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Matthew 21:23-32
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?” 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. 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?’ But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” 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.
“What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went. The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go. 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. 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.”

Although today’s Scripture reading doesn’t take us there, Jesus has just gotten done kicking over chairs and knocking down tables in the Temple, going after the money changers with a whip, letting them know His Father’s house is not a financial institution. Now He is in the Temple courtyard, greeting His enthusiastic followers and teaching.

Until He is interrupted. The Temple elders have arrived, seen the chaos and disruption and are not pleased. One could read the text in today’s English as “Who do you think you are? Show your badge. Do you work here?” It’s on that level.

Jesus pauses. A moment to reset His position relative to theirs and also a learning opportunity for his curious listeners. He spars elegantly, intellectually, on a spiritual level they can’t win. For if they deny His baptismal origins, back to John, whom the crowd adores, the Temple authorities lose their own status and credibility as religious leaders. And if they accept Him as the Son of God, they accede that they are lower in rank to Him. 

So, they make a non-committal answer: “we don’t know”.

Jesus knows He’s won. “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.”

Like the Temple elders, we too may have a spiritual deficiency: we may fail to acknowledge Jesus’ divine origins as real.

Reading the Bible, we realize these events happened 2,000 years ago so we weren’t actually there to witness them and there was no recording technology then to capture the scene, so we’re left with the Gospel writer Matthew’s testimony. There’s sufficient archeological and sociological evidence that supports the Jewish/Roman cultural milieu of Jesus’ time, allowing us to imagine with a degree of reliable accuracy the time and place of these events where he taught and engaged in conflict with Temple management.

But getting to the core of the matter: Jesus as the actual Son of God? God, the Creator of all, the very ground on which we stand, the air we breathe, the plants and leaves that shade our walkway as we come to church on Sunday morning?

Yes. If God could create planet Earth, the solar system and all the wonderful biological systems we have here today, sharing our living world with us, surely it’s a small matter for Him to send His Son here for a short time to join us in the flesh as a living man, to teach and help us ponder the infinite. Jesus showed His humanity when he got angry and cleared out the money-changers in a hurry. He also showed His divinity, when He bested the Temple authorities in front of all present. As Father God has assured us in Scripture, the Holy Spirit will help us with words, when we know not what to say in the moment. One can see that God was with His son, blessing Him with the right response, to those who would try to test Him and wrest authority from Him.

Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, received His authority from the Father and we are accordingly blessed for all eternity when we accept His gift of Life. 

The Father created our world that we live in, and it is His gift to us, one that we are deemed to care for, as part of His creation and also the earth’s stewards.

The second part of today’s reading from Matthew has an important message from Jesus that can be well-applied to this season of Creation Care, especially as He has framed His scene in a green vineyard:

God wants us to say “yes” to action, not to words. We are urged to commit to repentance and life-giving works caring for the vulnerable and downtrodden. In this Creation Care season, we’re especially reminded to care for the earth and its inhabitants, plants and animals, not just now but all year round.

We may say we’ll do one thing or another, in words or in writing, in our intention to care for the planet, but what really counts is the hands-on work.

Let us actually take care of the global vineyard.
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