Text: Matt 21:23-32

Exegetical Point: Jesus’ authority comes from/is that of God and that authority expects more than verbal/outward assent

Focus Statement: God desires mercy not sacrifice

Function Statement:  That my hearers would act with God as the authority in their lives 

Introduction
Authority.  Depending upon you life experience that word might be a four letter one.  Since at least 1968 nobody really likes authority.  If you are on the political right, the authority of government and regulators is mocked and curtailed.  The naturally emerging market is or was the idol of choice.  Until, the hoi polloi started playing as fast and loose with debt and mortgages and you did.  All of a sudden when the keys came back instead of that mortgage payment, some of those regulations and government didn’t look so bad.  If you are on the political left, moral authority and conventional morality, were mocked and knocked over.  Don’t be such a stick in the mud, man, stop listening to that preacher in your head.  Do what feels good.  Any consequences we’ll cover with technology and government checks.  And that looked good, until it was your daughter who became pregnant at 16 and the hoi polloi bought in to your groove and the illegitimacy rate went over 33% nationally and divorce went to 50% of marriages which swamped the ability of any technology or government checks to cover the consequences.  Nobody really likes authority until we need someone to bail us out of our corruption.
Text
A lot has taken place in the gospel story between last week and this week.  It can all be categorized under the label, the collapse of the messianic secret.  Up until now, anytime someone would confess that Jesus was the messiah, we would hear that cryptic, don’t tell anyone.  But Why, Jesus?  The messiah is here, why shouldn’t we tell everyone.  Let’s gather the troops and start marching.  And that is the reason.  The general understanding of the messiah was wrong.  The messiah this time is not going to be riding a war horse, but this messiah rides a donkey.  The longer discipleship lessons are done.  Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem – and in Jerusalem the secret is over, the proper time has come.
Jesus does three things to make this clear to set up our text for today.  
He’s leading a large crowd of Galileans, the hoi polloi from up north, the ha-eretz, the people of the land, and he enters Jerusalem on a donkey in the midst of their songs – Hosanna to the Son of David.  This alone would have been a loud act.  David entered Jerusalem on a Donkey after the defeat of his son Absolom.  David put Solomon on a donkey to ride into Jerusalem to claim the throne.  The Kings of Jerusalem and the Sons of David rode Donkeys into the city.  Jesus claims both.  And the city is in an uproar – Who is this they ask?  
And Jesus immediately enters the temple area – and he clears it.  Jesus knocks over the money tables and chases the animals out…and decries that the Temple - the house of prayer, has been turned into a den of thieves.  Who is this they are asking?
Then Matthew tells us of the blind and the lame of Jerusalem coming to this messiah, this messiah in the Temple, and Jesus heals them.  Instead of sacrifices, this indwelling provides healing.  Instead of ritual for cleansing and healing, the messiah cleanses and heals. And the crowds see the miracles and pick up the chants again, praise to the Son of David, even the children are echoing through the pillar court and temple.  And that rouses the thieves.  The leaders ask Jesus, “don’t you hear what the kids are saying.”  To which Jesus replies, “Yes”…and he returns to Bethany, at the outskirts of Jerusalem, for the night.  The messiah, the Son of David has come, and claimed his throne…and done it in dramatic fashion: a kingly entry, a scourging of the temple and miracles in the temple.
And that all leads to the next day.  When Jesus returned to the Temple and began teaching, the chief priests and the elder of the people came up to him.  They demanded, “By what authority do you do all these things?  Who gave you the right?”  This is our temple and our people and our students.  We have settled and correct ways here you northern bumpkin.  Who taught you?  Who sent you?  Just who the heck do you think you are?

And that sputtered question gives Jesus – the one who taught with authority – the point of contrast.  He tells them, “I’ll tell you if you answer one of my questions.  John, that scruffy guy who was out by the Jordan baptizing – did his authority come from heaven, or from men?”  And the chief priests and the elders of the people – the grand poo-bahs of Jerusalem – are exposed.  Everybody, at least everyone standing around in the temple, at that moment, believed John to be a prophet – his authority was from heaven.  You see, God seems to like the hoi polloi.  The ha-eretz, seemed to have an ability to recognize the real thing – a prophet.  And they all saw that in John.  The leaders still huddled together - But we can’t say from heaven – we’d have to admit this Jesus into our comfy club.  And He doesn’t know the rules.  Heck, he just chased out a day’s worth of trade yesterday, on a festival week.  That’s like pulling a fire-alarm in Target the week before Christmas.  And he eats with tax collectors and all kinds of people.  So they finally responded – “We don’t know”.  And with that answer anyone from the people of the land could see that the emperor had no clothes.  They had the breastplates and priestly garments and the seats at the table and the temple treasury, but when the times got serious – when the messiah declares himself and is in the temple – they respond “We don’t know.”
And Jesus closes the door on the failed priestly leadership.  “If you can’t recognize the truth, which has been made clear in action and teaching, then I won’t tell you.  In fact, what do you think about this.”
A man had two sons.  He went to the first and said, Son go work in the vineyard.  Sorry, Dad, got better things to do.  There is the old problem with authority.  But later he changed his mind and went.  The father went to the other son and said the same thing – Son go work in the vineyard.  This son jumps up and says Yes Sir!  There is the response to joy a Father’s heart.  But as soon as Dad is out of visual range, out comes the x-box.  So, which one did what his father wanted?

Application
Authority is really an issue further back than 1968.  A quick line of verse from Kipling in 1919
Then the Gods of the Market tumbled, and their smooth-tongued wizards withdrew
And the hearts of the meanest were humbled and began to believe it was true
That All is not Gold that Glitters, and Two and Two make Four —
And the Gods of the Copybook Headings limped up to explain it once more.

 A quick line from Genesis:  “You will not surely die…for God knows that when you eat it you will be like God…and the woman saw… it was desirable for gaining wisdom…and ate it.”

That is what we corrupt humans do.  We don’t like the authority of God.  We don’t like the authority of His Word, those words that were at the top of Kipling’s Copybook Headings, or that Eve and Adam had heard God speak.  So we set ourselves new gods – gods more amenable to our likes and dislikes.  The Jerusalemites had set up the temple gods, even though the glory of the Lord had left the temple in Ezekiel’s day.   Sacrifices continued, but they were hollow.  Pay the temple tax and sacrifice an animal on Passover and you are good.  We want to buy a little fire insurance.  We want to make Pascal’s bet – the downside of being wrong about hell is huge – so fulfill the minimum requirements.  Say, Yes, Sir at the right times…but then pull out the x-box.

Jesus asks who did the will of the Father?  The answer is the first son.  The one who told his dad to buzz off…but then went and worked in the vineyard.  And that is great good news.  The acceptable sacrifice is not the outward show, the Yes, Sir.  The acceptable sacrifice is the broken and contrite heart.  Whatever we’ve done, however blind, or lame our sins have made us.  Jesus stands at the door of the new temple, the temple not made of stones, but of flesh and blood.  And he knocks.  The glory of the Lord that left that temple of stone, is in your heart right now.  And that glory says: it’s ok, repent, turn, go to the vineyard now.  The Jesus in this temple [pound the heart] is still healing our blindness and our lameness.  The Jesus in this temple [pound the heart] opens our eyes to our neighbors who don’t know him, and to see the effects of our rejection, and to see the path to acceptance of His authority in our lives.  The Jesus in this temple [pound the heart] heals our bent and useless legs so that we can walk in the faith, that we can do the good works He’s laid out in advance for us to do.   
Closing

We still don’t like authority.  That is that old snake asking the same questions.  Did Jesus really open your eyes?  But now we have been given the Spirit.  If we are in the Word and part of Jesus’ kingdom, we can defeat those questions, with words given to us through the Spirit and from Jesus himself.  Ultimately we are faced with a simple choice.  Do we live under that authority of Jesus, who is at the right hand of the Father, or do we die under Satan’s authority.  We can fool ourselves in the second case.  The Devil’s authority seems good for a time, but it ends in destruction – as Kipling says The God of the Market tumbled, and their smooth-tongued wizards withdrew.  Accepting the authority of Jesus may seem hard in the short term.  That old Adam kicks and screams against the path He wants us to walk.  But Jesus is the only authority with the words of eternal life.
May the Lord grant you the healing to accept His authority.  Amen

