Jesus on trumped up charges, with the ultimate goal of killing him (cf. 11:18)!

Note the irony here: they were meant to be the nation’s spiritual leaders who teach and preach the law, yet they conspire to break that very law by breaking the 9th commandment (Exodus 20:16, “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbour”) and the 6th commandment (Exodus 20:13, “You shall not murder.”) 

They are intent on fulfilling the prophetic part of the parable that Jesus had just told them!

Application

This parable points to the emergence of the Christian community (the house that will be built on Christ, the cornerstone). It also answers the question of Mark 11:27, “By what authority?” Jesus’ authority is analogous to that of the “beloved son” (12:6)—sent from the Father, but rejected by the tenants. 

The religious leaders, like their ancestors, had lost their way. They had usurped God’s authority and asserted their own. Instead of serving God and his people, they desired power and accolades for themselves. Like Frank Sinatra, they wanted to do things their way.

God has rejected the religious leaders and the legalistic tradition they represented.

He is now building a new people of God with Christ as the cornerstone.

Therefore, this implies that Christians today must:

1. Recognise that Christ is the cornerstone of the Church and holds it together. Our unity is dependent upon Him.

2. Put aside our own autonomy and desire to seize for ourselves God’s inheritance, to do things our way, in our own strength.

3. Embrace God’s gift, and to become part of the new “building” he is constructing with Christ as the cornerstone—the Church.

