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“BY WHAT AUTHORITY?”
(Mark 11:27-33)
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A. My grandson is in that wonderful stage where he incessantly asks the question: “Why?” And no matter how you respond, the follow up is: “Why?” Part of it is habit by now, but some surely stems from the desire to know. God created us to be inquisitive creatures, unsettled until we understand, or at least think we understand the events around us. 

Our text for this morning contains two questions. The first question is all-important. The answer lays an absolute claim on every aspect of our lives. The second is of lesser importance. But the first question, and Jesus’ response to it begs us to ask a third question. Confused?


B. Jesus answers the first question with a question. Why does he answer a question with a question? Well, what’s wrong with answering a question with a question? J Here is that first question. “27 And they came again to Jerusalem. And as he was walking in the temple, the chief priests and the scribes and the elders came to him, 28 and they said to him, “By what authority are you doing these things, or who gave you this authority to do them?” We should not miss the fact that Jesus was walking in the temple. We also should note that this group, the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders were those who composed the seventy-one members of the Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish court in the land. They were the ones who controlled the religious life of the Jews including the temple precincts. And, as you recall, Jesus had only a couple of days before this cleansed the temple, casting out the money-changers and the livestock brokers, cutting off a very lucrative source of income for those Jewish authorities. 


It was their temple! So, they quite naturally wanted to know where Jesus came off interfering with their control and their commerce. Their question was an open-ended question. They did not suggest any possible answers. They were clearly laying a trap, though it’s hard to see what they were fishing for. Jesus could have claimed that God had spoken to him personally. He could have more simply explained that the Scriptures he had quoted gave him his authority. Or he could have said that he did it because he thought it was right. 


C. The second question is the one posed by Jesus. He laid a better trap for them, which they recognized, and so they refused to answer. “29 Jesus said to them, “I will ask you one question; answer me, and I will tell you by what authority I do these things. 30 Was the baptism of John from heaven or from man? Answer me.” 31 And they discussed it with one another, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’ 32 But shall we say, ‘From man’?”—they were afraid of the people, for they all held that John really was a prophet. 33 So they answered Jesus, “We do not know.” Okay, if they would not answer him, then he would feel no obligation to answer them. Fair enough. 

So, what is the third question, the one that was not asked but which begs to be asked? Once we ask this question, it will lead us back to the first, and then the whole thing opens up. Here is the third, unasked question: “Why didn’t Jesus just answer them? Why beat around the bush? Why all of the intrigue?” The reason is clear. It was not yet time to answer the first question. This is very late in the game, of course. In a matter of hours, Jesus would be hoisted up on the altar of a cross, the Lamb of God taking away the sins of his people. And only a matter of hours after that, Jesus would rise from the dead in supreme victory and sure vindication. And then, and only then, would people be ready to accept the right answer to the first question. 


They had asked Jesus by what authority he did these things, especially restoring the temple to its proper use. Jesus did not answer them, because no one was ready to receive his answer. So, this is the answer: “I do these things on my own authority because it’s my temple! I myself am the Lord your God! You shall have no other gods before me!” Notice that it’s only after his resurrection that Jesus gave the Great Commission which begins with the now very plausible claim, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given unto me!” The authority to “do these things” was his own authority as the incarnate Son of God! But nobody was quite ready to accept that, not yet, not for a few days anyhow. 


D. Do you accept this claim of Jesus, that he possesses all authority in heaven and on earth? And does he hold that position of absolute authority in your life? That’s one of the reasons we have slowly worked our way through Mark’s gospel. Mark has been leading us steadily toward this point. He began his gospel with the bold claim: “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus [the] Christ, the Son of God….” And then he showed how Jesus gradually revealed this truth to the people, and to us the readers, through his words and deeds. And now the same Jesus bids us come to him and submit to his supreme authority over every aspect of life. So, first: 
I. RECOGNIZE JESUS’ AUTHORITY TO NAME YOU.


A. There is great confusion today over this matter of identity. As one person quipped, “I was told as a child that I could be anybody I wanted to be. Now I’m in jail for identity theft.” It is exceedingly cruel to tell a twelve-year-old that she must create for herself an entire identity. It must be absolutely unique, like no one else, and it must be one that everyone else will praise and adore. Oh, and it probably should have nothing to do with any physical characteristics she bears, for she should not surrender to any of those artificial and irrelevant markers or any societal assumptions or expectations. How in the world is she supposed to accomplish that? Can you see why there is an epidemic of depression and suicidal ideation among young people, especially young women today? 


B. Let Jesus name you. Let Jesus enjoy absolute, sovereign authority over you, over your identity. You don’t have to make it up. Jesus, the Son of God, intentionally, purposefully created you, male or female. And it is a wonderful thing to be a girl or a boy, a man or a woman! These are unique categories stemming from creation. And the Son of God has given you various talents and gifts along with different interests and perspectives. Now, of course, sin has infected all of that, especially in the realm of our desires. We are born with God banished to irrelevancy and the self firmly upon the throne. So, we must resist those sinful desires that run contrary to God’s commands. Can you imagine some child psychologist telling Hitler as a child, “Little Adolf, just be yourself.” The rest of the world in horror shouts, “No, no! Be anything other than yourself.”


C. But, you see, Jesus helps with this aspect of our identity as well. Rather than the identity of “rebel, sinner, condemned” which is embedded in our fallen nature, Jesus offers a new name: “ransomed, redeemed, beloved, restored.” Put your confidence in the risen Christ, and he will, through his Holy Spirit extend his ennobling authority over your life. 

II. RECOGNIZE JESUS’ AUTHORITY TO DETERMINE YOUR DAYS. 


A. Another negative impact of our secularization today is the false sense that this life is all there is. Many of the philosophical elites, the intellectual heavyweights have been preaching to us that there is no God, soul, or afterlife. The body is just a random set of complex chemical processes, an accident, a machine with no animating ghost in the works. Part of the effect of this depressing, often terrifying lie is to make our physical life the most precious thing of all to us. Or, paradoxically, only a bit of nothing that we can dispose of once it becomes too physically or emotionally painful. 

B. The solution to this icy despair is not the plunge into meaningless pleasure-seeking. It is to return to our Maker and embrace his authority over us. Just as the temple was his temple, which he restored to his proper design, so he will take the temple of your body and your soul and restore you. You are not an accident. Your parents may not have planned you, but you can be sure that the Son of God planned you. He has known you from your mother’s womb where you were fearfully, wonderfully made, knit together. He has determined all of your days, and he has ordained many good works for you to walk in. 


C. May I offer a word of personal testimony? Many of you have been an immense blessing to me. I am so glad that Jesus ordained for you to be alive the same time I was alive. I don’t know where I would be nor how I would have fared without your encouragement and sometimes challenge or admonishment. God has used you greatly.

And that’s what happens when you return to the Son of God who created you and ordered all your days. You find that he has made you for a purpose and uses you for his good and godly ends. You may live many, many more days in his love and service, and I surely hope and pray that you do. Or God may call you or me home today or tomorrow, and, hard as that may be for those who remain here, that too is under his authority and according to his wise plan. “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given unto him.” Isn’t it, then, the epitome of good sense to surrender and submit to the Son of God who is exercising all authority in heaven and on earth? Doesn’t it make the most sense, the only sense, to align your will with his? 
III. RECOGNIZE JESUS’ AUTHORITY TO DEFINE HAPPINESS, BLESSEDNESS, AND “THE GOOD LIFE.”

A. And this is a tough one. Most everyone confronted with the gospel and the claims of Christ eventually get around to the question of “happiness.” “If I follow Jesus, will I be happy?” This presupposes, of course, that we already know the elements of true happiness: pleasure, power, prestige, and possessions. But is that really true? And what are you basing that on? You may be trusting your own instincts in this regard. What’s more likely, though, is that you are just mindlessly imitating what most people assume and then give their lives over to. 

And that’s why it’s crucial that we recognize Jesus’ authority in this matter, that we ask him to and let him define for us the true meaning of happiness, blessedness, and the good life, along with the sure path that leads to it. 


B. You remember, perhaps, that near the end of his Sermon on the Mount Jesus warned against simply following the crowd, the majority opinion. “13 “Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14 For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.” (Matt. 7:13-14) He was not simply endorsing the minority view. Rather, it is a call to embrace the way of Jesus which he had just spelled out in that Sermon on the Mount, a way which is neglected by most and followed by few in every age. 


C. Where did we ever get the idea that it is normal to be happy, happy, happy in a fallen world? I would suggest that it is at best delusional for us to expect such a thing. Even more, I suggest that it is simply impossible. So, if this expectation that we should always be happy, happy, happy is a non-starter, what should we be seeking instead? Let me offer a suggestion. Instead, we should be seeking to know God our Maker as he has revealed himself in his Word. And then we would be wise to submit to his will and working in our lives in all things. I have read the New Testament several times. I guarantee, that if you do that you will NOT always be happy, happy, happy, not yet. But you will come to know an unquenchable joy that is unobtainable from any other source. For you will know who God is, who you are, why he made you, and where you are headed. 
IV. RECOGNIZE JESUS’ AUTHORITY TO YOUR ABSOLUTE ALLEGIANCE, LOYALTY, AND OBEDIENCE.


A. And, given everything else we have discovered here, this is a no brainer. The Old Testament writers keep returning to two themes when addressing God’s people. The first is that God is the Creator of all things. Psalm 124:8: “Our help is in the name of the LORD, who made heaven and earth.” (Heaven and earth is inclusive of everything in between.) The second is that God rescued his people from Egypt. Here’s the preamble to the Ten Commandments. “And God spoke all these words, saying, ‘I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.’” (Ex. 20:1-2) So, why does God have the authority to command us? Because he both made us and then redeemed us. 

B. The Son of God, Jesus, did that. “All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made.” (John 1:3) And “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace….” (Eph. 1:7) So, we twice over belong to him. He made us, so he owns us. And when we rejected his rightful claim and then fell in to slavery to sin and death, he bought us back, purchased us, which is what “redemption” implies. 

CONCLUSION


A man suffered much from a terrible disease. It was exceedingly painful, it was debilitating, it was disfiguring, and it was deadly. A researcher came to him and said, “Good news! We have found a cure! With a few simple treatments, you will be restored to full health!” The man replied, “Oh, doctor, you don’t understand. I like the pain, the debilitation, and the disfigurement. I just don’t want to die.” 


That’s the attitude of many professing Christians. “We like our sin. We enjoy the pain it causes to us and to others. We appreciate the way it destroys our relationships and makes us hobble and limp through life. We want to keep the ugliness and shame of our sin. We just don’t want to go to hell when we die.” “All authority in heaven and on earth” belongs to Jesus. So, let’s give up this lethal nonsense of personal autonomy. Surrender and submit to the Son of God. Recognize his absolute right over you, over your whole life, and find salvation in him. J
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