Sunday, September 28
The Authority of Jesus
Matthew 21:23-32
Jesus is in trouble with the authorities. He’s just doing what he’s been doing all along – teaching about the kingdom of God. But the more his fame spreads, the more scrutiny his teaching receives. And he’s getting a lot of scrutiny, not only because of the crowds that follow, but because his message is so different. Other rabbis taught from the basis of tradition, arguing their case based on teachers who came before them, based on precedent. But Jesus is radically different – he teaches as one who has his own authority. It’s shocking.

Now Jesus is in the Temple itself – the heart of the faith, the center of religious and political power in Jerusalem. He is in the Capitol, if you will, and the fact that he’s there, on the turf of the religious authorities, is a problem. It’s a huge problem for them. 

So it’s little wonder that the leading priests and elders attack Jesus on the basis of authority. “By what authority are you doing this?” they demand to know. “What gives you the right to be here? Who do you think you are?” To put it baldly, what they want to know is “Who died and made you God?”
They’re angry, they’re threatened, and they want to put an end to this nonsense once and for all. 

How Jesus handles this is amazing. He doesn’t argue with them; he doesn’t defend himself; he doesn’t engage their question at all. Instead, he turns their questions right back at them. 

“I’ll answer your question,” he says, “if you answer mine. Since you are so worried about this question of my authority, let me ask you about another person you had trouble with. That rabble-rouser John the Baptist – was his authority from himself, or did his authority come from God?”
It’s perfect. They are firmly stuck between a rock and a hard place. If they say John the Baptist was acting on his own, they will alienate the crowd that was listening – and they don’t need research polls to know that. They know darn well that most of the ordinary people thought John was a prophet, a man of God. For them to dismiss John the Baptist out of hand will spell trouble, major trouble. 
But if they say John’s preaching and baptizing was from God, then they will look like hypocrites. None of them had gone to see John out in the wilderness. They thought he was a crackpot. Jesus has them cornered. They can’t wiggle their way out of this one. 
So they answer, “We don’t know.” Well, at least they were honest about that. Jesus clearly wins this round of the debate. 

Honestly, I sympathize with the religious leaders. They aren’t just being hard-headed and cold-hearted. They aren’t just trying to hold on to their power. They are trying to protect something valuable and important. They are trying to protect the faith - the best way they know how. They are conservators of the tradition; they are trying to keep God’s people alive in a hostile and tempting world. It is no small thing they are trying to do.
But in their effort to protect the faith, they miss the very presence of God. 

That’s the authority of Jesus. His authority comes from God. 

We have trouble with authority, many of is. For a thousand different reasons, it can be hard to trust and believe people in positions of authority. Some of you are like me – you grew up in the 60s and 70s, when the world was falling apart, and “Question Authority” was the mantra of the day. Politicians had abused their authority, lied to the American people, and squandered their credibility, not only for themselves but for generations to come. 

But it goes deeper than that. This country was founded on suspicion of the concentration of power. It’s not that we’re supposed to reject authority – hardly – we have to respect it for the government to work. But that doesn’t mean we automatically trust people with power. Just because a person is in a position of authority doesn’t automatically mean we think they’re right – not in this wonderful, open democracy of ours. 

But it goes even deeper than that. The whole Protestant movement is based on a suspicion of power. If you read the confessions of faith from that era, you see it everywhere. They’re anti-king and anti-pope, through and through. No one person has the right to speak for God; God’s word comes to us in scripture, and it’s up to each one of us to listen for God’s voice as carefully and clearly as we can. That’s why we give our children Bibles at an early age – we want them to listen for God’s voice.
So we come by it honestly, this suspicion of people with authority. It’s not an automatic right. No, if we trust people in authority, it’s because they’ve earned it. There is something authentic and congruent about them. We can believe what they say to us. 
That must have been what happened with Jesus and the crowds that followed him. He was authentic in a way they had never heard before. There was something about him that was different, immediate. When they heard him speak, it was like they were hearing the voice of God. 
A friend of mine in the Moveable Feast, Rick Spalding, describes it this way:
When Jesus sat down on the mountain and began to speak, what began was a relationship of faithful intimacy: he opened his life and heart like a book, and they read God there. ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit,’ was the first thing he said… and you could see and hear and feel that he knew that the poor in spirit are blessed because he had himself seen the place where they are inscribed on the heart of God, and had been blessed by them himself. When he said, ‘Pray this way,’ you could tell that he would be praying that way too, laying his whole broken heart right next to yours. When he said, ‘Knock and the door will be opened,’ you could see that his own knuckles were raw. And when he said, ‘You are the light of the world,’ it must have been the most astonishing thing: you could almost believe it because you could look to him – you could stare right into the storm of his life and the storm of yours – and see the light reflected back to you, almost as though you could touch it with your hand, almost as though you could build your house on it.
 
That’s what all of us want, isn’t it? To feel the presence of God that closely; to hear a voice so authentic and so real we have no doubt whatsoever that it is true; to know a truth so deep and wide that we can rest our entire life on it. That’s what we long for; why we keep coming back to this place, to the scripture, to our knees. 
And we in the church have this incredible privilege. We have the task and the joy of pointing to Jesus and presence of God in our midst. We have been given this amazing gift, and the responsibility that goes with it: of listening, listening deeply for the voice of God, and following where Jesus leads us. 

It’s profound and it’s powerful and it’s amazing - as long as we understand our limits. As long as we understand that we have no authority of our own. Lest, in our effort to protect our power, we miss God’s word to us; and in our effort to protect the faith, we miss the very presence of God. 

Let me close with another scripture passage. These are the Apostle Paul’s words to the early church, as he tried to teach them how to live in the presence of Christ.
You must have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had:

Though he was God, 

he did not think of equality with God as something to cling to. 

Instead, he gave up his divine privileges; 

he took the humble position of a slave and was born as a human being. 

When he appeared in human form, 

he humbled himself in obedience to God 
and died a criminal’s death on a cross. 
Therefore, God elevated him to the place of highest honor 

and gave him the name above all other names, 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

to the glory of God the Father.

To God be the glory forever. Amen.
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� Thanks to Rick Spalding for his paper for the 2008 Moveable Feast on Matthew 7:21-29, where he addresses Jesus’ authority. He cites Samuel Tobias Lachs, A Rabbinic Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1987), pp. 60-61 for this background on Rabbinic teaching in the time of Jesus.


� Spalding, p. 7.





