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The Sinner Who Gets It Right
“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?’ Another translation reads, “Show us your credentials; who gave you the right to do these things?”
A little background: At this point in Matthew’s Gospel we are reaching the end of Jesus’ public ministry. His time on earth is short; his conflicts with the authorities are intensifying. 

He has just arrived in Jerusalem, and the people welcome him like King David himself: there is dancing in the streets, shouts of Hosanna, the air is sparkling with expectation and excitement. If the prophets are right, this is the savior striding into town after centuries of waiting. But the people are not thinking savior of the world; they are thinking savior of their nation Israel: that God has given a king to restore Israel to the power it had long ago, before all the disobedience and exile, before the foreign nations ruled the land.
And what is the first act this majestic king does? Call together his new parliament--assemble an army--give a speech? None of the above. Jesus’ first act when he arrives in Jerusalem is to stride into the temple and kick out everyone who is buying or selling, kick out all the money changers charging exorbitant fees to change Roman currency into temple currency. And just to put this into plain economic terms, in order to get right with God, you needed to buy sacrificial animals; in order to buy sacrificial animals, you needed money--and the more money you had, the better off with God you were; and in order to get the right kind of money, you had to exchange the day-to-day Roman currency for the obscure temple currency, and this is where the money changers came in: the demand was always high--so the money-changers could make huge profits, until the bubble burst. Any themes here sound familiar??
When Jesus rode into town, the bubble burst. Invoking the old prophets, he says, “My house shall be called a house of prayer; but you are making it a den of robbers.” You remember--this was the prophetic act that God was fed up with all the corruption.
If that is his first act as new king, his second is equally surprising. Now he should definitely get a police together, start up a military, call some powerful friends--something that makes sense. But instead he stays put in the temple. And with all the money-changers out of the way all those previously kept out because they were too unclean, too sick, too poor--they all stream in and he cures them, cures them all in the very place that had denied them access in their time of deepest need. 
It’s not in today’s reading, but there’s a telling line after all this happens: “When the chief priests and the scribes saw the amazing things that Jesus did, and heard the children crying out in the temple, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David,’ they became angry…” The religious authorities’ response to God’s power flowing freely through this man Jesus, transforming people’s lives in amazing ways…is anger. And when Jesus returns to the temple in the morning, they are waiting for him, ready. 

They ask him the timeless question, “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 
As much as we like to kick around the chief priests, the scribes and Pharisees, their question here is fair. They knew the line between prophecy and insanity is a thin one. Furthermore, they knew where their authority came from: this was their house, their turf, given into their care by God himself through their ancestor Levi: they were the Levitical priests--protection of the temple was their sacred job.
Don’t get me wrong: there is something very real, something authentic and attractive about figures that challenge the status quo--they sometimes bring fresh perspective and needed reformation of broken institutions. But we know how dangerous such persons can be: whether politician, preacher, or cult leader, not everyone who claims to be sent of God proves to be genuine. 
And let’s be honest: if someone approaches you on your block, or in your apartment complex with a message from God, chances are you do your best to avoid them. Deranged, deluded, dangerous--our 21st century reason advises us to put up our guard, and if anything, to be ready to call the police. So let’s not be too quick to judge those high priests and scribes. Not only didn’t they dismiss Jesus as we might have; they actually take the time to engage him.

“Where DO you get your authority, Jesus?” In other words, “Why should we trust your source of authority?”

It seems to me we live in an age intensely wary of trusting authority. The old phrase, “Just trust me” rings empty in our ears, and for good reason. Powers are shifting, along with the ground under our feet. Trusted financial institutions have sunk like the great Titanic when just a few weeks ago the authorities assured us we were doing fine--and now we’re being asked again to “just trust them”. Trusted jobs are unstable at best, and gone at worst. The church isn’t exempt either. Which authority should we trust? Which institution, which leader, which denomination, which preacher, which Gospel account, which translation can we really trust? Do you see all the possibilities? 

Nothing seems like it is anymore; a rock isn’t just a rock anymore; it is a tight mass of particles moving around incredibly slowly in a magnetic field; and since Einstein came along we now know all movement is relative--does that go for authority too? Our world is more diverse, more pluralistic, more ambiguous than ever. When you begin to parce out all the possibilities, all the gray areas, they are endless, infinite. How do we make our way in this crisis of true authority? What is the authority by which you live your life? Is it God, the laws of the land, whatever feels good in the moment? What’s your solid ground? If you are like me, there are moments when you peek out over the abyss, and it terrifies you.
The temptations are powerful: we can fall into despair and apathy on the one hand; or we can settle for the simple black and white image of the world that denies so much of the truth. I want to encourage you to resist both. 

There is a third option to choose, but it is by far the most difficult. And here we return to the Gospel passage. When the priests and scribes asked Jesus by what authority he was acting, why didn’t he just tell them it was God and settle it right there? Maybe he was concerned they would blow it off like we might if we heard someone say that today. But instead he asks them about John the Baptist’s authority, and tells a parable. The point is clear: if you can’t see God working through John, you are not going to see God working through Jesus--or anyone else for that matter. 

This is where the story gets me, and I would venture every one of us: the sin of the chief priests and the scribes is not that they question Jesus’ authority. That’s a natural human response. The sin is that when all the evidence, all the signs are there that God is really at work changing the world, calling us to participate, they refuse to accept it out of spite. 
There is no doubt that trusting authority these days is tricky business. Just make sure you don’t close off the good for the principle of it. I’d rather be a sinner who gets it right than a righteous person who doesn’t. 
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