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Who's the Boss?

“By what authority?”

For those who are with us for the first time today, we have been studying the story of Y'shua from the perspective of one of his Jewish followers. . Each week we take a section or sections of the book and see if it has anything to say to us, as 21st century people. 
This week we saw two major leadership concerns in our country. The corporate regulator's investigation into Harris Scarfe produced its first summons this week when the failed retailer's former chief financial officer, Alan Hodgson, was charged on 32 counts relating to his time as a company director. ASIC (The Australian Securities and Investment Corporation) earlier in the year began a wide-ranging probe into the collapse of Harris Scarfe. They charged Hodgson who lives in Adelaide with lying to the public and to ASIC itself.

11 years ago Kevin George Guy was caught out. He had been sexually involved with children at the Toowoomba Prep School sponsored by the Anglican Church of Queensland. He confessed in a suicide note that he had loved 20 girls. Peter Hollingworth, our current Governor General was archbishop for Brisbane at the time. The recent revelation and immediate investigation will continue for many days and weeks by government officials into what Hollingworth knew at the time of the confession by Mr. Guy. And critics are calling for his standing down. Since he had authority, and since the church is compassionate for the downtrodden, then by reason, the archbishop should have done more. So the critics are saying.

What is the role of the leader? What is the authority of a leader? Over whom does he have control or weight in decision making? Let's talk about those issues today from the lesson of the Gospel we have been studying for several months now, the story of Y'shua's friend Matthew. Let's read Matthew 21 through to verse 27.
We pick up our story today in the episode nicknamed, The Triumphal Entry, what some call Palm Sunday. The Roman military road from Jericho to Jerusalem was about seventeen miles long and climbed three thousand feet. It passed through Bethany (where Y'shua stayed six days before the Passover, Jn 12:1-10) and nearby Bethphage (“house of figs”), which lay on the southeast slope of the Mount of Olives, then crossed over the mount and the Kidron Valley and entered Jerusalem (v. 1).


Y'shua sent two disciples ahead to Bethphage to fetch the animals. Typically, a mother donkey  (An animal symbolic of humility, peace and Davidic royalty) followed her offspring closely. Matthew mentions two animals, while the other Gospels have only one. Here we see "on a colt", because it was planned by Y'shua, could only be an acted parable, a deliberate act of symbolic self-disclosure for those with eyes to see. Secrecy was being lifted.

Y'shua commands the disciples to do this deed. In fact, his orders are never without intent and never without clarity. This should be an accurate description of the conduct of all Christians: The disciples went, and did as Y'shua commanded them. They did not question or criticize their King’s commands; they obeyed them, which was much better. What a church should we see on earth if this were universally true! They carried out their King’s bidding in every detail. Y'shua as preeminent leader has that right to command.

This week I was speaking on the phone with Frank. He is a Gentile who wanted to know what the Jewish view on homosexuality was. An odd question, eh? After about 3 minutes I realized that Frank was an opponent of the Scripture because Frank didn't want to be told what to do by anyone, especially God. He simply did not have that right, Frank told me. What a mistake. God who made you has every right to command you. 

Matthew understands that and at the writing of the book says, "this is to fulfill…" and quotes Zechariah 9. Let's read that text.

When I was 19 and a brand new believer In Y'shua, I went to my Orthodox rabbi in Kansas City. This man later made aliyah and died in Israel. He told me that he well knew about the 2 pictures of Messiah (the one on the clouds and the one who came on the donkey). His conclusion was shocking, though. Rabbi Solomon told me that it was up to us how Messiah came. If all Israel kept the Torah Messiah would come on the clouds in victory. If all Israel did not keep Torah, Messiah would come humbly on a donkey. What Rabbi Solomon said confirmed to me that Y'shua was the Messiah. If you know anything about us Jewish people, you know we will never fulfill Torah, and that sin, each year repented of on Yom Kippur, will characterize us until the day Messiah does ride into town on the donkey and dies for us. Thank you Rabbi Solomon!

The colt here reminds us, an unbroken animal remains calm under the hands of the Messiah, who has nature in his control (8:23-27; 14:22-32). Thus the event points to the peace of the consummated kingdom (cf. Isa 11:1-10).

He did not, like Solomon, fetch horses out of Egypt to minister to his pride; but he who was greater than Solomon was content with a colt the foal of an ass, and even that humble creature was borrowed, for he had none of his own.
Still others “cut branches” and “spread them” on the road. Our first parents, in their shame, made clothes of the leaves of trees; but now both clothes and leaves are at the feet of man’s Redeemer.

What does this cut palm branches sound like to you? What Jewish holiday? And on Sukkot the Hallel is sung, which includes Psalm 118.25 "Oh Lord save us, we beseech you. Oh Lord we beseech you, do send prosperity." Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord; we bless you from the house of the Lord. The Lord is God, and He has given us light. Bind the festival sacrifice with cords…" But also on Passover (just a few days away now) the Hallel is chanted and sung. So let's just say that the text doesn't say, but the allusions to Tabernacles are clear and the King is coming like He will on Tabernacles. The King is celebrated with cut branches and with shouts of Hosannas. It's a reflection of Sukkot during Passover if nothing else.

Jeremiah chapter 31 features a picture we often use of God turning our sorrow into joy. In this passage we read of the promises of God no matter what. And there we hear a cry from needy Israel for God to save us. And He will turn our mourning into joy. Our sadness into victory.

The crowd responded like I hope each person does, if you are reading this online or you are listening on tape and especially if you are listening here in the congregation today. Where Y'shua comes he makes a stir, and raises enquiry. “Who is this?” is a proper, profitable, personal, pressing question. Let our reader make this enquiry concerning Y'shua, and never rest till he knows the answer.

Now the King, who rode on the donkey, enters the Temple area and proceeds to cleanse it. Here in Australia we have just celebrated Hanukkah, that minor holiday with similar overtones. The small band of Maccabbees took on the Syrian Greek overlords, and removed them from the Temple. They set about to cleanse and dedicate it to God. That's the story of Hanukkah (which means dedication). “It is written.” Whether he was contending with the arch-enemy, or with wicked men, Y'shua used but one weapon, “the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.” In this, as in everything else, let us follow his example. Isaiah had penned those words (Isaiah 56:7), “Mine house shall be called an house of prayer for all people.” This prophecy had a special relation to the Court of the Gentiles, which was being so grossly desecrated by these dealers. Our Savior likened his Father’s house, when occupied by these buyers and sellers, to those caves in the mountains where robbers were wont to lurk in his day: “You have made it a den of thieves.” The words spoken by the King were strong, but not more so than the case before him required. It is a king’s business to break up the hiding-places of bandits, and Y'shua did so. He could not bear to see his Father’s house of prayer made into a haunt of robbers.

In no similar way that Osama bin Laden is being hunted daily through Afghan caves by thousands of armed troops, the King of Israel hunted down those who terrorized the people of God. 

Y'shua’s action was one of self-disclosure and an implicit claim to his authority over the Holy Place.
Of special note is that Y'shua is not focusing on the selling itself in the Temple. Selling was a fair dinkum method of exchanging moneys which people had brought for animals which they were required by God to sacrifice. What upset Him then, and continues to upset Him is that by the setting up of tables by the Jewish leadership in the place of the Court of the Gentiles, the Gentiles were prevented from entry.  The Court of the Gentiles was the location where Gentiles who wanted to learn about God could gather. By the market being established there, prevention rather than proclamation was the word for Gentiles. No wonder Y'shua declared it was a house of prayer FOR ALL PEOPLES.

While at the Court, Y'shua is seen healing the blind and lame.

It was not uncommon for the chronically ill to beg at the approaches to the temple (Ac 3:2); but the only place where the lame, blind, deaf, or otherwise handicapped could go in the temple area was the Court of the Gentiles.


Most Jewish authorities forbade any person lame, blind, deaf, or mute from offering a sacrifice or appearing before the Lord in his temple. But Y'shua heals them, thus showing that “one greater than the temple is here” (12:6). He himself cannot be contaminated, and he heals and makes clean those who come into contact with him. These two actions—cleansing the temple and the healing miracles—jointly declare his superiority over the temple and raise the question of the source of his authority (v. 23).

Finally, the last act that happens at the Temple is that the Children praise Him. When challenged, Y'shua supports the children by quoting Ps 8:2, introducing it with his “have you never read.” Y'shua’s answer is a masterstroke and simultaneously accomplishes three things. (1) It provides some kind of biblical basis for letting the children go on with their exuberant praise and thus stifles, for the moment, the objections of the temple leaders. (2) Thoughtful persons, reflecting on the incident later (especially after the Resurrection), perceive that Y'shua was saying much more. The children’s “Hosannas” are not being directed to God but to the Son of David, the Messiah. Y'shua is therefore not only acknowledging his messiahship but justifying the praise of the children by applying to himself a passage of Scripture applicable only to God (Ps 8 was not considered a messianic psalm). (3) The quotation confirms that the humble perceive spiritual truths more readily than the sophisticated (cf. 19:13-15).

After this incredible day, or days (Matthew often compressed stories into one day or time, which took place over several days), he retires to Bethany. This was a village on the eastern slope of the Mount of Olives, about two miles from Jerusalem and the final station on the road from Jericho to Jerusalem.

The next day (v. 18) he is hungry as they return to the City. He sees a fig tree and hopes to satisfy his hunger and perhaps to teach a lesson to the Disciples. An object lesson on the work He performed the day before. Fig leaves appear about the same time as the fruit or a little after. That it was not the season for figs (Mk 11:13) explains why Y'shua went to this particular tree, which stood out because it was in leaf. Its leaves advertised that it was bearing, but the advertisement was false. Y'shua, unable to satisfy his hunger, saw the opportunity of teaching a memorable object lesson and cursed the tree, not because it was not bearing fruit, but because it made a show of life that promised fruit, yet was bearing none.

Some argue that Y'shua doesn't sound very nice in this passage. The cursing of the fig tree is not so far out of character for Y'shua as some have claimed. The same Y'shua exorcised demons so that two thousand pigs were drowned (8:28-34), drove the animals and moneychangers out of the temple precincts with a whip, and says not a little about the torments of hell. Perhaps the fact that the two punitive miracles—the pigs and the fig tree—are not directed against people should teach us something of Y'shua’s compassion. He who came to save his people from their sin and its consequences resorts to prophetic actions. These actions are not directed against his people, in order to warn them of the binding power of the devil (the destruction of the pigs) and of God’s enmity against all hypocritical piety (the cursing of the fig tree).

True leaders have the right to destroy and to build up. And a good leader must exercise that right at times.

In verse 23 he returns to the Temple, and is immediately confronted. Recently Kyle and I were doing a sortie in Bondi Junction. A couple Orthodox Jewish fellows were talking with me when a younger man, perhaps a Yeshiva Bochur approached. His name was Samuel. He wanted to make trouble for us so that we would leave. Kyle and I devised a strategy and continued handing out our tracts.  Samuel called several times on his mobile to others and made loud notice of his hostility and threatening. We simply continued our work for the Lord. Samuel's threats never materialized, but this is clear. When we show up on what they think is 'their turf' they will attempt to mobilize and remove us. So it was in the Matthew account with Y'shua.

23 Y'shua’s teaching takes place in the “temple courts,” probably in one of the porticos surrounding the Court of the Gentiles. The chief priests and the elders were both members of the Sanhedrin, described here in terms of their clerical status rather than their theological positions (e.g., Sadducees and Pharisees). They approached Y'shua and challenged his authority to cleanse the temple, to do the miraculous healings, and perhaps to teach the crowds. Their first question was therefore not narrowly theological but concerned Y'shua’s authority; yet their concern in asking who gave him this authority sprang less from a desire to identify him than from a desire to stifle and perhaps ensnare him.

24-26 Y'shua’s reply is brilliant. He responds to their question with a question of his own (v. 24), a common enough procedure in rabbinic debate. “John’s baptism” is a way of referring to the Baptist’s entire ministry. Y'shua asks whether it was “from heaven, or from men.” Y'shua knows that if the religious authorities rightly answer it, they will already have the correct answer to their own question. If they respond, “From heaven,” then they are morally bound to believe John—and John pointed to Y'shua (see comment on 11:7-11); they will therefore have their answer about Y'shua and his authority. If they respond, “From men” (v. 26), they offer the wrong answer; but they will not dare utter it for fear of the people.


Far from avoiding the religious leaders’ question, Y'shua answers it. He does so that the honest seeker of truth, not swayed by public opinion, will not fail to see who he is. Those interested only in snaring him with a captious question are blocked by a hurdle their own shallow pragmatism forbids them to cross. At the same time Y'shua’s question rather strongly hints to the rulers that their false step goes back to broader issues than Y'shua’s identity. If they cannot discern Y'shua’s authority, it is because their previous unbelief has blinded their minds to God’s revelation.

27 The equivocation of the Jewish leaders gives Y'shua a reason for refusing to answer their question. The Sanhedrin, of course, were required to check the credentials of those who spoke for God. Therefore, they raise the question of Y'shua’s authority; Y'shua, however, raises the question of their competence to judge, not only such issues, but Him. 

What about you? Can you determine what authority Y'shua has? With whom will you align… those who oppose Him or those who listen to and follow Him? Will you be like a child singing praises and Hosannas? Perhaps you would like to respond to Y'shua's love for the first time today. Maybe you have never before bowed to receive His authority, his power, his care for you. If you would like to, pray this prayer and receive His love and grace. Father, forgive me in the name of Y’shua for all my sins. He was the Savior and the fulfillment of all prophecies about Messiah. He is the one and the only one who can save me from my selfishness, from my sin. I acknowledge Y’shua as that one who wants to free me, and who alone can free me. I repent of my sin and accept Y’shua as my deliverer. By faith I am now born again by the Holy Spirit. Amen.

If you prayed that prayer, please talk to me after the service is over, so we can talk about growing in this knowledge and this relationship with God.

For online folks only

For those reading this sermon online and who have just prayed that prayer; please email me straightaway so we can ‘talk.’ Also online folks, you get two extra features that the ones listening don’t get. One, the references in parentheses are not usually cited verbally. Hence you can do further study more slowly. Second if you don’t have this Bible handy…here’s the actual text from New American Standard Bible (the one I like to use)

Words in [brackets] are usually for reference and not read aloud. 

You do have a disadvantage by reading and not attending, as often in the sermon I will add thoughts of Spirit-led information that seem to rise from the kishkes for the people present. I suppose someone could tape the sermons and fill in with those additions to (and sometimes subtractions from) the text, but that’s a noble work to which no one has offered himself and I doubt I would even do so myself. In the meantime, you have what is generally accurate. It’s the Torah without the Talmud, if you know what I mean. Enjoy! 

Notes on the cleansing of the Temple:

21:12-17 In the Synoptics the cleansing of the temple occurs during the last week of Y'shua’s ministry; in John it takes place during the first few months (Jn 2:12-16). Two explanations are possible: 1. There were two cleansings, one at the beginning and the other at the end of Y'shua’s public ministry. 2. There was only one cleansing, which took place during Passion Week but which John placed at the beginning of his account for theological reasons—to show that God’s judgment was operative through the Messiah from the outset of his ministry. However, different details are present in the two accounts (the selling of cattle and sheep in Jn 2:14, the whip in Jn 2:15, and the statements of Y'shua in Mt 21:13; Jn 2:16). From Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts we might assume that the cleansing of the temple took place on Sunday, following the so-called Triumphal Entry (21:1-11). But Mark (11:15-19) clearly indicates that it was on Monday. Matthew often compressed narratives.

Matt. 21:1 ¶ As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Y'shua sent two disciples, 

Matt. 21:2 saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her. Untie them and bring them to me. 

Matt. 21:3 If anyone says anything to you, tell him that the Lord needs them, and he will send them right away.” 

Matt. 21:4 ¶ This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: 

Matt. 21:5 “Say to the Daughter of Zion, ‘See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’” 

Matt. 21:6 ¶ The disciples went and did as Y'shua had instructed them. 

Matt. 21:7 They brought the donkey and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Y'shua sat on them. 

Matt. 21:8 A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 

Matt. 21:9 The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Hosanna in the highest!” 

Matt. 21:10 ¶ When Y'shua entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?” 

Matt. 21:11 ¶ The crowds answered, “This is Y'shua, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.” 

Matt. 21:12 ¶ Y'shua entered the temple area and drove out all who were buying and selling there. He overturned the tables of the moneychangers and the benches of those selling doves. 

Matt. 21:13 “It is written,” he said to them, “‘My house will be called a house of prayer,’ but you are making it a ‘den of robbers.’” 

Matt. 21:14 ¶ The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them. 

Matt. 21:15 But when the chief priests and the teachers of the law saw the wonderful things he did and the children shouting in the temple area, “Hosanna to the Son of David,” they were indignant. 

Matt. 21:16 ¶ “Do you hear what these children are saying?” they asked him. ¶ “Yes,” replied Y'shua, “have you never read, “'from the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise’?” 

Matt. 21:17 ¶ And he left them and went out of the city to Bethany, where he spent the night. 

Matt. 21:18 ¶ Early in the morning, as he was on his way back to the city, he was hungry. 

Matt. 21:19 Seeing a fig tree by the road, he went up to it but found nothing on it except leaves. Then he said to it, “May you never bear fruit again!” Immediately the tree withered. 

Matt. 21:20 ¶ When the disciples saw this, they were amazed. “How did the fig tree wither so quickly?” they asked. 

Matt. 21:21 ¶ Y'shua replied, “I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only can you do what was done to the fig tree, but also you can say to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and it will be done. 

Matt. 21:22 If you believe, you will receive whatever you ask for in prayer.” 

Matt. 21:23 ¶ Y'shua entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him. “By what authority are you doing these things?” they asked. “And who gave you this authority?” 

Matt. 21:24 ¶ Y'shua replied, “I will also ask you one question. If you answer me, I will tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 

Matt. 21:25 John’s baptism — where did it come from? Was it from heaven, or from men?” ¶ They discussed it among themselves and said, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will ask, ‘Then why didn’t you believe him?’ 

Matt. 21:26 But if we say, ‘From men’ — we are afraid of the people, for they all hold that John was a prophet.” 

Matt. 21:27 ¶ So they answered Y'shua, “We don’t know.” ¶ Then he said, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 

