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In the name of one God – creator, redeemer and sustainer. Amen. 
 
Today’s Gospel reading follows closely on the heels of Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem. It is a 
time of great tension between Jesus and the authorities, and this particular reading is a symbol of that 
tension. In it, the chief priests and elders approach Jesus and question him on the root of his authority. 
Authority and where it came from was something of particular importance to them. As Temple officials, 
they saw that there was only one source of authority: God. Their own position and authority, in fact, 
could be traced back to time of Moses, when the priests were given it from their God – and it was an 
authority that was subsequently passed down from one generation to another.  
 
 Now “question” perhaps isn’t the right word to use in describing what these folks have in mind when 
they approach Jesus. I think they are in fact coming to debate Jesus and try to trap him in an answer 
that – unknown to them at the time – he will refuse to give. 
 
If you’ll allow me, I’ll slip in an editorial comment here. I think these authorities were about to make a 
big mistake; I would even argue that the mistake was made the moment they decided to approach 
Jesus. To use a runner’s analogy, it’s like trying to run a marathon with no advance training. It may seem 
like a great idea and fill one with tremendous excitement, but anyone who takes off running with the 
right preparation is doomed to fail. It takes training to run a marathon; without it, one won’t get far. 
Debating Jesus would take training – far more training than the chief priests could ever hope to get – 
but they got caught up in the excitement of trying to trap him without preparing for the results.  
 
In a way, that’s rather ironic, as their entire career was based on knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures, 
an understanding of the law and its application to daily life and Jewish rituals. And later in this same 
reading, they are called out by Jesus on that very point. He condemns them as the son who says he will 
work in the vineyard, but doesn’t. It’s all a question of righteousness – righteousness in those who 
accepted his message, as the tax collectors and prostitutes did, and the lack of righteousness in those 
who should have accepted the message and yet did not. 
 
Like a poorly-trained runner, they didn’t get far at all. They asked Jesus to identify the source of his 
authority. He responded by asking the source of the baptism of John. Sensing that they were getting put 
into a spot that was between a rhetorical rock and a hard place, they weren’t sure what to do. They 
couldn’t answer. And as a result, Jesus wouldn’t answer. They tried to beat Jesus through a standard 
rhetorical style of the day, a practice of question-rebuttal question-debate-conclusion. And they 
flopped. It should have been a lesson for them, and it many ways it was. They learned that it’s 
sometimes not enough to simply ask the question. As the preacher Fred Craddock wrote in a 
commentary on this passage, “Those unwilling to answer questions should not ask them.” 
 
In Jesus turning the tables on the authorities and essentially pressing them to identify the source of his 
authority, we in some respects hear echoes of a question asked of the disciples several weeks ago: 
“Who do you say I am?” It’s a question asked of us every day. When we consider the difficult times we 
may experience in our families, or see a friend going through tragic circumstances; when we look at 
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those struggling for survival after losing everything to a disastrous hurricane; when we hear of one 
person or an entire community being marginalized because of their background or faith or personal 
beliefs – in all of these and countless other experiences, we should know that Jesus is there, asking of 
us, “Who do you say I am?” 
 
“By whose authority am I acting?” 
 
And how do we answer these questions? Well, we certainly don’t debate Jesus – posing a question in 
response to a question. Doing so would leave us just as flummoxed as the religious leaders of his day. 
We certainly don’t answer a question of his with a question of our own (no matter how tempting it 
would be to do so). No, we should do something else. We should let the question soak into us. We most 
assuredly pray about it. Just as much as we give God the credit for the wonderful and miraculous things 
in our lives, we should look to see where God is revealed in the difficulties. We should allow the Holy 
Spirit to work within us and guide our thoughts and open our eyes and hearts.  
 
While the questions Jesus asks may never change – Who do you say that I am? Will you give up 
everything and follow me? – neither will we be limited in the many beautiful and wondrous answers 
that grow out of those questions. The challenge in answering may appear on the surface to be difficult. 
But by answering the question so that it remains rooted in our faith, and with openness to the power of 
the Holy Spirit, the possibilities will be endless. 
 
Amen. 


