Luke 20:1-19

The Authority of Christ Questioned

Warm-up: Tell us about a time when someone was angry with you. Do you think that their anger was just or unjust?

The Authority of Jesus Questioned 

 1One day as he was teaching the people in the temple courts and preaching the gospel, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, together with the elders, came up to him. 2"Tell us by what authority you are doing these things," they said. "Who gave you this authority?" 3He replied, "I will also ask you a question. Tell me, 4John's baptism—was it from heaven, or from men?" 5They discussed it among themselves and said, "If we say, 'From heaven,' he will ask, 'Why didn't you believe him?' 6But if we say, 'From men,' all the people will stone us, because they are persuaded that John was a prophet." 7So they answered, "We don't know where it was from." 8Jesus said, "Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things." 

In this passage, we see Jesus being challenged concerning His authority to minister. However, His ministry was something that came naturally and poured forth from every part of His life. To tell Jesus not to teach or preach to the people, or do good works, would be like telling Him not to breathe. Teaching and preaching was natural, and He would often take simple examples and stories from everyday life that everyone could relate to. Jesus did not just teach in the synagogue, He taught on the streets and in people’s homes, wherever He was.

 Sandy, (my wife) and I used to go “street witnessing” as they called it in the early 1980s in a town called Sudbury, Essex, England. It was 30 miles or so away from where we were living. What we enjoyed about it was that we learned and practiced sharing our faith. It was challenging, but also very rewarding. In England, the vast majority of people no longer attend church, except for weddings and funerals. If you were to ask people some very basic questions about Jesus and Christianity, I am sure that some of the answers would shock and surprise you. Another thing that you would notice about England is that we have pedestrians in our towns and city centers. (Pedestrian: a person traveling on foot, a walker.) Remember those? This is becoming a rare occurrence in the United States, aside from some small towns, as everyone here seems to travel by car, even when going to a nearby location! What I am saying is that there are actually people in England who still “hang out” in the city centers and just talk. Accosting a total stranger and talking to them about faith was not easy, but we learned how to start conversations and ask leading questions about faith to get people talking. It did not always work, but when it did, it was exciting! We would never force a conversation or argue with people. After we had spent an hour or two mingling around downtown in Sudbury and inviting people to check out this new church, we would come back to someone’s house and have tea and talk about our experiences and share our stories. It was a great time of camaraderie because many of these people were around the same age as ourselves and we all felt a tremendous sense of purpose in helping to plant this local church. There were usually about 15 or 20 of us that would go out together in the early evening. One particular evening, my wife Sandy and I met a group of about 8 bikers just hanging out downtown. We began talking with them and brought up the subject of faith, and of eternity and started asking them what they believed.  We had a great conversation with the group and some of them had strong opinions. We noticed that one person seemed to be especially sarcastic, and some of the conversation appeared to be bothering him. He started to be quite vindictive with his words and we decided it was time for us to end the conversation. I would say that out of everyone in that group, he had the strongest reaction to the Gospel, but not in a positive way. We never argued or raised our voices, but just left them with some statements of Jesus to consider and bid them good evening. We felt that overall it had been a great conversation and most of them seemed very open to consider Jesus’ claims about who He was, all except for that one guy named Frank. He was very adamant that he did not want anything to do with faith or Christianity, and that faith had failed him. The bible says; “A gentle answer turns away wrath” (Proverbs 15:1). We had tried to be gentle in our conversation with Frank, and listened to him as well as presenting our ideas. At the end of the evening when we met back at the house, we realized that some of our team members were missing. We were shocked and amazed when they returned rather late with one extra person, Frank, the one individual that had been so antagonistic to us. He was shaking visibly; I knew it was because the Spirit of God was dealing with him.  He said that after Sandy and I left, another couple came along and carried on where we left off. Frank felt that God was speaking to him and that he should surrender his life to Christ. It was the start of a new life that began that night. Just a few days later, some members of a rival Bike gang smashed up Frank’s bike.  It was damaged beyond repair. Someone shared with us later that this caused a chain of events which led Frank back to his parent’s house and also to repair his relationship with his family, a major problem in his life up to that point. God was serious in freeing Frank from his past life. My eyes were opened that night to a dynamic that had eluded me until then. Hostile opposition to our speaking the Word of God would come. That is not a popular thought in Christian circles today. Truth will provoke a reaction. Jesus’ words sometimes provoked hostility even though He spoke with great love and wisdom.  There is a clash of kingdoms when we speak God’s Word into people’s lives. When a person has a strong reaction, it is often because God is dealing with their hearts.  Frank had been challenged by the Holy Spirit, and we had witnessed that struggle. His vitriolic verbal response to us was evidence of a spiritual battle that was going on inside his soul.  When darkness is confronted by the light of God’s Word, a clash occurs between the kingdom of darkness and the Kingdom of God. 
Can you think of a time when there was an inner struggle for your soul after being confronted with truth? 
In chapter 20 of the book of Luke, we see this clash of kingdoms played out. Jesus had deliberately confronted the darkness by upturning tables and bringing into the light the robbery of the common people that was going on in the Temple grounds. Instead of the selling of animals and birds with the moneychanger’s tables in the Court of the Gentiles, Jesus was now teaching and preaching God’s word (verse 1). Where did He get his authority from to teach the scriptures? Which Hebrew Seminary had given him ministerial papers? How dare He think that He can just come into the Temple grounds and teach without the leaders saying He can! This was a direct challenge to the authority of the High Priest Caiaphas, his father in law, Annas, and the ruling elite of the Sanhedrin, the law making body of 70 leaders, comprised of Sadducees and Pharisees. 
In verse 1, we are told that Jesus was teaching and preaching, how does one differ from the other?

Teaching is presenting evidence to the mind and is primarily focused on imparting information. With Christian teaching for example, the hearer will hopefully assimilate knowledge about the scriptures and other related information which will benefit the hearer and root them deeper in their faith. Preaching is more directed to the will and heart, calling for a response. Preaching appeals not only to the mind, but also to a person’s emotions. If we were to think of a person’s soul as a citadel or fortress, guarded by a gate, there are three things which can raise the portcullis and open the gate, guarding the soul.  The mind listens to the evidence of God’s Word until he or she is convinced that it is in the best interest of the citadel, the soul. Emotions also hold sway in the decision, but do not make the final judgment. It is the will that listens to both the mind and the emotions, making the final decision to let down the drawbridge, raise the portcullis and give entrance to the Lordship of Christ Jesus.  During this whole process, there is often a battle going on before someone makes this decision. Teaching and preaching are both important in the communication of truth to the mind, emotions and will.
Mark tells us that the verbal attack from the Chief Priests and Elders occurred the day after Jesus threw over the moneychangers tables (Mark 11:20, 27), in His anger against the use of the Temple Courts as a market place. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of people were crammed in around Jesus as he began to teach and preach. Matthew tells us that there was a crowd present at the time (Matthew 21:46). Luke 20 paints a picture for us of the cleansed Temple Courts now filled with crowds of people due to the arrival of many pilgrims for the upcoming Passover feast. The Chief Priests and elders had been challenged by Jesus teaching, but also by the response of the common people as they listened to Jesus. He taught with authority, although he was not within “their circle.”



(The picture above is of the Temple and its Courts as it probably looked in the time of Christ).

The Chief Priests and leaders of Israel’s attacks were brought on by jealousy and fear. They doubtless felt that the situation was getting out of their control, so they attacked his authority, hoping it would dissuade the common people from listening to Him. Nevertheless, people still crowded around Jesus, hanging on to His every word. The leaders acknowledged that what they had done up to now to stop Christ’s popularity had little effect. They said, “See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after him” (John 12:19). People were not just listening to Jesus, He was also gaining followers. They decided that they would challenge Him while the vast crowd were clamoring to listen to him. They would undermine His teaching before the people by showing that He had not gone through one of the Hebrew “seminaries” of the time. They knew that He had no ministerial papers, no letters of recommendation by respected scholars, and could not exercise authority in any synagogue much less here in the very Temple! This time it wouldn’t be just a few of the leaders challenging His authority, it would be all of them conspiring together.  The religious elite of Jerusalem, feeling this burden of responsibility, walked boldly into the large Court of the Gentiles in the shadow of the Temple itself. Before thousands of people they interrupted his teaching. 2"Tell us by what authority you are doing these things," they said. "Who gave you this authority?" (Verse 2). In the Hebrew seminaries the young apprentice Rabbi’s would often face one other and verbally spar in a kind of duel of mastery as to their knowledge and wisdom. Knowing that Jesus had never attended seminary they thought He would be inexperienced in this kind of “duel”, in other words, they thought they had Him! All of the people looked on, awaiting Jesus” response. We can imagine that there must have been a quiet lull as people anticipated His answer. After all, where did this authority come from? How would He defend Himself?
Why didn’t Jesus just tell them where His authority came from? Why counter with a question? 
Jesus replied with a question for them.  If they would answer His question, He would answer theirs. “The baptism of John; was it from heaven or from men?” Jesus did not evade their question. He used the question to expose the hypocrisy of the religious leaders. William Barclay, in commenting on this passage says:

“He asked them to answer the question, “Was the authority of John the Baptist human or divine?” The point is that their answer to Jesus’ question would answer their own question. Every one knew how John had regarded Jesus and how he had considered himself only the fore-runner of the one who was the Messiah. If they agreed that John’s authority was divine then they had to agree that Jesus was the Messiah, because John had said so. If they denied it, the people would rise against them because John the Baptist had been perceived as a prophet. Jesus’ answer in fact asks the question, “Tell me—where do you yourself think I got my authority?” He did not need to answer their question if they answered his.

Does the believer in Christ have authority to preach, teach, serve Communion and administer baptism? Are we overstepping our authority to do these things if we have no ministerial ordination papers?
Every one of us has to speak to our Pastor on such things. We need to stay in relationship and under the authority of our leaders in order to work together as the Body of Christ. It is important to recognize that our enemy, Satan, longs to draw us away from the rest of the Body of Christ and get us on our own. If he can convince us to act independently and with our own authority, then he knows that this can cause us problems.  There are many viewpoints on what the believer can and cannot do. We are all called to be a witness of our faith in Christ and to build up one another in the faith, but Paul told Timothy to take time before giving authority to lead. “Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands” (1 Timothy 5:22).The issue of character in Christian Leadership is of paramount importance. Untried, untested leadership can cause much damage among others in the flock of God. 

Fearing the crowds, whom they had assumed would side completely with them; they were humiliated when Jesus would not answer their question. What could they say? They hadn’t believed John’s message about being ready for the Messiah, but they also knew that the majority of the people that stood before them had. They did not want to risk inciting a heated debate, perhaps leading to mob reaction. 
The Parable of the Tenants 

 9He went on to tell the people this parable: "A man planted a vineyard, rented it to some farmers and went away for a long time. 10At harvest time he sent a servant to the tenants so they would give him some of the fruit of the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed. 11He sent another servant, but that one also they beat and treated shamefully and sent away empty-handed. 12He sent still a third, and they wounded him and threw him out. 13"Then the owner of the vineyard said, 'What shall I do? I will send my son, whom I love; perhaps they will respect him.' 14"But when the tenants saw him, they talked the matter over. 'This is the heir,' they said. 'Let's kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.' 15So they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. "What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? 16He will come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others." When the people heard this, they said, "May this never be!" 17Jesus looked directly at them and asked, "Then what is the meaning of that which is written: 
" 'The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone?’ 18Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, but he on whom it falls will be crushed." 19The teachers of the law and the chief priests looked for a way to arrest him immediately, because they knew he had spoken this parable against them. But they were afraid of the people.

Who do the characters in the parable represent?
The man who planted the Vineyard represents God the Father. The farmers who have had the land leased to them are the spiritual leaders of Israel, the very leaders that are standing against Jesus challenging his authority. The three servants that are sent represent many prophets down through the years that God had sent to call His people back to spiritual fruitfulness. The son being sent represents the Lord Jesus. 
What does the vineyard in the parable represent?
The parable is a prophetic story of how God will call the leaders to account for their rebellion and rejection of the Fathers authority over His land and people (see also Ezekiel 34). All the Earth belongs to the Lord (Psalm 24:1), but there is one small area of land and people that God had set specifically apart for His own purposes, the land that He has given to the children of Israel.  The Vineyard was a picture of the nation of Israel, and representative of God’s people.
 1 I will sing for the one I love a song about his vineyard: My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside. 2 He dug it up and cleared it of stones and planted it with the choicest vines. He built a watchtower in it and cut out a winepress as well. Then he looked for a crop of good grapes, but it yielded only bad fruit. 3 "Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and men of Judah, judge between me and my vineyard. 4 What more could have been done for my vineyard than I have done for it? When I looked for good grapes, why did it yield only bad? 5 Now I will tell you what I am going to do to my vineyard: I will take away its hedge, and it will be destroyed; I will break down its wall, and it will be trampled. 6 I will make it a wasteland, neither pruned nor cultivated, and briers and thorns will grow there. I will command the clouds not to rain on it." 7 The vineyard of the LORD Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight. And he looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress (Isaiah 5:1-5).
What does the Parable of the Tenants have to do with authority?

There were and are, spiritual evil forces at work that sought then and now to divide up God’s land and destroy the Jewish nation, and take the land for their own purposes (Ezekiel 36:5; Psalm 83:1-12). The land and the harvest that comes from it, scripture declares, belong to God; He is the owner of the Vineyard. 
I will gather all nations and bring them down to the Valley of Jehoshaphat. There I will enter into judgment against them concerning my inheritance, my people Israel, for they scattered my people among the nations and divided up my land (Joel 3:2).

“The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is mine and you are but aliens and my tenants” (Leviticus 25:23).
The spiritual leaders of Israel were those shepherds that were called to cultivate the land to bring forth a harvest for the owner, God. Men motivated by greed and lust for power had managed to get into positions of leadership in the nation. Their motivation was to keep hold on power by their rejection of God’s authority over the land and people of Israel. They saw it as their land and not God’s. The owner of the vineyard was looking for spiritual fruit, righteousness, peace and the fruit of the Spirit, spoken of in Galatians 5:22. The leaders wanted the profit, power and authority over the land, the very authority that Jesus was challenging. The leaders of Israel were under God’s authority, but they were in rebellion to the thought that all authority is derived from above. Jesus had told Pilate, the Roman governor, “You would have no power over me if it were not given you from above” (John 19:11). The leaders of Israel thought that they were the ones who gave the orders. Prophet after prophet had been stoned and killed but now things had come to a head with the Owner of the vineyard sending His Son. Christ differentiates Himself from the prophets. 
Why did the Owner send His son and not His army? (Verse 13). Would you have risked your son after three of your employees have been beaten and treated shamefully?
Verse 13 speaks of the patience, love and desire of God to bestow mercy on those who would come to Him in repentance. Christ had called for repentance but the ruling leaders would have none of it.  This verse shows us how God is trying every option to reach the wayward shepherds of His flock, 'What shall I do? I will send my son, whom I love; perhaps they will respect him (verse 13). His yearning for the leaders to repent and have a broken spirit seems to spill from this parable. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. (2 Peter 3:9). The mercy of God amazes me! 
The people quickly surmise what Jesus is telling them with this parable, and respond by saying, “May this never be!” 
When the people responded with the words “May this never be!” what thought do you think occupied their mind? (Was it that the son would be killed, the tenants would be killed or the Vineyard given to others?).
Jesus’ response is to remind them of the prophetic word in Psalm 118:22, “the stone the builders rejected has become the capstone.” Jesus is inferring that this prophetic word speaks of Himself, that even though He would be rejected, He is the stone that the spiritual building relies on. 
There seems to be only two choices in His mind, to be broken or to be crushed by the stone (Verse 18), what could he be meaning?

 
The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise (Psalm 51:17).
Why would God want us to have a broken spirit?

Only in our brokenness will we begin to rely and lean on Him. Our pride and self-confidence keep Him at arms length. C.H. Spurgeon, the great English preacher, once said:

 “When God wants to do an impossible task, He takes an impossible man and breaks him. We are but men, frail, feeble, and apt to faint.
 I am intrigued by the word ‘broken.’ ‘It means, literally, ‘shattered.’ My sacrifice to God, according to Psalm 51:17, is a shattered spirit and a bruised heart. It is not until the pride of our heart is shattered that we will begin to understand the deep things of God. The shattering and the bruising are so designed by God for the preparation of his spokesman. As pastors, we understand what it means to be frail. “God will not despise a broken and contrite heart. All of God’s giants have been weak men. Every man that sits on this platform is a weak man. Every one of us is frail, feeble, and apt to faint. The greatest gift you can give your congregation is a genuine model of your humanity.”

 We need to admit our weakness in order to be healed.  It is better to let yourself be broken and humble yourself before God, rather than letting life break us down as a result of painful choices. If we confess our sins, He is faithful to forgive us and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

We can fall on the stone in repentance, brokenness and adoration or the stone will fall on us, crushing us in judgment, that was the choice before the leaders of Israel listening.


Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, "The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone.”(1 Peter 2:7).
The capstone was what completed the building and brought the walls all together. In an arch, the capstone carries the weight of the two sides completing the arch. Perhaps God is saying that just as the sides of an arch lean over onto the capstone, so the spiritual building that God constructs will lean all its weight on the capstone, Christ Himself. Does the building of your life lean on Christ? Have you constructed this spiritual building we call life on the Rock of Christ, or on the sand of your own opinions? (Matthew 7:24). The leaders may have rejected the stone, but to us who believe, He is precious! When you are presented with the truth of Jesus’ words, you too must make a decision. Will you give His words room and let them enter your heart? Will you open the gate of your soul? We will all respond one way or another to the claims of Christ’s authority. 

Prayer:  Lord Jesus, I choose light over darkness. I want your truth to flood my soul. I know that You have my best interests at heart, and there is nothing that I can hide from you. Help me to receive your words of life.  Amen.  
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