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CHALLENGING JESUS’ AUTHORITY

It’s Monday and Jesus is in Jerusalem. Matthew, like Mark before him, does not tell us that Jesus ever came to Jerusalem before the last week of his life. Being a faithful Jew, Jesus probably made the three-day walk to Jerusalem for the major festivals such as the upcoming Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, but Matthew does not record Jesus’ earlier trips to Jerusalem. 

It’s Monday in Jerusalem, but, wow, what an impression Jesus made the day before! On Sunday Jesus rides a borrowed donkey into the city as crowds from Galilee spread their cloaks and tree branches on the road in front of him like some sort of royal procession. We call it “Palm Sunday.” Jesus then jumps off the donkey, enters the outer courts of the temple, turns over the tables of the money exchangers and the chairs of those who sold doves for offerings, and calls the temple a den of robbers. (21:12-13). When he heals some who are blind and lame (no small feat in itself), the children in the temple sing “Hosanna to the Son of David.” The chief priests and scribes, who run the church (I mean the temple), are angry with Jesus. Imagine that!


Jesus walks two miles to Bethany to spend the night after an eventful Sunday. On Monday morning hungry Jesus walks by a fig tree on the way back to the city. Because the tree has leaves but no fruit, Jesus curses the tree and it immediately withers and dies. 


Back in Jerusalem Jesus sits in the outer court of the temple and teaches the people. The religious authorities—the chief priests and elders—come up and ask him, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” (21:23b). Given all that has happened in the last 24 hours, that’s a legitimate question. 

Have you ever been in such a situation? Has someone come in and taken over your meeting or social function after you had spent days or months preparing for it? I have. I presented my first seminar paper in my first semester of the doctoral program. It was an explanation of the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. I had read Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason twice (it’s over 700 pages in a difficult English translation) as well as four of Kant’s other major works. In other words I had read over 2000 pages of primary sources as well as interpretations by secondary sources. 


I sent out ahead of time my twenty-one-page paper—Immanuel Kant: The Possibility of Metaphysics as a Science—introduced the paper, and then one of the students in the class voiced his struggle about faith and science. My professor spent two hours trying to help this student regain his faith in God. At first I was relieved that I didn’t have to explain Immanuel Kant to everyone, but as the session wore on, I became angry, and later I was very angry. I, too, was concerned for my fellow student’s faith struggle but questioned the timing of his question. “By what authority does someone take over this seminar time after I had spent a month preparing my paper and presentation?” 


The chief priests and the elders run the temple. It’s their home. I believe it was Moses who gave Aaron and his line of descendants the authority for the temple. Who is this rabbi from backwater Galilee and who gave him authority to lead royal processionals and turn the tables in the place of worship? By what authority? 

I doubt that Jesus had ever heard of Socrates and the Socratic method, but Jesus, like Socrates, teaches by asking questions. “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things. Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” (21:24-25). 


If they say John’s message is from God, Jesus will ask, “Then why didn’t you trust him?” If they say John’s authority was human and not divine, then the people will revolt because John was a popular preacher before Herod executed him. They say, “We don’t know.” Jesus says, “Then I will not answer your question either.”

Jesus, however, will not allow his critics to be silent! He says, “What do you think?” and tells a story about two sons. When asked to work in the family vineyard, the first son says “I will not” but then changes his mind and goes. The second son says “I go, sir” but does not go. 

Jesus asks, “Which did the will of the father—the first or the second?”

The temple authorities respond (as would we all) “The first.”
CHALLENGING RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY

If Jesus had stopped there on Monday, perhaps they would not have arranged to kill him on Friday. Jesus, however, does not stop there. “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you” (21:31).  You do remember that the phrase “Kingdom of God” and Matthew’s “Kingdom of heaven” are not about just going to heaven when you die. Jesus promises that these who sell themselves for money and who are on the lowest level of the social order are also part of God work on earth right now. Jesus does not say tax collectors and prostitutes will be part of God’s work “alongside you religious leaders.” Oh no. Jesus says, “Amen I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the realm of God ahead of you.”

Now we in the church like to play “Kick the Jews.” We like to demonize those religious leaders of Jesus’ day and are amazed that they didn’t see God at work in Jesus. This parable is found only in Matthew and perhaps Matthew shares this story with us because his church had just had a big fight with the synagogue. For two thousand years the Christian church has been blaming the Jews for the death of Jesus and for their spiritual blindness. I say, “Let’s stop that heresy now. Let’s stop blaming the Jews for the death of Jesus and for their spiritual blindness.” Every time I point my finger at someone I have three fingers pointing back at me, you know.


The chief priests and the elders are the keepers of the religious establishment. They plan worship services, officiate at religious functions such as weddings and funerals, provide religious education for youth and adults, see that the staff is paid, maintain the building and grounds of the worship space, and make sure that policies are written down and followed. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing this week! And that’s a lot of what many of us here today have been doing this week.

And what they do on Monday with Jesus is what often happens after worship, over the phone, in a life group study, or over coffee. They begin a theological discussion about who is right and who has the authority to determine who has the right views and the right power over the institution. “You can’t just let someone come in on a Sunday and turn over tables and chairs and call those who gather here ‘robbers’! It’s just not right. The institution needs policies and guidelines and a clear hierarchy of authority.”
CHANGING OUR MINDS

Jesus wants the religious leaders of the temple and the religious leaders of Vienna Baptist Church to change our minds. In the story the first son “changed his mind and went.” Jesus says that after the religious leaders saw John’s way of righteousness, “you did not change your minds and trust him [and the trust in the God who sent him]” (21:33). There’s a word in our New Testament for changing our mind and it is usually translated as “repent.” The usual word is metanoia and means “repent” or “change your mind.” 

Matthew, however, does not use this word for “repent” here but instead twice uses the Greek word metamelomai. No other Gospel writer uses this particular word. Whereas metanoia means “change your mind” so as to have a different opinion about something or someone, metamelomai means that we change not only our minds but also change how we feel. 1 When Jesus calls on religious leaders to change their minds and trust in the message of John and Jesus, he is asking them not only to have a different opinion or idea but also to feel some remorse and regret that they did not live out the message of these two prophets. 

In other words, Jesus is calling for an attitude adjustment. Earlier today Dave Natella led us in confessing the hymn/confession Paul quotes in Philippians 2: Let each of you look not to your own interest, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus (2:4-5). What is the mind of Christ? Does the confession call us just to think differently about God? As one who has studied philosophers most of my life, that’s what I would prefer. Thinking differently is an important start, of course. 


The hymn tells us, however, not only what Jesus thought but what he did.  Jesus did not exploit his divinity, he emptied himself, he took the form of a servant, he humbled himself and he became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. Like the first brother in the parable, Jesus “did the will of his father.” We follow Jesus not only because he talked about God but we follow him because he walked the will of God for his life.

Do remember the fig tree Jesus cursed? It looked like a tree. It had a trunk and leaves but it had no fruit to offer hungry people. 

Jesus calls on religious leaders in the temple in Jerusalem and religious leaders in Vienna Baptist Church to do more than have intellectual discussions about the will of God. He wants us to change our minds—to feel some regret because we have been asking the wrong questions about what God is doing in the world and about who has the authority to carry out God’s will. The Chancel Choir’s anthem today, “The Narrow Way,” is a prayer asking the Lord to help change our minds “and lead me in the narrow way.”

As I was studying this week, I read Douglas Hare’s commentary on this parable. I am going to quote what Hare says and not comment on it. “How easily church work degenerates into little more than simply maintaining the institution, with no excitement concerning what God’s active grace is doing and consequently no enthusiasm for evangelism and renewal! We say that we are going to work in the vineyard, but instead of harvesting grapes we spend our time rearranging the stones along the path!” 2

Jesus is not through with the religious leaders there in the Jerusalem temple and he is not through with us religious leaders here in Vienna Baptist Church. When questioned about his authority, Jesus tells three stories to ask us if we have changed our minds about how God is working in our world. The first story is about a son who changes his mind and does what his father asks. For the next two Sundays we will hear Jesus’ story about a rock believers stumble over and then a story about a wedding party. In all three stories Jesus is asking us to look in the mirror and ask, “What is moving—our mouths or our feet? 3
HYMN 67: O God, Our Help in Ages Past
1 O. Michel, “metamelomai,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1967, Vol. 4, p. 626

2 Douglas Hare, Matthew, 1993, p. 248
3 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Yes and No Brothers, in Home by Another Way, 1999, Page 191
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