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Sermon 27th September 2020 

Matthew 21:23-32  

The question of authority was as important in Jesus’ time as it is in ours. Jesus responds 

to a challenge to his authority by telling a parable which undermines the self-

righteousness of his questioners.  

23 When Jesus entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people came 

to him as he was teaching, and said, ‘By what authority are you doing these things, and 

who gave you this authority?’  

24 Jesus said to them, ‘I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I 

will also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 Did the baptism of John come 

from heaven, or was it of human origin?’ And they argued with one another, ‘If we say, 

“From heaven”, he will say to us, “Why then did you not believe him?” 26 But if we say, 

“Of human origin”, we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as 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 am doing these things. 28 ‘What do you think? A man had two sons; he 

went to the first and said, “Son, go and work in the vineyard today.” 29 He answered, “I 

will not”; but later he changed his mind and went. 30 The father went to the second and 

said the same; and he answered, “I go, sir”; but he did not go. 31 Which of the two did 

the will of his father?’ They said, ‘The first.’ Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I tell you; the tax-

collectors and the prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of 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 after you saw it, you did not 

change your minds and believe him.’  

 

 
Why were the Pharisees so annoyed with Jesus teaching?  
 
Only the priests were allowed to teach in the temple or the Messiah!  Jesus coming 
along to teach in that place he is subtly saying I am the one who was prophesised and 
who you have all been waiting for.   
 
Rather than them asking him the question if he was the Messiah direct, they ask him 
who’s authority he is doing it by.  He answers with a very clever question.   
 
Whose authority did John the Baptist baptise by?  Was it from human authority or from 
God?  
 
If they say it was from God, Jesus will want to know why they didn’t do what God was 
asking through John - go and repent and be baptized- if they say its from human 
sources they will have to answer who’s human authority it was from, and to deny John 
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was from God was very dangerous at this point in time as the people believed he was a 
martyred prophet sent by God to prepare the way for the Messiah. Many of the people 
had been baptised and put their trust in God.   
 
Jesus then goes onto tell a story  
 
2 sons- one says he will do it and doesn’t the other says he won’t and does.  
 
Meaning – the son who says he will do what the father has asked and doesn’t is Jesus 
telling the pharisees who have been ordained by God to lead the people into freedom, 
to teach gods laws and love and to show them the way to live that they have said they 
would do this but haven’t instead Jesus says this about those who should know better  
 
Matthew 23 tells us this  

 They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but 
they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them…… 

6 they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the 
synagogues; 7 they love to be greeted with respect in the marketplaces and to be called 
‘Rabbi’ by others. 

 
He then goes onto say how the second son says he won’t do it but then does.  This is 
telling the Pharisees that those who initially reject God like the tax collectors and 
prostitutes hear the message of God – from John the Baptist and repent and are 
baptised.  In this way they will enter the Kof G while those who are self-righteous 
rather than righteous in Gods sight will be left outside the kingdom  
 
I love Jesus for many many reasons but one of the reasons is that he didn’t worry about 
offending anyone.   
 
The Pharisees of the law I suspect were quite intimidating, I suspect demanded a 
certain level of respect and paraded around the temple like they owned the place. Jesus 
took absolutely no notice of that but confronted them directly.  
 
I can sometimes get offended and also, I’m sure offend many people regularly.   
 
We live in a society now where it is almost impossible not to offend someone.  It seems 
that us humans actually seem to find some sort of self-righteousness in being offended 
as if we should be treat like we are the most important people in the world.  
 
I think sometimes we too can be like the Pharisees and be very self-righteous.   
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An acronym which may help us to do a quick check if we are falling into Pharisee like 
behaviours SELF  

 
 

What we may be like if we are acting self-righteous 

 

S- Self-satisfied - Do we feel like we have all the answers because of our 

achievements – maybe we feel that people should only do it our way as we know 

best.   

 

E – Expectations of ourselves or someone else may be unrealistic.  The number of 

people I come across who believe their position or title gives them the authority 

to speak to someone in a detrimental way is astounding.  We may also have 

unrealistic expectations of ourselves.  We may feel it impossible to ask for help or 

to show weakness. 

 

I have also been amused about how many experts in their field there are at the 

minute.  I doubt many people who have adorned themselves with this title are 

really experts in their field.  We always have more to learn and I think this title 

should only be given to someone who has been working in their field for an awful 

long time and has a track record of showing consistent accurate information.   

 

L- Lack of love and compassion.  Self-righteousness brings about an aura often of 

not truly being able to love others in the way God has asked us to do it.  It may be 

that we don’t agree with something they are doing or just take a dislike to a 

person however the lack of love and compassion is such an unattractive 

characteristic and one I feel sometimes is displayed a lot more than the love we 

should be showing to those who we don’t always click with. 

 

F- false sense of identity.  Do we sometimes think we are more important than we 

really are?  Do we think other people’s opinion matter less or are not as good as 

ours?  Are we a little puffed up?  Or do we desperately seek to feel important and 

never seem to be able to achieve it. 

 

In his book Freedom of self-forgetfulness by Timothy Keller talks about Madonna 

saying she never feels important enough or good enough and has a fear of being 

mediocre.  How sad to live your life trying to achieve something that actually is 

unreachable.   

 

Tim  Keller goes onto explain how the apostle Paul lived in a  very different way to 

many of us today – he reached the point when it didn’t matter what others thought of 

him or what he thought of himself but he accepted because of what Jesus did on the 
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cross he was totally accepted as he was and God would be the only one who would 

judge him  

 

Summing up  

 

S – are we self-satisfied -  

E – do we have false expectations of ourselves and others L – Lack of love  

F- False sense of identity  

  

Rejoice like Paul that we have been accepted complete by God and the verdict is very 

clear we are his and he is ours – live out of that truth and don’t be like the pharisees 

who thought they had all the answers.   

 

Amen  

 

 


