“Jesus’ Authority”
October 1, 2023
Matthew 21:18-32

I. Introduction

Linda and I had a good time on our vacation—we have pictures to prove it.  But it is also good to come home to our friends and family here.  After driving over 3500 miles, now we need another vacation to rest up from our first vacation.  One problem with taking a couple of weeks off is coming back and getting to work again.  It is said that Albert Einstein never took a vacation—he felt that if he stopped thinking as hard as he normally did that he wouldn’t be able to start up again.  I doubt any of us have this for a problem, but haven’t you found that during those first couple of days back after being away that you kind of have to remember where you were?
As you may remember, in our study of Matthew, it’s Tuesday of Passion Week.  On Sunday, Jesus had His triumphal entry on what we now call Palm Sunday.  On Monday, Jesus returned to the Temple where He “drove out” the buyers and sellers that were in the Temple courtyard, He had “healed the blind and the lame that came to him,” and He had rebuked the chief priests and teachers of the law who were “indignant” about the children calling Him “the Son of David.” 
Jesus had been ministering for about 3 years.  But since He spent most of His time in the out-of-the-way place called Galilee, He hadn’t been much of a threat.  Oh, there were some flare-ups like when He would come to Jerusalem for festivals and teach His strange doctrine, or when He would teach in a synagogue and usually cause come kind of commotion there—like healing someone on the Sabbath.  But now—now—Jesus had returned to Jerusalem and this time He had come with a vengeance.  He didn’t come secretly this time; He came into the city riding a donkey like a king bringing peace.  The people had called Him Israel’s great Messiah and King.  When He got to the Temple, He caused a tremendous commotion when He drove out the merchants, healed the lame and the blind, and was surrounded by cheering children.  
The Pharisees and the rest of the leaders of Israel were fit to be tied.  Jesus was undermining the status quo of Israel.  So, on Tuesday when Jesus returned, they were ready for Him as they questioned the source of His authority.  Matthew began Tuesday by relating an event that demonstrated Jesus’ authority to His followers.
II. The Withered Fig Tree

     A. The Story  Mark gave a more chronological story.  Turn to Mark 11:11-16, 19-21.  We aren’t told why Jesus was hungry.  Maybe He was praying when they ate breakfast, maybe breakfast had been much earlier—regardless of the reason, Jesus was hungry.  Jesus was God but, in His incarnation, He took on the normal, physical needs of human beings—He became hungry.


In Israel, fig trees bear fruit twice a year, the first time is early summer; the second time is in early autumn.  Normally, a fig tree produces its 1st fruit before sprouting leaves.   Fig trees didn’t normally bear fruit in April—the time of the Passover—especially at the elevation of Jerusalem, that’s why Mark wrote in verse 13 that “it was not the season for figs.”  But if the tree produced leaves early it should have produced early fruit, too.  Since the presence of leaves implied that there should be fruit, Jesus was disappointed when He found nothing on the tree except leaves.  In Matthew’s account it appears that “the tree withered” instantly.  Although the tree may have died “Immediately,” the final results were not seen until the next morning when Jesus and the disciples passed by it again and saw it “withered from the roots.”
     B. The Lesson  Jesus used this tree to teach His disciples a lesson.  In Jeremiah 8:13 and Hosea 9:10, 16 the fig tree is used to symbolize the nation of Israel and Jesus did it again here.  Just as this tree had leaves but no fruit, so Israel had many outward signs of being religious—they professed to worship the true God.  But they were fruitless—there was no godly living, no spiritual fruit.  Like the fig tree, Israel was taking up space and doing no good.  The Temple had become “a den of robbers” and the nation of Israel was unable to recognize their Messiah, the Son of God.  John the Baptist had preached in Matthew 3:10, “The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.”  As He was cursing the tree, Jesus was also pronouncing His judgment on Jerusalem, but for Jerusalem, it would not be carried out for another 40 years.  Then Rome would come and destroy the city and the Temple and scatter the people.   
Jesus also used the fig tree to review an earlier lesson.  Earlier, in Matthew 17, Jesus had taught the disciples that if they had faith in God and sought to do His will, they would be able to move mountains.  As 1 John 5:14 says, “This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us.”   Jesus reminded the disciples that “mountain-moving faith believes in God’s truth and God’s power while seeking to do God’s will.”
III. Jesus’ Authority

     A. The Question  After Jesus and His disciples had passed the withered fig tree, Matthew and Mark both wrote that “Jesus entered the temple courts” and began to teach.  He hadn’t gotten very far before “the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him” with a question.  Jesus may have been hungry, but I suspect that many of these leaders had spent a sleepless night or two trying to figure out what to do about Jesus.  So, trying to discredit Him before the people, they demanded to know, “By what authority did you ride into Jerusalem with a cheering crowd?  Who gave you the authority to drive out the merchants who had rented space and obtained licenses from the leadership to sell goods and animals?  And who gave you the right to heal the lame and the blind and to teach a new doctrine?  ‘By what authority are you doing these things?’”  Jesus had surprised them earlier but now they were back on the attack.  If they were lucky, Jesus might say that He worked under the power and authority of God, His heavenly Father.  This would give them another opportunity to charge Him with blaspheme.
     B. Jesus’ Reply  There was no reason for Jesus to reply; He had 3 years of credentials—both in His teachings and in His many miracles.  That should have been enough.  But the leaders didn’t want to face the facts.  So, Jesus took them back to the ministry of John the Baptist.  Jesus wasn’t trying to avoid the issue.  John had come to prepare the way for Jesus.  But they had ignored John.  The leaders had allowed Herod to arrest John and then kill him.  If they would not accept the authority of John, they certainly would not accept the authority of Jesus.  

Jesus’ question, “John’s baptism—where did it come from?” put the ball back into their court, so to speak.  The leaders were stuck.   To accept John as a prophet from heaven would have required accepting Jesus as the Messiah, and they absolutely would not and could not do that.  To say that John was not a prophet with a message from God would cause all kinds of trouble with the people.  The only possible answer from these learned men who were to guard God’s flock was to say, “We don’t know.”  Once again, their attempt at trapping Jesus failed as He answered, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.” 

When a person continues to reject God’s truth or to receive His grace, God may choose to withdraw Himself.  In Noah’s day as the people continued in their sinfulness, in Genesis 6:3, God said, “My Spirit will not contend with man forever.”  In Hosea 4:17 regarding unrepentant Ephraim God said, “Ephraim is joined to idols; let him alone.”  Similarly, Jesus had no more teachings for the scribes, the Pharisees, or the chief priests—in the days ahead, all He had left for them were warnings and condemnation.

     C. The Parable of 2 Sons  Jesus continued His reply to the Jewish leadership by giving the Parable of the Two Sons representing two contrasting responses to the Gospel.  One son told his father he wouldn’t work in the field but “later he changed his mind and went.”  The other son said he would go work in the field but “he did not go;” When Jesus asked the chief priests and elders, “Which of the two did what his father wanted?” they gave the obvious answer, “the one who went.”  Using this parable Jesus set the leaders up to once again bring judgment on themselves.  
 

Jesus then explained that the tax collectors and prostitutes—those who in the eyes of the leaders were the scum of society—they were the son who said he wouldn’t go but then changed his mind.  They chose to disobey God but later repented.  The second son represented the self-righteous religious leadership.  They said they would do God’s will, but they went away and did their own thing instead.   Turn to Matt. 3:4-12.  Obviously, it is best for a person to say he will do God’s will and then do it.  But it is better to at first refuse God’s will and then repent and do it than to hypocritically agree to do it but not.  
 When Jesus said that they “are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you,” He didn’t mean that the unbelieving leaders would eventually enter the Kingdom.  He was saying that the tax collectors and prostitutes were nearer the kingdom than the chief priests and elders because they were more ready to admit their need for God’s grace and mercy than the self-righteous priests and elders.  Jesus’ point was that claims to be religious do not qualify a person to enter the kingdom of God, and even detestable sin, when repented of, will not keep a person out of God’s kingdom.
By concluding with “And even after you saw this, you did not repent and believe him,” Jesus was emphasizing that they did not believe John’s message when they heard it themselves and they did not even believe him when they saw the changed lives of the tax collectors and prostitutes who did believe.  In their hard-heartedness, they refused to recognize that John was from God.  They were not convicted either by the truth of the message or its power to transform sinners.  
IV. Conclusion


The fig tree full of foliage, the Pharisees, and the self-righteous Jews with all their rituals, outward trappings, repetitious prayers, and legalism may look good from the outside, but in reality, they were fruitless.  There was no repentance or salvation.  They were far from the kingdom of God.  Turn to 
Matthew 7:15-23.  “By their fruit you will recognize them.”  Galatians 5:22-23 says, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”  Do those who see you daily see this fruit in your life?  Do you walk the talk?  You may look good on the outside but what about inside?  1 Samuel 16:7 says, “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”  As God looks at your heart, does He see repentance for sin and reliance on Him or does He see pride, self-righteousness ignoring—even rationalizing sin?   Which son are you?
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Read: 1 Corinthians 11:23-32:

       In verse 28 Paul wrote, “A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.”  The Pharisees knew that they were “the righteous ones.”  Like the fig tree, and the 2nd son, they looked good on the outside.  But in Matthew 23:27 Jesus said, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of the bones of the dead and everything unclean.”  God is not impressed by the things a person does or says—1 Samuel 16:7 says, “But the Lord said to Samuel, ‘Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have rejected him.  The LORD does not look at the things man looks at.  Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.”

       So, as we come to the Lord’s Table this morning, where is your heart?  As Jesus aid in Matthew 22:37, do you “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”  As the Scripture we looked at this morning and the verses we just read ask, what is your life like?  Can people see by what you do and by what you say that you are a Christian?  How about if they could see what you were thinking?  God can!  Why do you do the things you do—to get praise from those watching or do you do them because of your love for God?  As Romans 10:9 says, have you made Jesus your Lord as well as your Savior?

       As the elements are being passed this morning, take time to thank God for sending His Son into the world to die on the cross for your sins.  But also, look at yourself as God looks at you.  Take inventory of your life and your heart.  Are you like the fruitless fig tree or the son who said he would obey his father but didn’t—on the outside you look really good, but what about on the inside?  Examine yourself and make sure you are right with God as you come to His Table.
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