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Introduction 
 The text for discussion today (Mat. 21.23-32) narrates the beginning of confrontations in 
Jerusalem with the religious leaders. Eventually, the day comes when the interrogations, 
questions, and challenges come to an end (22.46, And no one was able to answer him a word, nor from that 
day did anyone dare to ask him any more questions). In a rough and ready way, we can outline these 
confrontations under the heading of traps or attempts at entrapment with ensuing dialogue (to the 
end of chapter 22). Thus, in the coming weeks, we will be considering the authority trap (today, 
Mat. 21.23-32), the tax trap (22.15-22), the resurrection trap (22.23), the great commandment 
trap (22.34-40), and the Lord’s presentation of a table-turning trap (22.41-46). With each, there 
will be various replies and dialogues. Then we have record of a speech by Jesus against the 
religious leaders (23), a speech about the end of the age (24-25), followed by suffering, death, 
and resurrection (26-28). That is a glimpse of where we are presently in the book of Matthew, 
and where we are going. 
 My title for today’s message is “The Authority of Jesus.” We will consider two main 
points: the challenge to the authority of Jesus, and the defense of the authority of Jesus. Once we 
cover these two things, we can then draw out some concluding implications and applications.  
 
1A. Challenge to the authority of Jesus 
 The challenge comes in a specific context in the form of a question.   
 1B. Context (21.23a) 
 The chief priests and elders of the people challenged Jesus in the temple while He was 
teaching (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…). Apparently, the way He taught and the way people received Him reflected the 
authority of a king who took possession of the city and temple by triumphal entry into the city 
and cleansing of the temple. The way He taught also reflected the symbolical covenant cursing 
by cursing the fig tree. Thus, the words from His mouth brought both covenant curses and 
covenant blessings as He paved the way in His teaching for new temple worship in a new city 
and land.  
 Another matter of context is how the religious leaders bring up the question of authority 
referring to it as something He was doing (“doing these things,”21.23b). It is an issue of context if 
we ask, “why does the question of authority come up here regarding the things Jesus was 
doing?” It seems fair to conclude that they make their inquires because of jealousy for the praises 
of men. As we know from the Sermon on the Mount, the leaders of Israel had street corner 
religion; they were passionate about receiving the praises of men. In this connection, we might 
wonder why they ask about authority regarding things He was doing when what He was doing 
was teaching? No doubt the wonderful things He did the previous day, the triumphal entry, the 
overturning of tables, and restoring outsiders with a welcome into the temple are inseparable 
from His teaching. Thus, His teaching by word and deed and the way the people received His 
teaching (cf. receiving the praises of children in the temple) aggravated their jealousy. 
 There is one more contextual thing to keep in mind. They are asking the Son of God, 
Jesus-Messiah about His authority to make Him give an accounting of Himself to them. This 
demand is so uneven and ridiculous when you see the truth of what is happening. Still, Jesus 
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allows the challenge. He allows the spiritual and influential leaders to cast doubt on His authority 
by their question. He does so to orient His teaching in ways that are important for the record for 
His new covenant family. In the end, it is here in Matthew’s narrative for us, for our learning.  
 2B. Question (21.23b) 
 They ask, By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority? They seem to 
have a distinction in their thinking between authority and the giver of authority. They must be 
working with the difference between an office one holds and his appointment to that office. For 
example, the authority of a pastor is in the office he holds. Thus, I decide the preaching diet and 
officiate at communion by the authority of the office I hold as pastor. Who gave me this 
authority? This question particularizes to me personally in our church specifically: you gave me 
this authority by your vote and appointment, even though I must desire this office and believe 
that God has called me to it. God gave the office of pastor the authority that it has, but in a very a 
practical sense, you gave me the authority of this office by your appointment to it based on the 
qualifications God laid down in the pastoral epistles.  
 Therefore, it appears that the spiritual leaders want to expose the fact that Jesus does not 
have an authoritative office (He is not a chief priest, a scribe, or an elder; he is not even a lowly 
priest), and they seek to expose the fact that neither the spiritual giants nor the little people of 
Israel gave Him an authoritative office. Thus, it is truly a loaded question designed to entrap the 
Lord Jesus with the ultimate goal of deflating His approval rating among the people (and of 
improving their own!). Thus, if Jesus seems a bit evasive in His reply, that should not surprise 
us. Let us look now at how the Lord defends His authority.  
 
2A. Defense of the authority of Jesus 
 It immediately becomes evident that Jesus defends Himself by using the technique of 
counter-questioning dialogue. He poses two counter-questions: one concerning John and the 
other concerning two sons in a parable. It is fascinating to watch the dialogue unfold and to see 
how the Lord defends His authority in the powerful way of silence and in the powerful way of 
parable. In the dialogue, Jesus puts His agenda on the table with some surprises, as He does so 
often.  
 1B. Counter-question concerning John 
 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?"     
(21.24-25a). 
 We can comment on two things here: Jesus silences His opponents by means of a 
dilemma, and He answers the question of authority by means of silence.  
 1C. Jesus silences His opponents by means of a dilemma 
 His counter-question forces the interrogators onto the horns of a dilemma such that if 
they answer one way, the left horn pierces them forcefully; and if they answer the other way, the 
right horn of the dilemma strikes them painfully. A dilemma is literally, though non-technically, 
two lemons. It is a method of argument in which there are two alternatives (leading to two sour 
lemons), you must choose one alternative or the other, and either way, you end up tasting a bad 
lemon.  
 By means of this technique, Jesus puts His opponents back on their heels. They sense the 
dilemma and decide to plead ignorance as the path of safety. 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." 
(21.25b-27a). On one hand, they know that if they attribute John’s baptism to God, then that will 
expose the inconsistency of their unbelief. On the other hand, they know that if they attribute it 
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to man and not God, then that will arose the ire of the people because the people viewed John as 
a prophet. The plea of ignorance (we do not know if John’s baptism is from heaven or earth) is 
actually a non-answer. Jesus silences His opponents by this dilemma.  
 This is good defense. Jesus evades the darts of attack; He is evasive and rightly excuses 
Himself from directly answering the insincere question regarding His authority. Thus, He says, 
Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things (v. 27b). However, Jesus is not merely defensive. 
Moreover, He is not merely counter-offensive. In fact, He answers His opponents by this silence. 
He answers by putting His silence regarding His authority back-to-back with their silence 
regarding the baptism of John.   
 2C. Jesus answers the question of authority by means of silence.  
 We have to think about the powerful effect of the silence. Consider how this unfolds. 1) 
First, at this point in the dialogue, silence forces the listeners and, per Matthew’s narrative, the 
readers to answer the question about John’s baptism. Jesus directs our attention to the baptism of 
John and we must answer the question: The baptism of John, from where did it come? From heaven or from 
man?  If we read with care, we answer the question intuitively. We see the dilemma, we know the 
answer, and we can state it: John’s baptism is from heaven. He is God’s prophet. He is the 
greatest prophet ever born as Jesus taught us in Matthew 11 (Mat. 11.9-15, What then did you go out 
to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. 10 This is he of whom it is written, "' Behold, I send my 
messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.' 11 Truly, I say to you, among those born of women 
there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist. Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than 
he. 12 From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it 
by force. 13 For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John, 14 and if you are willing to accept it, he is Elijah who 
is to come. 15 He who has ears to hear, let him hear). 2) Second, the back-to-back silence forces us to 
modify the question about the authority of our Lord. He sharpens the question to this: “is my 
authority from heaven or earth, from God or man?” More is at stake here than an authoritative 
office and human authorization. 3) Third, Jesus did not choose the dilemma about John 
arbitrarily. That is, once you answer the question about John, you immediately have the answer 
to the question about Jesus. That is so because John is the forerunner of Messiah and he paved 
the way for the Lord. As Jesus said previously, “if you know who John is, then you know that the 
kingdom of God has come and you know that the Son of Man is heaven’s king come to earth” 
(Mat. 11.1-15). 
 We learn more than what the inquirers sought. They asked about authority in a 
competitive context in which they were threatened authorities. Jesus declines answering them by 
counter-questioning them regarding John. When we think about the authority of Jesus, and then 
do so in light of the origin of John’s baptism, we have to acknowledge that the authority of Jesus 
is that of the coming one, the one greater than John, the one whose shoe laces John is not worthy 
to tie, and the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire (Mat. 3.11). We must answer 
the question and say, John’s authority is from heaven, and therefore, the authority of Jesus is 
from heaven. As a matter of fact, Jesus is the authority as the coming Messiah, the coming Lord 
whose pathway John made straight. (In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of 
Judea, 2 "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand." 3 For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when 
he said, "The voice of one crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.'" Mat. 3.1-
3). He prepared the way for the Lord to come to His temple. Hence, the answer is in the silence.  
 2B. Counter-question concerning two sons 
 The second counter-question puts a parable on the table of discussion, elicits a brief 
dialogue, and leads to some pointed application by the Lord.  
 1) The parable 
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 He asked them to ponder some parables beginning with a parable about a man with two 
sons (28-32, then the vineyard, 21.33-46; and the wedding feast, 22.1-14).  
 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?" 
(21.28-31). The first is a “no-sayer” and the other is a “yes-sayer.” 
 2) Dialogue  
 Jesus asked, “Who did the will of the father?” They answered, “the first.” What were they 
saying implicitly, even if they did not think it through? They were saying that the one who did 
the will of God was not the one who professed obedience with his mouth and did nothing more. 
He had an obedient mouth, but disobedient feet. The one who did the will of God was the 
disobedient in word initially but obedient in practice ultimately.  
 3) Application 
 Jesus applies the parable to outwardly religious people in contrast to obviously sinful 
people. The son who refused to go represents the obviously sinful tax collectors and prostitutes. 
The son that said he would go, but did not go, represents the outwardly religious chief priests and 
elders. Therefore, when they said “the first,” they condemned themselves.  
 The result is that tax collectors and prostitutes enter into the kingdom of God while the 
chief priests and elders do not enter it. In context, the idea of sinners going into the kingdom 
before the religious leaders means that the leaders do not have access at all (cf. if what you think 
are the scum of the earth will enter before you, then where must you be?). There is no “first shall 
be last, last, first” teaching here. Nor is the idea that the outwardly religious will eventually enter 
but barely at the very end of the line just before the door of entry shuts. The contrast of entry is 
clear from the way the two groups responded to John (v. 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). Sinners in Israel believed the preaching of 
John while those who professed religion did not believe or repent (when John preached, repent 
for the kingdom of God is at hand, Mat. 3.1-11).   
 What is the bottom line of the second counter-question? Well, Jesus goes beyond 
countering His opponents into silence; He goes beyond using silence to answer their challenge to 
His authority. He now takes the position of counter-offensive to disqualify His critics. For how 
can the leaders criticize what He is doing by bringing outsiders into the kingdom of God and to 
new temple worship when they have not entered the kingdom themselves? Lame, blind, tax 
collectors, prostitutes, and foreigners enter the kingdom while the spiritual leaders fail to enter. 
Jesus answers them, silences them, and condemns them through counter-questioning dialogue.  
 
Concluding implications and applications   
 We can work on some applications in two steps, first in general, and second in particular. 
 1) In general 
 You can make application of the passage in general by connecting the various subjects 
that surface in the passage like dots on a page. What are the subjects that come up here? The 
authority of Jesus is central, of course. He comes with authority of a king, but He teaches as a 
prophet. He explains how people enter the kingdom, the new Israel, and new temple worship. He 
calls “no-sayers” to be “yes-sayers” and warns against hypocrisy. Pointedly, you are now “yes-
sayers” who stand in a positive covenant relationship with God. The mention of John’s baptism 
in the context along with making covenant should direct your thoughts to your covenant making 
in baptism and communion. In general, then, you should consider your baptismal commitment as 
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a “yes” of covenant making regarding discipleship. And you should consider your communion 
commitment as a “yes” of covenant making regarding fellowship. 
 2) In particular 
 To apply these things in a particular way, you can work from question of Jesus and the 
silence. I mentioned earlier that as readers you see the dilemma, you know the answer, and you 
can state it: John’s baptism is from heaven.  
 However, you need to be aware that you are saying something; you are being “yes-
sayers.” You should not state who John is unless you are prepared to state who Jesus is. In turn, 
you should not state who Jesus is unless you are prepared to back up your words with deeds 
because to acknowledge that He is the Messianic Lord means you cannot be neutral about how 
you live your lives before Him.  
 The true acknowledgement of His Lordship is impossible without serving in His 
kingdom. True acknowledgment of His Lordship must translate into active discipleship in which 
you personally and prayerfully learn at His feet. Here in new temple worship, He is your teacher 
by the work of the Spirit that He promised.  
 

May we fall down before the majesty of our God in humble acknowledgement of our sinful 
“no-saying” and covenant breaking. May the Lord, by His Spirit, enable us to avoid hypocrisy 
by living out our commitments of baptism and communion. May we learn from the Lord Jesus 
and may we come to know Him better and better by seeking to live under His authority as our 
prophet, priest, and king. To Him be all glory, now and forevermore, amen.  


