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“By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you that authority?” the chief 

priests and the elders of the people asked.  This sounds like it’s coming out of the blue, as we’ve 

jumped right into the middle of this chapter of Matthew’s gospel.  

So, let me set the scene. Matthew had told us earlier that Jesus had set his sights on Jerusalem, 

and, over the past weeks, the gospel readings have had us in on that journey. When Chapter 21 

opens, Jesus is getting ready to ride into Jerusalem. His friends and followers are preparing the 

way, laying their garments over the donkey Jesus had requisitioned and placing more garments 

and branches to give Jesus a “red carpet” treatment: “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is 

the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest heaven! That was our Palm 

Sunday reading this past Spring. 

Jesus wastes little time when he arrives. He goes to the Temple, sees the moneychangers and all 

the sacrificial animals running around and “cleanses” the Temple, which is a sanitized way of 

saying Jesus went ballistic, turned over tables, and yelled: “Stop making my Father’s house a 

marketplace!”  The next morning, on his way back into the city, Jesus is hungry; he comes across 

a fig tree with no figs, curses the fig tree, and it withers and dies. “Jesus, that tree was alive 

yesterday.” “Well, you do what you’ve gotta do. That tree wasn’t producing fruit.” Then it 

becomes an object lesson [or a really scary children’s sermon]: “If you have enough faith, not 

only can you do that (wilt trees), but you can summon a mountain to throw itself into the sea.” 

“Pray hard enough, and you will receive.” 

After all of that, we find Jesus today in the Temple, and the religious authorities are none too 

happy with him. “By what authority are you doing these things?” they ask. He responds to their 

question with a question: “Did the baptism of John come from divine or human authority?” Well, 

the elders and high priests had a discussion and couldn’t find a good way out of that question. If 

we say “from heaven,” he’ll want to know why we didn’t become his followers; if we say his 

authority was human, the people who followed him will be angry with us, because they called 

him a prophet.” So they give him no answer.  Then he tells the parable about the two sons: one 

who says he will obey, but doesn’t; the other who first refuses, then actually goes to work. Of 

course, all of this is setting up Jesus’ “moral of the story.” A lot of people who think of 

themselves as righteous and worthy of the kingdom might be surprised to find themselves 

waiting in back of the line behind the very people they deplore and try to avoid. 

All of this is to say that, with all that’s happening with Jesus in this chapter of Matthew’s gospel; 

and with all the brokenness, disappointment, anger, and sadness in the world today, there is good 

news for you and for me. Jesus lets us in on it when he scolds the self-righteous leaders for their 

arrogance. No one—no matter their history, no matter how they might be on the sketchy edge of 

society—is too far away to be out of God’s reach and God’s embrace. No one is too far gone that 

she or he cannot repent and be born anew. Even the tax collectors and the prostitutes and all 

those people that people put down, avoid, curse at, and gossip about, can change. The good news 

tells us that the ultimate authority to determine who is “in” and who is “out” is God. And, if God 

get his way (and he does), the party in paradise is going to look a lot different than the self-

righteous would’ve ever guessed.  
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There are a lot of people in need of our acceptance and of God’s love.  Frankly, I’m pretty sure 

God is working the “love” angle out pretty well; but we could still use some molding and 

shaping so that we see others, even those with whom we disagree, or those who are “different” 

from us, as children of God. With that said, I see so many signs of hope in this congregation and 

in this community. I am proud that Emmanuel jumped right in last week and sent money for 

Hurricane Relief.  But there’s still work to be done, after hurricanes, earthquakes, and other 

terrible things. Now, we’ll just watch the news and check out the neighborhood and see where 

God wants us to be next. 

Pray for Cheri and Wade—two representatives of the Outer Banks community who are at work 

in the Florida Keys helping out the people who have lost so much. Keep Puerto Rico, the Virgin 

Islands, Texas, the Gulf Coast, the rest of Florida, and islands too numerous to number in your 

thoughts—because there’s a lot of healing work to be done. Keep the many responders and 

volunteers in prayer. The work is painful, stressful, and fatiguing. As God has given them 

courage to do, we can give them encouragement.  

Finally, when we go forth from this place, we are visible signs that God is with us (Emmanuel) 

when we make the Good News real as the hands and feet of Christ in this community and 

beyond. When we see others as children of God and fellow sojourners in this life, we are on the 

right track to carrying out God’s healing work as emissaries of Christ.  

When we reflect the light of Christ we show what “being church” is all about; and through that 

witness, others will see God through us and perhaps even want to be part of this Body of Christ. 

It’s not hard to find out where and with whom God can use us. I believe God will help us find 

them. May God help them find us, as well, so that we can learn from and come to know and love 

one another. That is surely a sign of the Kingdom of God in our midst.  Amen.  


