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• "When Jesus entered the Temple, the chief priests and the elders... came to 
him as he was teaching.” Notice that ~ as he was teaching. They asked, “By 
what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 

• These Temple leaders are presented as adversaries in Matthew's telling of 
the story. But we should admire their question. For what a beautiful question 
it is. ‘By what authority are you acting, and who gave it to you?’ Reflecting on 
it helps us discover our impoverished understanding of authority. In our 
culture, authority is usually tied to officers, laws and punishment; in other 
words, as something external, legalistic, and coercive. ‘The authorities may 
arrest you,’ we are likely to say, ‘if your conduct goes beyond established 
civil boundaries.’ Looking at things in this way, we confuse authority with 
power.  

• For in our world power plays such a central role! Instead of asking about 
something, “is it true” or “is it right,” we’re more likely to wonder, “who made 
this happen.” Who had the power to do it? Our absorption with power 
shapes our study of history, literature and even religion. Yet, we shouldn’t be 
so preoccupied with who or what has power. We should instead be 
concerned with authority, and the people and things that possess it.  

• Let’s notice the paradox in our collect this morning, how God ‘declares’ his 
almighty power chiefly in showing mercy and pity. This is consistent with 
how God creates, having declared, and spoken the world into existence. 
God said, “let there be light,” and the sun, moon and the stars then came to 
be. God mysteriously exercises creative and redemptive power, and also 
possesses the merciful power to forgive. In these related ways of expressing 
divine power, God's authority is implicit. In God, authority and power 
coincide. But in our experience of the fallen world, authority and power 
frequently diverge. Which is why we need carefully to distinguish them.  
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• John's  Gospel-portrayal of Jesus before Pontius Pilate helps illustrate the 
difference.  When Pilate asked Jesus if he was a king, he told Pilate his 1

kingdom was not of this world. Jesus was referring to his authority and not 
to worldly power. Pilate was baffled, and sought to release him. For 
obviously, this man was not a threat to the imperial realm—or so it seemed. 
Pilate then asked Jesus, “'Where are you from?' But Jesus gave him no 
answer. Pilate therefore said to him,... 'Do you not know that I have power to 
release you, and power to crucify you?' Jesus answered him, 'You would 
have no power over me unless it had been given you...'" In this 
confrontation, Jesus possesses an evident authority that Pilate finds 
unsettling. Pilate can only counter it by relying on civil and military power.  

• When we confuse authority with power, we confuse something that is 
internal and implicit with something that is usually external and explicit. As 
the encounter between Jesus and Pilate shows, true authority is discerned 
and recognized; human power is exercised and imposed. And so, we often 
find that the weakest and least convincing kind of authority is projected by 
those who try to impose it through coercive power. (Consider Hitler’s 
terrifying power as compared to his false moral authority.)  By contrast, 
personal authority is most compellingly demonstrated when it is modeled 
by those who refuse to exercise raw power. Power commands, while 
authority commends. 

• We can recognize this point in relation to the Church’s very mixed history of 
attempting to speak with authority to the world around it. Very often, it has 
rightly been accused of presumption and hypocrisy. This is because the 
Church possesses little or no authority in itself, even when it seeks to 
influence power. Any authority the Church may have lies in the presence of , 
and her congruence with, Her Lord. As a priest friend of mine put it this 
week, the Church doesn’t need to make a statement about Charlottesville; 
the Church IS a statement about Charlottesville! 
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• This is why the Temple leaders' earlier challenge to Jesus is so apt. ‘By what 
authority are you doing these things?’ Authority helps make actions 
intelligible. By “authority,” we should not think first about the police, or 
courts and judges. We should think first of authorities like beauty, truth, age 
and wisdom. These are natural authorities, recognized by persons from all 
cultures at all times, even if we differ about definitions. You and I may 
disagree about precisely what is beautiful, good or true. But we both 
respond to beautiful sights, good behavior and statements reflecting true 
understanding.  

• So, the Temple priests and elders confuse power with authority. What they 
really want to know is who gave Jesus the temporal power to trespass their 
established laws and customs. By possessing genuine wisdom and purity of 
heart, Jesus' authority is implicit in his person and in his actions. It does not 
depend on institutional validation and credentials. His followers, and others 
of good will, recognize and perceive his authority. Those who 
misunderstand the nature of authority, and who confuse it with the exercise 
of power, have difficulty perceiving who he is, and the basis of his words 
and action.  

• We find an insightful example of this same distinction in the presidency of 
Abraham Lincoln. Historians tell us how Lincoln exercised extraordinary 
power during war-time, suspending constitutional protection against 
unlawful detainment of prisoners, limiting the freedom of the press, and 
expediently using military courts to resolve political cases. There may have 
been wisdom in these actions, but they represent an outward exercise of 
power through the institutional structures of society. Because of this, 
adversaries like John Wilkes Booth hated Lincoln’s use of government 
power. But, they would have denied that Lincoln possessed great personal 
authority. Others, with open hearts and minds, recognized Lincoln’s 
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authority. To them, it was manifest in his words and character, as he led a 
nation and offered personal counsel to others.  

• Taking this point further, we should notice that Booth's assassination of 
Lincoln terminated the President’s civil power, but it only increased Lincoln’s 
moral authority. Pontius Pilate executed Jesus by exercising available civil 
power. Yet, as he did so, he diminished his authority in the presence of 
Jesus. So, we can lose authority while trying to exercise power. And we can 
embody authority while losing our power. The witness of Gandhi, Martin 
Luther King, and the blood of the martyrs, provides powerful evidence of 
this.  

• This helps us appreciate the kind of spiritual authority that Paul celebrates in 
his letter to the Philippians.  Though Jesus was in the form of God, he 2

emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, and humbled himself and 
became obedient to the point of death. This portrays someone who 
relinquishes power—as the world understands power—while at the same time 
manifesting a higher authority. This is why, at the name of Jesus, every knee 
should bend. Not because God coerces to do this, but because the 
Messiah’s possession of true authority summons this sweet response from 
us. Our recognition of the fullness of his being, positively inspires our 
voluntary deference to him. This is an experience we do not usually 
associate with the forces of worldly power.  

• For centuries, Anglicans have encouraged this awareness through our habit 
of beginning daily morning prayer with the Venite, or Psalm 95. Its words 
celebrate this voluntary deference. (page 82 in the BCP): 
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Come, let us sing to the Lord; *  
let us shout for joy to the Rock of our salvation.  
Let us come before his presence with thanksgiving * and raise a loud 
shout to him with psalms.  
For the Lord is a great God, *  
and a great King above all gods.  
In his hand are the caverns of the earth, * 
and the heights of the hills are his also.  
The sea is his, for he made it, *  
and his hands have molded the dry land.  
Come, let us bow down, and bend the knee, * and kneel before the Lord 
our Maker.  
For he is our God, and we are the people of his pasture and the sheep 
of his hand. * Oh, that today you would hearken to his voice!  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James Tissot, The Chief Priests Ask Jesus By Whose Authority He Acts 
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Matthew 21:23-32 

When Jesus entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as 
he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you 
this authority?” Jesus said to them, “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?” And they argued with one another, “If we 
say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ But if we say, 
‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” So they 
answered Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what 
authority I am doing these things. 

“What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work 
in the vineyard today.’ He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. 
The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not 
go. Which of the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, 
“Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God 
ahead of you. For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe 
him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you 
did not change your minds and believe him.  

Notes: 

 See John 18:33 - 19:16 for the following paraphrase and quote.1

 See our Epistle reading, Philippians 2:1-13.2
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