Text: Matt 21:23-27
Introduction
We are having our congregational meeting after this service, and I’d like to invite everyone to stay for that.  After we close the service we are going to segue directly into that.  I don’t think we have any major votes scheduled this time, but the update is important enough we’d like as many as possible.
In that vein, I want today to lay out some of the bedrock theology.  I have tried in the past and will continue to attempt to draw a clean distinction between what gets said from the pulpit and what I will say in a congregational meeting.  This is supposed to be the Word of God for this people at this time.  That is a much higher bar.  Later, is me and the elected leadership of this congregation doing their best to guide the congregation.  People can think we are stupid and incompetent and disagree all we want in that later venue – tempered by the fact that we are still brothers and sisters in Christ.  But here, God has promised to be present in Word and Sacrament.  God has promised to be with his people.  I’m still human and inevitably will get things wrong in this pulpit – but as the catechism says about the sacrament – that the very body and blood of Christ is in, with and under the bread and wine – God does speak to his people in this service.  He is present when his people gather.
Text
Today’s text has something of the negative phrasing of one of Jesus’ favorite questions.  Jesus is always asking people, “who do you say that I am?”  In the text today the Chief Priests and the elders are asking Jesus – “by what authority do you do all these things?”  They do not question that Jesus is doing miraculous things.  Nobody from the time period in anything that has been preserved in history ever questions that.  We have more proof that there was a man named Jesus in Jerusalem in the 1st century and that he did things people couldn’t label as anything other than miracles…we have more proofs of that than we have for a man named Julius Caesar who crossed the Rubicon.  Anyone who denies that has lost all pretense of intellectual respectability and crossed into wing-nuttery akin to Holocaust denial.
But what the Chief Priest and Elders want is an account of whose authority Jesus is operating under.  What office or title or right does he have to do these things?  If we remember some of the smears even very early in the gospel – those against Jesus would say he does these things by Beelzebub.  Now Jesus has answered or said plainly in other places.  But that isn’t really what Jesus wants to do.  His primary concern is about you.  Who do you say that he is?
And so he turns the elders’ question back toward them.  The baptism of John – the baptism that Jesus received, the baptism where he was anointed by the Spirit as a dove, the baptism where the voice from heaven said this is my beloved son, the baptism where John pointed at Jesus and said “I’m not worthy to untie his sandals” – that baptism, was it from heaven?  or from man?
Was John a prophet with the Words of God in his mouth?  Or was he just a crazy charlatan?  What do you say – Chief Priests and Elders of the people?
You’ve seen the signs – the deaf hear, the lame walk, the blind see…the dead are raised.  You’ve heard the witnesses – the voice, the forerunner prophet, the Spirit, the good news proclaimed.  Who do you say that I am?
There are only two real answers.  Peter’s – “You are the Christ, the son of the living God”.  And the one we get here- “we don’t know.” 
Application
I should make a change there.  Peter’s answer is the only real one.  Jesus is the Christ, the son of the living God.  That is the church’s fundamental proclamation.  Jesus – that one – is Lord.  What the priests say is true – they don’t know Jesus, but it is not the truth.
The church makes that proclamation just in its existence.  It proclaims the saving truth – Sunday after Sunday.  It uses those keys that Jesus granted to forgive sins.  The church makes living the body of Christ.  Where-ever two or three are gathered.  In bread and wine.  In its one, holy, catholic and apostolic life together.
And that brings us to the core of that question for us today.  Who do you say that Jesus is?  By whose authority did I forgive you your sins?  By whose authority will I distribute this meal?  By whose authority do I baptize?  The Lord of Heaven, or of man?  Who do you say that Jesus is?
If you confess the creed.  If you are singing the hymns we are singing today.  If you are coming to this rail for the true body and blood.  There are things that following Jesus entails.
And one of those things is that He has chosen to be present in a church or a gathering.  When Peter confessed Jesus as the Chirst, Jesus didn’t say great, I’m going to bless everyone who sits at home and thinks the same thing.  He said – on this I will build my church.  There are different ways in this world that the church can look.  It can govern itself in different way.  It can find different expressions.  You can find weak churches and strong churches.  Faithful churches and ones less so.  But you find the gospel where you find the church.  You don’t get one without the other.  You find the church where the gospel is proclaimed and the sacraments administered.
If you hear the Word of God.  If you believe that Christ is present right now.  If the Spirit is delivering to you the consolations of the gospel.  The response is to be faithful.  And being faithful means being part of the mission of God.  Yes, God does work outside of the church.  We can’t bind him.  Yes, God can make the stones to cry out.  If his church refuses to sing, he will raise up a new one.  But those are extra-ordinary situations.  God normally works through ordinary means.  Water, bread, wine, voice.  Something as ordinary as us – the body of Christ.
And bodies require upkeep.  Exercise, food, oxygen – or in Luther’s wonderful phrase, everything I need to support this body and life He daily and richly provides.
And I’ll be crass for a second.  One of those things that he has supplied is in your pocketbook.  To be in the mission of God, the church needs your tithes and offerings.  But even more – you need to give them.  Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.  Matt 6:21.  Jesus constantly challenged people to give it away:  the disciples dropped their nets and left, the rich young man was told go give it all away and come follow, Zacheaeus paid back 4 times anything he stole, Matthew left his counting table.  It was always those who worried after money that got into trouble: Judas and 30 pieces to help the poor, the chief priests and the elders only really cared about Jesus when he cleared the Temple of the money changers, the man who tore down his barns and built bigger ones had to report that night.  And that carried over into the early church.  One of the first stories in Acts is Annanias and Saphira who thought they could cheat God – and paid a heavy price.
[bookmark: _GoBack]God has put this blessing for his church in your pocketbooks.  In your hands.  And he’s done it for your good.  So that you might be blessed in learning to give.  So that you might be blessed in learning to live out of God’s abundance instead of our own meager provisions.
Conclusion
You will hear later the update on how we are using your tithes and hopefully how we are wisely using them.  You are free to disagree.  You are even free to put your name on the nominations list to change that.  But if you answer: Who do you say that I am? With The Christ, the son of the living God.  For your own spiritual health as part of the body of Chirst – you need to seriously consider how (percentage or sporadic) and how much you are supporting the mission of Christ seen in this church.  Amen.
