
Matthew 21:23-27 Challenging the Authority of Jesus

Introduction: When Jesus left Capernaum He forewarned His disciples that He would be mistreated by 
the Jewish leaders at Jerusalem. Even before He arrived at Jerusalem, the chief priests and elders had 
issued orders for His arrest, John 11:56-57. However, on the first day He was proclaimed as Messiah 
and they could not arrest Him. On the second day he was again hailed as Messiah by the children and 
sought by the blind and lame. They still could not arrest Him. On this third day they were waiting. 

Their hatred had grown even more intense. They were disturbed by His triumphal entry, by His 
driving out the merchants and the money changers, by Him getting the better end of the argument about
the children, and by Him ignoring their authority in the temple and acting like He owned the temple.

 I. The question put by the challengers, verse 23.
 A. They were ready and waiting for His arrival in the temple. 

(As soon as they heard that He was there they went straight to Him.)
 B. They asked “By what authority doest thou?” etc.

 1. Do you hold some office in the temple?
 2. Are you one of the temple prophets? Rabbi? Priest?
 3. If not what office do you hold?

 C. They also asked, “Who gave you this authority?”
 1. Who can vouch for you that you were given this authority?
 2. We are the officers in charge and we know nothing about you having any authority 

around here.
 D. Their question was one of a most serious nature.

 1. It was not presented out of idle curiosity.
 2. A failure on His part to show proper authority could result in His arrest – even death.

 E. Not that they were open to any proof of authority which He might present.
 1. The message of John the Baptist had not convinced them.
 2. The Scriptures had not convinced them.
 3. The power of God in the miracles had not convinced them.
 4. They would have challenged any proof He might offer.

 II. The proposition put to them by Jesus, verse 24.
 A. Jesus said, “If you will answer my question, I will answer yours.”
 B. The idea was, If you will not answer, I will not answer.
 C. How could He hope to get by with that?

 1. The people: Jesus was still very popular with the people.
 2. The chief priests and elders dared not lift a finger against Him without what they would 

consider a good reason.
 3. This proposition would be seen as fair by the people.

 III. The question put to the challengers, verse 25a.
 A. Jesus asked, “Where did John get his authority? Was it from heaven or of men? Did John 

act as a prophet of God or did he act as a mere man.”
 B. Whenever somebody thinks he can out smart God, he has got a surprise in store. God has a 

few trick questions of His own.

 IV. The dilemma of the challengers, verses 25b – 26.
 A. They knew they were trapped. (If they could they would call the whole thing off right here.)
 B. If they said, “Of God,” Jesus would say, “Why don't you believe John?” verse 25b. (John 

1:29, 34)



 C. If they said, “Of men,” which they believed, they feared the people.
 1. The people believed John to be a prophet of God.
 2. Luke says they feared that the people would stone them.

 V. The embarrassment of the challengers, verse 27.
 A. Jesus said “Neither do I tell you by whose authority I do these things.”
 B. They did not get an answer to their question.
 C. They had to admit publicly that they did not know the answer to a religious question.

 1. They claimed to be an authority on all religious matters.
 2. And this was such a ridiculously simple question.

 D. They did not get an excuse to arrest Jesus.
 E. They did not even put Him in a bad light.

 VI. Challengers of the ages.
 A. Like the chief priests and elders, men down through the ages have challenged Jesus.

 1. They are willingly ignorant.
 2. They are hard to persuade. (Not by testimony, not by Scripture.)
 3. They constantly challenge and question.

 B. If you talk about Jesus they challenge His authority, His deity, His resurrection, His saving 
power.

 C. If you talk about the Bible they challenge its authority.
 D. If you talk about the church they challenge its authority.
 E. One of these days they will stand before the Lord and He will ask the questions.

 1. They will not be able to give a satisfactory answer.
 2. They will not be able to lie as the chief priests did.

Conclusion: What about you? Do you believe that Jesus is the Christ?  That He can save? Have you 
trusted Him to save you? Have you who are saved committed your life to serve Him?
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