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BY WHAT AUTHORITY? 
Pastor Jim Dunn  

 

Matthew 21:23-32 

The Authority of Jesus Challenged 

23 And when he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people 

came up to him as he was teaching, and said, “By what authority are you doing these 

things, and who gave you this authority?” 24 Jesus answered them, “I also will ask you 

one question, and if you tell me the answer, then I also will tell you by what authority I 

do these things. 25 The baptism of John, from where did it come? From heaven or from 

man?” And they discussed it among themselves, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he 

will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘From man,’ we are 

afraid of the crowd, for they all hold that John was a prophet.” 27 So they answered 

Jesus, “We do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority 

I do these things. 

The Parable of the Two Sons 

28 “What do you think? A man had two sons. And he went to the first and said, ‘Son, 

go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29 And he answered, ‘I will not,’ but afterward he 

changed his mind and went. 30 And he went to the other son and said the same. And 

he answered, ‘I go, sir,’ but did not go. 31 Which of the two did the will of his father?” 

They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, “Truly, I say to you, the tax collectors and the 

prostitutes go into the kingdom of God before you. 32 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 when you saw it, you did not afterward change 

your minds and believe him. 
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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

There’s a story of a county sheriff out in Wyoming. One day, he rode out to an old 

rancher’s place as part of an investigation. When the sheriff got there, he told the 

rancher, "Tom, I’m afraid I’m going to have to inspect your ranch for stolen steers." The 

rancher didn’t have a problem with that but pointing to the far side of the ranch he 

said, "Okay, but just make sure you don't go in that field over there.” Well, the sheriff 

didn’t quite know how to interpret that. Put out a little, he said, "Now, Tom, you know I 

have a job to do. And I have the authority of this county to conduct this investigation.” 

And pointing towards his shirt pocket and the badge pinned there the sheriff went on 

to say, "See this badge. This badge means that if you let me come on your property, 

then I can go and look in that field over there if I have to. Have I made myself clear? 

Do you understand?"  The rancher nodded and went about his chores.  

 

A short time later, the old rancher heard loud screaming and hollering coming from 

the field.  He looked up, and saw the sheriff running for his life, being chased by the 

rancher's prize 2200-pound bull.  With every step, the bull was gaining ground on the 

sheriff, and there was no doubt the bull would gore him before he could reach safety. 

So, the rancher threw down his tools, ran to the fence and yelled at the top of his 

lungs, “Just show him your badge, Sheriff – show him your badge!" 

 

Authority. There is something in us that bristles at authority. At times, we may not care 

too much for those who are in authority over us. But we are especially put out when 

we think that someone has usurped authority, acts as if he or she has an authority over 

us that they do not.  

 

That was the case with the chief priests and elders of the people. They believed Jesus 

was exercising authority that was not really His. Authority that belonged to them. First, 

a couple of days earlier, Jesus had ridden into Jerusalem like a king, letting the crowd 

shout to Him, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” Secondly, Jesus went over to the Temple 

and threw out the moneychangers, and it was the Passover season.  
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Passover was their biggest shopping season of the year. It was the best time for them 

to make money. And Jesus had ruined it, had turned over the tables of the 

moneychangers and chased them out. Thirdly, Jesus had returned to the Temple, 

teaching sizable groups of people. Who did He think He was doing these things? The 

chief priests and elders of the people challenged Him, “By what authority are You 

doing these things, and who gave You this authority?” In other words, “Jesus, show us 

Your badge!” 

 

The answer Jesus gave them was in the form of a multiple-choice question. John the 

Baptist’s ministry of baptizing and preaching: Where did it come from? A. From 

heaven, from God. Or, B. From man, something John just made up. Well, if they 

answered Jesus’ multiple-choice question correctly, they would have the answer to 

their own question. Either Jesus had authority from heaven; from God to do the things 

He was doing in Jerusalem that Holy Week. Or, Jesus was a megalomaniac with 

delusions of grandeur, whose authority was all in His head, something He had just 

made up. The correct answer was A. 

 

But the chief priests and elders picked neither A nor B. They had not believed John the 

Baptist’s message of “Repent, for the reign of God has arrived,” just as they did not 

believe Jesus had brought the reign of God with Him from heaven, that He was the 

true Son of David and the rightful King. But they were too afraid of the crowd to say 

that. So many folks had believed John’s message and had considered John a 

prophet. Even tax collectors and prostitutes, the most notorious sinners in Israel, who 

had said no to God, had now repented and been baptized by John. The chief priests 

and elders of the people should have recognized from that mass repentance at the 

Jordan River that John was a prophet of God. Who was preparing the way for the 

Lord. They too, the chief priests and elders of the people, had been called to repent, 

but had not repented. They had said no to John and Jesus and had not changed their 

minds. 
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Jesus knew that, knew the chief priests and elders had rejected His authority. By what 

authority had He done these things? By the same authority with which He had not said 

no to His Father but had gone into His Father’s vineyard to work without hesitation. He 

had gone into the God’s vineyard and preached, not as the scribes and the Pharisees 

but as one with authority. By that same authority He had healed the sick and given 

sight to the blind. By that same authority He had commanded the wind and the sea to 

be still. By that same authority He had commanded the dead to rise and they had. By 

that same authority He would not say no to His Father during those days of Passover in 

Jerusalem but would go without hesitation to the cross in our place.  

 

By that same authority He would for us rise from death and live. Jesus would answer 

their question, “By what authority?” with His cross and His empty tomb. And by that 

same authority, with all authority given to Him in heaven and on earth, Jesus would 

command His disciples to go and make disciples of all nations. Now at that time, there 

was only one nation, the Roman Empire, but it was made up of many ethnic groups. 

And the disciples were to make disciples of all the ethnic groups beginning right there 

in Jerusalem, by the authority of Jesus Christ. 

 

By that same authority, Jesus calls each of us to repent. To repent of our own unbelief. 

To repent of our own bristling at His authority, at the authority of His Word, the authority 

of His command. By that same authority He calls each of us to receive the forgiveness 

of sins that He has accomplished for us, to receive the salvation He has accomplished 

for us. And Jesus calls us to go forth under His authority and proclaim that same Good 

News of life with God by grace through faith, and that not of ourselves, it is a gift of 

God. By that same authority, He will call forth our bodies from our graves on the Last 

Day. 

 

That is an authority at which we will not bristle, for it will raise us to new life. With that 

same authority, Jesus raises us to new life today. That though in the past we may have 

said no, today the blood of the once-and-for-all sacrifice of Jesus changes our minds 

and we go as we answer, “Here I am, send me.” 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


