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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson this morning we find our Lord in Jerusalem.  It is the 

middle of Holy Week and it is no accident he is here.  This moment has been 

planned from before the foundation of the world.  In the eternal counsel of 

the holy Trinity it was decreed that the Father would send the Son and that 

the Son would condescend to take upon himself human flesh.  It was decreed 

that in the flesh the Son would suffer and die as an atoning sacrifice for the 

sins of his people and that he would rise again victorious over sin and death 

and the grave.  It was decreed that he would return to heaven and that he 

would send the Holy Spirit to live in the hearts of those he had chosen to 

save.  This moment, ordained from before the beginning of time, had also 

been announced down through the ages by prophets sent of God to his 

people Israel.  Jesus entered Jerusalem as the prophet Zechariah had 

foretold, meek and riding upon a donkey.  He entered the temple, as the 

prophet Malachi had foretold, and, as we saw last week, he cleansed the 

temple of its moneylenders and thieves, freeing it to be used for the purpose 

for which it had been designed--for the teaching and preaching of the 

Gospel. 



 Now before we get to the lesson today, let me emphasize that once 

more because it is so very important and has a vital application to us.  Jesus 

cleansed the temple and freed it for its proper use.  Look: It was not enough 

for Jesus to cleanse the temple.  It was not enough for him to clear off the 

benches where the financial trickery was being done; it was not enough for 

him to clear out the merchandise that was being peddled at the expense of 

the sanctity of the sanctuary.  In the same way, it is not enough for a 

Christian to be justified.  It is not enough for a Christian to be cleansed and 

forgiven by God.  It is not enough because this cleansing or justification is 

only the beginning.  After the temple was cleansed Jesus put it to its proper 

use.  After we are cleansed and forgiven, we must begin the journey of 

sanctification.   

 Do you remember the story of the demon possessed man who was 

freed of an evil spirit?  While the spirit was cast out, the man remained 

empty; he didn’t fill himself with good things.  As a result, a whole flock of 

demons entered him and he was worse off than he had been before.  

Beloved, if the faith that is worked in you by the Holy Spirit isn't worked out 

by you in fear and trembling so that you bear good fruit to the glory of God, 

your faith isn't real and saving.  The cleansing is a start--a necessary start--

but it is only a start. 



 Well, that being said, let's look to the lesson.  As we come to chapter 

20, we find Jesus putting the temple to the use for which it was intended.  He 

is preaching and teaching the gospel, the power of God unto salvation, and 

the people are hanging on to his every word.  There are some, however, who 

hate who he is and what he is doing. 

 One day as he was teaching the people in the temple courts and 
preaching the gospel, the chief priests and teachers of the law, together 
with the elders came up to him.  "Tell us by what authority you are 
doing these things," they said.  "Who gave you this authority?"  

We have here a delegation of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish Supreme Court, 

coming forward to confront Jesus.  The Sanhedrin was composed of three 

groups.  The chief priests included the sitting chief priest, past chief priests, 

and certain distinguished men they had appointed.  They were Sadducees--

the aristocratic establishment of the Jewish world.  The teachers of the law, 

as their name suggests, taught, studied and interpreted the law.  They were 

Pharisees and from the middle class.  In ancient Israel an elder was either the 

head of a tribe or a tribal division.  When Israel entered the Promised Land 

and settled down, the leaders of the cities, town and villages became elders.  

These people were the lay members of the Sadducees.  Together all three 

factions were represented in the Sanhedrin. 



 Now these folks are furious at what Jesus is doing.  They hate the 

Lord.  They are watching his influence increase.  They are watching their 

own hold upon the people decrease.  And they decide they have to do 

something about it.  Now notice what they do.  They do not call Jesus' 

teaching into question.  They do not question the miracles that testify to the 

truth of his words.  Instead, they question his authority.  They call his 

commission into question.  Here is the point.  They ask him, in effect, 

"Where are your credentials?  Who gave you the right to do all these things--

enter on a donkey, cleanse the temple, teach and preach?"  If Jesus admits he 

has no credentials, the people will lose respect for him.  If he says, on the 

other hand, that he has authorized himself, they will accuse him of 

blasphemy and the people will lose their respect for him.  It's a win-win 

situation for them, or so they think. 

 Jesus doesn't answer their question directly.  Instead he answers their 

question with a question of his own.   

 He replied, "I will also ask you a question. Tell me, John's 
baptism--was it from heaven, or from men?   

Jesus points to John the Baptist to prove his authority.  Now, it was not just 

that John the Baptist's testimony about Jesus was unwavering.  John said that 

Jesus, who came after him, had surpassed him.  He said that he wasn't fit to 

untie Jesus' shoes--and taking off someone shoes in those days was the job 



of a slave.  He proclaimed that Jesus was the Lamb of God who takes way 

the sin of the world.  But there is more going on here than Jesus standing 

upon the Baptist's testimony.  Jesus points to the baptism he underwent at the 

hands of John, the baptism he had undergone, he said, in order to "fulfill all 

righteousness."  Why did Jesus look there when a question was raised about 

his credentials?  Because the baptism Jesus underwent was his ordination 

into public ministry.   

 To be ordained in Jesus day three things were needed.  First, you had 

to be called by God to the office.  It says this in Hebrews 5. in speaking of 

the office of high priest: 

 No one takes this honour upon himself; he must be called by 
God, just as Aaron was.  So Christ also did not take upon himself the 
glory of becoming a high priest.  But God said to him, "You are my 
son; today I have become your Father;" and he says in another place, 
"You are a priest forever in the order of Melchizedek."   

Second, you had to be at least thirty years old.  That is why Luke mentions 

the Lord's age in chapter 3: "Now Jesus himself was about thirty years old 

when he began his ministry."  And third, you had to be baptized by someone 

who was himself a priest.  It says this in Numbers 8 concerning the baptism:  

 The Lord said to Moses: "Take the Levites [the priestly clan] 
from among the other Israelites and make them ceremonially clean.  
To purify them do this: Sprinkle the water of cleansing on them… 



And as for John's priestly credentials, they are impeccable.  Two years ago, 

when we first began our study of Luke, we met Zechariah and Elizabeth, the 

parents of John the Baptist.  Luke stresses that both come from priestly 

families, from the line of Aaron, the brother of Moses.  The angel Gabriel 

foretells John's birth while Zechariah is going about his priestly duties and 

indicates that his son will be a Nazirite--a man especially called and set apart 

by God for the Lord's work.   There is no question about John's priestly 

credentials.  Luke hammers the point home.   

 Well, just before the Lord's public ministry begins, Jesus goes to John 

for baptism--not a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, because 

our Lord, being sinless, had nothing to repent himself of and being holy 

could not receive forgiveness--but a baptism of ordination.  With this Jesus 

fulfills the Old Testament law and receives the proper credentials for 

undertaking his work.  At his baptism Jesus makes sure that he follows the 

law down to crossing the last "t" and dotting the last "i".  And after he is 

baptized, the Spirit descends and the Father's voice is heard confirming the 

Son's actions.   

 Jesus asks his opponents, "Is John's baptism from heaven or from 

men?"  With this he turns the tables on them.  If they say, "His baptism was 



from heaven," then the next question to ask is this: "They why didn't you 

believe him?  Why are you persecuting the one who has been sent to you?"  

If they say "No," they will be in deeper trouble, for the people revered John.  

And so this delegation suddenly realized their conundrum: "If we say 'From 

men,' all the people will stone us because they are persuaded that John was a 

prophet."  The only thing left to them was to profess ignorance.  "So they 

answered, 'We don't know where it was from.'" 

 Now this answer was dishonest.  It is clear that they were not serious 

about finding the truth.  Because of that, Jesus saw no reason to try to argue 

or persuade.  They were simply not open to sincere discussion.  Jesus cut 

them off, saying, "Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these 

things.'"  While Jesus cut them off, however, he was not through with them.  

He wanted them to know the seriousness of what they had done.  He wanted 

them to know the consequences should they maintain their refusal to repent 

and acknowledge him as Lord and Saviour.  And to do this he told a parable 

about a vineyard.   

 He went on to tell the people this parable: "A man planted a 
vineyard, rented it to some farmers and went away for a longtime.  At 
harvest time he sent a servant to the tenants so they would give him 
some of the fruit of his vineyard.  But the tenants beat him and sent 
him away empty-handed.  He sent another servant, but that one also 
they beat and treated shamefully and sent away empty-handed.  He 
sent still a third and they wounded him and threw him out. 



 The vineyard is Israel and the people listening to Jesus that day would 

have understood that immediately.  There are any number of places in the 

Bible where Israel is likened to a vineyard (Isaiah 5, Psalm 80, Jeremiah 2) 

but even more than that, on the door of the temple leading to the Holy Place 

was an intricately carved grapevine some 210 feet long curving around the 

entranceway.  The leaves were made of gold; the grape clusters were made 

of jewels and precious stones.  It was the perfect setting for a parable about 

the vineyard.   

 A man owned a vineyard.  He rented it to a group of farmers.  They 

were given charge of the vineyard and in return they were to work the 

vineyard and return to the owner some of the fruit.  The owner of the 

vineyard then left and wasn't heard from for some time.  The tenants began 

to think that they were entitled to treat the vineyard as if it were their own, to 

do with as they wished.  They didn't pay their rent.  When the owner sent 

servants to the tenants to collect what owed, they were not received well.  To 

the contrary, they were beaten.  They were robbed.  They were wounded and 

tossed outside the vineyard walls.    



 This is, of course, a picture rooted in historical reality.  The owner of 

the vineyard is God.  The wicked tenants are Israel's leaders--the chief 

priests, scribes and elders--the very ones who were confronting Jesus in the 

temple that day.  The servants represent the prophets of God.  And 

historically speaking they were treated badly indeed.  Elijah was driven into 

the wilderness in fear for his life.  Isaiah, tradition has it, was sawn in two at 

the order of King Manasseh.  Zechariah was stoned to death near the altar 

itself.  John the Baptist, the last in the long line of Old Testament prophets, 

had his head cut off.  Listen to the way this is summed up in the Letter to the 

Hebrews: 

 They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to 
death by the sword.  They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, 
destitute, persecuted and mistreated--the world was not worthy of 
them.  They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and 
holes in the ground.   

 This parable is rooted in historical realities.  It lifts up a loving and 

generous God.  It reveals the wickedness and disobedience of Israel and, in 

particular, her leaders.  It shows the suffering of the true servants of God.  

But this parable has a present reality as well as an historical one and it 

speaks to us as strongly as it spoke to the people gathered around Jesus in 

the temple courts some 2,000 years ago.  Beloved, there are many today who 

think that the church is their own private possession, for them to do with as 



they wish.  It is a toy or a plaything and not the bride of Christ.  There are 

pulpits today where personal preferences and inclinations are preached 

instead of the cross.  There are pulpits where repentance is never mentioned 

and the free grace of a sovereign God is an embarrassment.   There are 

unholy and ungodly practices lifted up as being sanctified and blessed of 

God.  Good is called evil and evil good; the sweet is called bitter and the 

bitter sweet.  God is mocked and despised, his word ignored and his day 

desecrated.  And most frightening of all, all of this is done without any 

understanding of the danger involved.  There is no sense that God is angry 

with such treatment and that his patience will one day come to an end.  May 

God give us grace to protect us from such blindness.  And if he already has 

opened your eyes to this truth, give him alone the praise for it is not of our 

own doing or native intelligence that we see and understand these things--it 

is only because of God's mercy. 

 Let's continue with the parable.  Faced with this hatred, the owner of 

the vineyard wondered what he ought to do.   

 "Then the owner of the vineyard said, 'What shall I do?  I will 
send my son, whom I love; perhaps they will respect him.'"    
 But when the tenants saw him, they talked the matter over.  
"This is the heir," they said.  "Let's kill him, and the inheritance will 
be ours."  So they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him.   



The tenants thought the owner was dead.  If they killed his son--the heir--

under the law of that day they as the tenants would receive title to the land.  

So that is what they did.  They killed him.  When Jesus took upon himself 

human flesh he came to his own, but his own received him not.  He was 

despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.  

In thinking of this, Martin Luther said, "If I were God, I would kick the 

world to pieces."  Spurgeon said, "If you reject him, he answers you with 

tears; if you kill him, he dies to redeem; if you bury him, he rises to bring 

resurrection.  Jesus is love made manifest."   

 Jesus concludes the parable with these words: 

 What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them?  He will 
come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others. 

And so it happened.  Kent Hughes put it this way:  

 This was partly realized in the national judgement that took 
place at the destruction of Jerusalem in A. D. 70. But the ultimate 
reference is to eternal judgement for Israel's leadership and the 
reassignment of leadership to a people who were mostly Gentile, as in 
recorded in the book of Acts.   

But let us make no mistake about this.  If we reject the authority of Christ 

and refuse to follow him in love, obedience and holiness, we too will be 

judged and replaced.  God will find others to lift up their voices in praise; he 

does not need us.  He can make the stones in the road to praise him.  Let me 

be as clear as I can.  The penalty for rejecting Christ's authority is 



damnation.  Jesus uses the expressions, "broken to pieces" and "crushed" to 

describe those who are offended by him and his claims.   

 When confronted by this truth, the leaders of that day hardened their 

hearts, for they were too proud to repent.  Beloved, harden not your hearts.  

Let Christ convict you of your sins.  See them for what they are.  Admit 

them.  Run to Christ for forgiveness and new life.  He is a fearful God to 

oppose; he is a wonderful God to embrace.  Even as he spoke words of 

judgement in the temple that day, he was headed for the cross, that he might 

freely take upon himself the deserved condemnation of all those who would 

believe in his name.  In Christ's name.  AMEN.   


