
Homily for September 27, 2020.  Trinity 16 

Rev Judy Steers 

 

Matthew 21:23-32 

 When he 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.” 

 

This is a text in the gospel that is basically a series of trick questions.  That is, a question which drives the 

answerer towards a particular response. I love this part of the Gospel because it is so clearly a place 

where Jesus is saying “You cannot trick me into getting into a power struggle”.   

The religious leaders came to Jesus who was preaching in the temple and effectively said “who told you 

you could do this?” Trick question number one.  If he says “God” then they can accuse him of 

blasphemy.  If he says “myself” then they would simply throw him out as a huckster.  Either way, in their 

eyes, they win, and they get rid of him.  People are listening to him, and they can’t have that.  

Jesus says “let me ask you a question first… John’s baptism – Divine action, or human action?   

They’re Stumped. And they know it.  “If we say of God then he’ll ask why we didn’t believe John and if 

we say “human” then the people will be upset”.  The thing to note - in this banter back and forth 

between themselves – is that for the religious leaders, they are afraid that however they answer the 

question it will undermine their Authority. It will disturb the foundations of their privilege to control the 

activities of religious practice, ritual and access. 

So, they refuse to answer and thus, so does Jesus.  He is choosing not to buy into their game of religious 

control, and he is doing that publicly.   



In essence, what Jesus is declaring by not getting embroiled in questions of authority is to say “What I 

am doing is not about Authority.  It’s not about who is ‘allowed’ to do the things I am doing.  He goes on 

to tell a story, about two sons and a vineyard and sets another trick question in motion – it’s an obvious 

answer and those questioning him fall right into it “well, obviously the son who did what his father 

asked is the righteous one”.  Toucher.   Jesus’ quick story and question establishes that “What you say 

does not matter. Ultimately, it is how you ACT”. And obliges those in Authority to agree with him.   

Ultimately, the practice of faith is not about saying the right words, having the right beliefs, following 

the right traditions or how one might be ‘authorized’.   

Jesus rejects the whole discourse about Authority, because ultimately, one does not need to be 

authorized to have compassion or to challenge injustice.  You don’t need permission to have humility or 

to be of service.  You don’t need someone’s go ahead to be inclusive, to be forgiving, or to claim the 

holiness within you.  The people on the margins, the people on the fringes of the community, Jesus says,  

the ones who have nothing to lose, or have no authority to topple from, they understand this.  They are 

way ahead of you, he says, and they understand what the kingdom of God is about. 

 

I can’t help but think that if this story was told in our current era, it might quickly lapse into a 

conversation about Rights.  I have a right to be here, or, I have a right to speak.  But that still places us 

squarely back in the realm of power struggle.  Does authority overshadow rights? Do rights overcome 

authority?  These are certainly salient questions these days, as we see protests about fishing access, 

racial inequality, use of natural resources, or climate policy.  All of these are important questions. They 

are also very human problems. They require thoughtful discernment, advocacy and conversation and 

addressing questions of power.   

The Kingdom of God is not about power, authority or rights. That, I think, is why Jesus doesn’t get 

tangled up in those discourses. This has deep implications for us, to be conscious that there is actually 

no such thing as God-given authority, just as there is no such thing as God-given rights.  God does not 

give rights to us.  In all of scripture, it is apparent that at no time does God give ‘rights’ to anyone. The 

only time they are mentioned is when there are specific calls to defend the violation or oppression of 

others who are powerless, victimized or marginalized. Never as a defence of our own actions. To do so 

carries the assumption that somehow one group of people or believers are more privileged than others. 

 

This Gospel appears in the last week of Jesus life and a myriad of teachings come from that time.  All of 

what follows are probing questions and parables about power and authority and who is actually to be 



included in God’s realm. It culminates with Jesus saying this is the core – love God, love your neighbour.  

Which means, however you exercise the human constructs of power, authority, rights, traditions or the 

like, none of those things can be exercised in a way that does not love your neighbour. We are called, 

not to privilege, but to lives of service and humility. Each of us must work out what that means for our 

lives, and not just say it, but act on it.  
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I did not go too far into exploring Human Rights or their origins, but in the course of my research this 

week, I discovered this really good short video on the history of human rights.  If you are interested, have 

a look: 

https://www.humanrights.com/what-are-human-rights/brief-history/the-united-nations.html 

 

https://www.humanrights.com/what-are-human-rights/brief-history/the-united-nations.html

