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A reporter once asked a farmer out in the Midwest about how things were going for him and 
his family. The farmer replied, "Well, it is not going too well. The drought has killed my crop, I 
am behind on my bills, and the mortgage on my farm is in arrears. I just don't know what we 
are going to do." The reporter then asked, "Well, do you trust the elected officials to help you 
out?"  The farmer thought for a minute and then said, "You know, if there was ever a time that 
I could trust the elected officials to get us out of a mess like this, it is when they are lying in a 
casket. Because that is when I can trust they won't lie to me anymore." It is true that what we 
say matters, but what we do matters even more. 

The high Priest and the elders were not necessarily elected officials, but they were none-the- 
less those appointed or chosen and entrusted to lead Israel as a nation. They were given 
authority by God, and that authority covered virtually every aspect of Jewish life. They were 
indeed authorized to uphold the law, to enforce the law. But that authority did not stop there. 
Under God's law, they were also authorized to administer justice, which included looking out 
for the poor, the orphan, and the widow. They were authorized to protect and secure the 
people, meaning all the people from all kinds of threats. They were also to look with mercy 
and compassion upon those who had fallen on hard times when they could. 

Those were the sorts of things, along with keeping the faith, that the High Priests and elders of 
Israel were authorized to do. And just who gave them that authority? It was God. But their 
understanding of that authority was, shall we say, slightly skewed. 

It was the time of the Passover, it would be Jesus' last Passover before he is crucified, and so it 
is also a time of reckoning, a time to set the record straight. And these priests and elders were 
going to be the ones who saw that it was done. 

They came out and asked Jesus, "By what authority do you do these things, and who gave you 
this authority?" Now let me remind you of what they were referring to. As I said, it was the 
time of the Passover. Jesus had already entered Jerusalem riding in on a donkey. He had 
already overturned the money tables of those selling the animal sacrifices to the peasants at 
exorbitant prices. He had been healing the blind and the lame outside the city gates free of 
charge, thus eating into the temple revenue because these poor working-class people were 
being cared for, truly cared for by none other than the Son of God. 



The officials in Jerusalem were those who were supposed to have the legitimate authority to 
rule the nation, to ensure that the laws were followed and that all were cared for, putting their 
trust in God, that God would lead them in the right way. All of this was the authority given to 
them by God. 

But let us now flip to the other side of this coin. Who gave Jesus the authority that he was 
demonstrating up to and in those last days in Jerusalem? Who had given him the authority to 
feed the thousands and restore life when and where he could? 

You see, here is the thing. The one who had given him that authority was the very same one 
who had given that authority to the Priests and Elders. But the two interpretations of that 
authority could not be any more different. The priests and elders saw their roles as enforcers, 
the legalists. The dot-every-I and cross- every-T authority because that is what the Lord 
required. 

But that was not what the Lord had required. Was it important to follow the law? Yes. Was 
also important to remember that though God could be a jealous God and his wrath was 
something to fear? Yes. But it was also important to remember that God was also slow to 
anger, and a just and merciful God. The Prophet Micah reminds us of what it is that the Lord 
requires, starting in verse 6: 

"With what shall I come before the Lord and bow myself before God on high?  Shall I come 
before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?  Will the Lord be pleased with thousands 
of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oils? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the 
fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?  He has told  you, O mortal, what is good; and what does 
the Lord require of you and of me, but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
your God." Micah 6: 6-8 

Jesus was given authority by God to uphold the laws of God. That meant the covenant that 
God had given. To be sure, it meant to put God first. It meant to love God above all else, 
including yourself. But it also meant to love your neighbor, not tell lies against them; it meant 
to not take from one another, which also included devising legal ways to extort funds and 
property from those who simply did not have enough. There is an old saying, "just because it 
is legal doesn't always make it right." 

Jesus had come with authority to establish justice, real justice, and mercy within the hearts 
and minds of all who would receive him, be they priests, elders, tax collectors, or prostitutes. 
The former two would be considered the worst of sinners because their sin reflects not just a 
sin of breaking a covenant, but the sin of betrayal... Yet even to them, God is willing to show 
mercy when they repent and turn to him. Which was more than the High Priest and Elders 
would consider. 



When I was ordained as an elder, I was given authority by the Bishop to do certain things. I 
was not given authority such as a sheriff or a judge, or a lawmaker, or president. My authority 
was to preach the good news, release to the captives, and the forgiveness of sins. In essence, I 
was given authority to proclaim the gospel. It is an authority by which all of us, as Christians, 
are called to share in. To do justice, true justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
God. Not over and above people who are downtrodden, who are on the low end of the social 
totem pole, but to walk with them. And to help lift them up. To love them, as God has 
commanded us. True faith in God leads us forward to live in the light of love, not fear. 

There are those who love their authority because it gives them power over others, the power 
to turn the tide in their favor. That is the power that is motivated by a deep abiding fear in the 
unknown. Such was the authority and power of the Chief Priests and elders. 

And then there are those who love the authority they are given because it is an authority that gives 
life and restores life and health and wholeness.  This is the authority that opens the door of trust 
and hope and welcomes in the lost because it comes from the heart of God, the heart of love. 

All authority comes from God, but which of these two interpretations would you prefer ruling 
over your life? Which one could you live with for eternity? 

 


