
CONNECT THE THOUGHTS

MATTHEW 21:23-45  JESUS AT THE CENTER

23 Jesus entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests 
and the elders of the people came to him. “By what authority are you doing these 
things?” they asked. “And who gave you this authority?”

24 Jesus replied, “I will also ask you one question. If you answer me, I will tell you 
by what authority I am doing these things. 

Have you ever met someone who arrogantly says, "Yeah well, God is going to have 
some explaining to do? I have a few questions for Him. 

I am like, "Really, you think its going to go down like that?"

After multiple calamities, Job questioned God's justice and sovereign rule. He pleaded 
for the opportunity to put God on the witness stand.

With a funnel cloud whirling around Job, God has a few questions of His own (Job 
38:1-3). "Who is this who darkens counsel by words without knowledge?" (Notice Job 
wisely gave no answer.) All his previous verbal hype about arguing with God and 
wearing his crown of righteousness like a prince seemed inappropriate and insignificant 
in His presence. Then the Lord spoke a frightening challenge, "Now prepare yourself 
like a man; I will question you and you shall answer Me."

25 John’s baptism—where did it come from? Was it from heaven, or of human 
origin?”

Matthew 3:2b-3 "The word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness. 3 
He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for 
the forgiveness of sins.
John's message was not just about repentance, it was about the Messiah:  For example 
v. 11-12, "I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance, but He who is coming after 
me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit and fire. 12 His winnowing fan is in His hand, and He will thoroughly 
clean out His threshing floor, and gather His wheat into the barn; but He will burn up the 
chaff with unquenchable fire.”

They discussed it among themselves and said, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will 
ask, ‘Then why didn’t you believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘Of human origin’—we 
are afraid of the people, for they all hold that John was a prophet.”

In Matthew 10:28 Jesus said, "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill 
the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell."



27 So they answered Jesus, “We don’t know.”

Then he said, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.

It is obvious from the text that these chief priests and elders of the people were not 
sincerely seeking to know Jesus. Their questions regarding his authority were not the 
questions of earnest seekers sincerely wanting to confirm Jesus' Messianic authority. 

Had the chief priests and elders of the people been sincere, then I believe that Jesus 
would have answered them plainly, as is His invitation to all of us:

“Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be 
opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and 
to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. (Matthew 7:7-8)

The Parable of the Two Sons
28 “What do you think? There was a man who had two sons. He went to the first 
and said, ‘Son, go and work today in the vineyard.’

29 “‘I will not,’ he answered, but later he changed his mind and went.

This son is blatant about his intention to be disobedient, but he is later repentant. 

30 “Then the father went to the other son and said the same thing. He answered, 
‘I will, sir,’ but he did not go.

This son is deceptive. His verbal response and outward appearance communicates 
obedience, but he is a play-actor (hypocrite).  

31 “Which of the two did what his father wanted?”

“The first,” they answered.

The chief priests and the elders of the people are the ones answering this question. By 
their own words they convict themselves.

Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are 
entering the kingdom of God ahead of you. 

Luke provides us an interesting parenthetical insight regarding John's baptism, the tax 
collectors and the Pharisees in 7:29-30:
(All the people, even the tax collectors, when they heard Jesus’ words, acknowledged 
that God’s way was right, because they had been baptized by John. But the Pharisees 
and the experts in the law rejected God’s purpose for themselves, because they had not 
been baptized by John.)



Notice that Luke says that, "The Pharisee and the experts of the law rejected God's 
purpose for themselves." 

What was God's purpose for the Pharisees and the expert of the law?

To cultivate the spiritual heart of Israel to love the Lord their God with 
all their heart, with all their soul, and with all their mind and to love their 
neighbor as themselves.

32 For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not 
believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did. And even after you saw 
this, you did not repent and believe him.

What is the '"way of righteousness?" 

John's baptism was about repentance for the people, but the reason John baptized 
Jesus was to "fulfill all righteousness," this was the inauguration of Jesus as the 
Messiah. (Matthew 3:13-17)

Jesus is the "way of righteousness." That way can only be found through repentance 
and faith in Him.  In John 14:6, Jesus tells His disciples, “I am the way and the truth and 
the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”

Did you know?... The early church was known as "The Way"

Luke 3:8-15
Confession are the words that we bring to God, our agreeing with Him that we have 
sinned. Repentance are the actions, the fruit produced by a heart that sincerely desires 
to follow Jesus the Way of righteousness. 

“What should we do then?” the crowd asked.

John answered, “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, 
and anyone who has food should do the same.”

Even tax collectors came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what should we do?”

“Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them.

Then some soldiers asked him, “And what should we do?”

He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your 
pay.”



The Parable of the Tenants
33 “Listen to another parable: There was a landowner who planted a vineyard. He 
put a wall around it, dug a winepress in it and built a watchtower. Then he rented 
the vineyard to some farmers and moved to another place. 34 When the harvest 
time approached, he sent his servants to the tenants to collect his fruit.

35 “The tenants seized his servants; they beat one, killed another, and stoned a 
third. 36 Then he sent other servants to them, more than the first time, and the 
tenants treated them the same way. 37 Last of all, he sent his son to them. ‘They 
will respect my son,’ he said.

The Pharisees and the

38 “But when the tenants saw the son, they said to each other, ‘This is the heir. 
Come, let’s kill him and take his inheritance.’ 39 So they took him and threw him 
out of the vineyard and killed him.

KEY:
Landowner - God
Farmers - Religious Leaders of Israel
Servants - The Prophets up until and including John the Baptist
The Son - Jesus
The Vineyard - Jerusalem (Jesus was crucified outside the city of Jerusalem) or 
perhaps nation of Israel (Isaiah 27):

“Sing about a fruitful vineyard...
In days to come Jacob will take root,
    Israel will bud and blossom
    and fill all the world with fruit.

40 “Therefore, when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 
tenants?”

41 “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end,” they replied, “and he will 
rent the vineyard to other tenants, who will give him his share of the crop at 
harvest time.”

The chief priests and the Pharisees pronounce their own judgement. They were so blind 
that they could not see that the parable was about them. So Jesus asks them a 
question that is sure to open their eyes.

42 Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures:

“‘The stone the builders rejected
    has become the cornerstone;



the Lord has done this,
    and it is marvelous in our eyes’?

Jesus is a quoting a verse from Psalm 118:22.

There is an old rabbinic parable used to explain Psalm 118:22, which I think sheds 
some light on Jesus' parable of the vineyard:

When Solomon’s temple was being built, it was forbidden for the sound of hammers to 
be heard at the job site because it was a holy place of worship.  You can’t have worship 
with construction going on in the background!  So it had to be quiet.  What this meant 
for the construction was that each and every 20 ton stone had to have a ‘shop drawing’ 
and was made several miles away in the quarry.  Several miles away each stone was 
carefully cut for its exact spot in the temple.  From the very start, there was a plan for 
each stone.  

All the stones sent up from the quarry below were practically of the same size and 
shape. One of the first stones to be delivered was the chief cornerstone, but that’s the 
last stone needed in construction.  So the builders said, “What is this?  This doesn’t look 
like any of the first stones we need, and the builders said, “There is no place for this 
stone. There must be a mistake.” So they rolled it to the edge of the cliff and tumbled it 
down into the valley of Kidron below the temple area. 

As the years went on (Solomon’s temple was seven years in building) they were finally 
ready for the chief cornerstone; so they sent down the order for it. They were told “You 
must have it there; we sent it to you long ago.” Their search proved fruitless, until an old 
workman said, “I remember now. There was a stone different from the rest and we 
thought there was no place for it and tumbled it down to the valley below.”

So, the builders went down to the valley of Kidron and there they found the stone, now 
covered by lichens and debris-the very stone they had rejected. So they had to hoist it 
to the top of the cliff, then back to the platform and put it into place. It fit perfectly. The 
stone the builders rejected had become the headstone of the corner.

Just like Jesus’ parable of the vineyard, this rabbinic parallel is a picture of Jesus.  
When he came the first time, he didn’t fit the blueprint the builders thought they needed, 
so they tossed him aside as wrong and rejected him.  They didn’t recognize him.  And 
later, much later, they will realize their mistake and give him his rightful place as the 
chief cornerstone.

Every Jew knew that story. Peter uses the same quote from Psalm 118:22 in his speech 
in Acts 4:1-12, because Peter had been taught the interpretation from Jesus himself.  
“Jesus was God’s Anointed and you rejected Him, crucified Him, but God has raised 
Him from the dead and in resurrection has made Him the chief cornerstone of the new 
temple He is building.” That new temple is the church spoken of in Matthew’s Gospel, 



“Upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of [Hades] shall not prevail against 
it.”

Source: Acts: An Ironside Expository Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI Kregel Publications, 2007), 59

43 “Therefore I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and 
given to a people who will produce its fruit. 

The kingdom of God will be taken away from the representatives of Judaism, the formal 
religious establishment who should have been cultivating righteousness and justice 
among the the people of Israel.  Who then are the "other tenants, who will give him his 
share of the crop at harvest time?” I believe that Jesus was speaking in the immediate 
context of the Disciples and soon after the Church itself, then you and me.

The Religious Leaders of Israel failed to cultivate Jacob [Israel] "to take root, to bud and 
blossom and fill all the world with fruit."

44 Anyone who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; anyone on whom it 
falls will be crushed.”

Jesus adds a severe warning. Those who reject the “stone”, i.e. God’s Messiah, will 
discover this stone to be the cause of their personal destruction. While the image of the 
stone remains constant, the nature of the stone changes from being the cornerstone to 
being a stone over which one stumbles or a stone that falls upon someone, to their hurt 
and destruction.

This statement combines ideas and perhaps some terminology from Isaiah 8:14-15 and 
Daniel 2:44-5. The Isaiah text speaks about the dangers that disobedient inhabitants of 
Jerusalem will face, because they do not trust in God. They will fall (pesountai) and be 
crushed (suntribēsontai), as they experience “a stumbling caused by a stone” and “a fall 
caused by a rock.” 

At the end of Nebuchadnezzar’s vision in Daniel 2 the great statue is destroyed by the 
rock “cut from a mountain, without hands” (Daniel 2:34). Daniel interprets this (2:44-45) 
stone to refer to a future kingdom established by God, which none can oppose. Rather it 
“crushes (leptunei) and abolishes (likmēsei) those kingdoms” (Daniel 2:44(Septuagint)). 

While the terminology varies, the sense is very similar to Jesus’ statement in that God 
will exercise judgment against those who resist Him, with the result that they are 
shattered and crushed.

Jesus is both Saviour and Judge.  Jesus himself said that God is the most dangerous 
being that humans must come to terms with, “the One Who can destroy both body and 
soul in hell” (Matthew 10:28). Jesus is God’s Son, the stone whom we reject at our peril.



The Stone that Shatters and Pulverizes - Dr. Larry Perkins, Professor of Biblical Studies, Northwest 
Baptist Seminary. January 2011

45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard Jesus’ parables, they knew he 
was talking about them. 46 They looked for a way to arrest him, but they were 
afraid of the crowd because the people held that he was a prophet.

Fast Forward >> A Few Months 
In Acts 4, we read about an event that took place a few months after this event in 
Matthew 21 that must have left Peter and John with a sense of deja vu. 

Acts 4:1-12
The priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to Peter 
and John while they were speaking to the people. 2 They were greatly disturbed 
because the apostles were teaching the people, proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of 
the dead. 3 They seized Peter and John and, because it was evening, they put them in 
jail until the next day. 4 But many who heard the message believed; so the number of 
men who believed grew to about five thousand.

5 The next day the rulers, the elders and the teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. 6 
Annas the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas, John, Alexander and others of 
the high priest’s family. 7 They had Peter and John brought before them and began to 
question them: “By what power or what name did you do this?”

8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: “Rulers and elders of the people! 9 
If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a man who was 
lame and are being asked how he was healed, 10 then know this, you and all the 
people of Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but 
whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you healed. 11 Jesus is

“‘the stone you builders rejected,
 which has become the cornerstone.’
12 Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to 
mankind by which we must be saved.”


