
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts meet with your 
gracious approval, my strength, my rock, and our authority. Amen. 

Humility is about Authority, Action, and Attitude 
Jesus' response to the question of authority consists of three parables in 
Matthew. The first speaks about the people's response to John the Baptist. 
The next two Sundays Jesus will speak of the people's response to himself, 
as is also recorded in Mark. Matthew’s third parable will speak of the 
people's response to the disciples and their mission. 

Since last week Jesus has literally crossed over a threshold in his story. He 
has entered the gate of Jerusalem. We like to call this the Triumphal Entry. 
He rides into Jerusalem on a donkey and the people go wild. They’re 
waving palm branches and shouting out “Hosanna!” This is the peak of 
Jesus’ popularity. Then he goes to the temple and sees that the temple 
leaders have set up tables where they are selling animals to the pilgrims 
who have come to town for the festival. They’re basically extorting the poor 
and making a profit off of religious goods. Jesus gets mad and he turns 
over their tables and says that they’ve turned his father’s house of prayer 
into a den of thieves and robbers.  

Jesus threatens the revenue the Temple generates for both the religious 
ruling class and occupying Roman forces. And then he does something 
really important. After the dust has settled from his tirade, he shows us 
what God’s people are supposed to be about. He reminds the leaders of 
Israel that this is supposed to be a house of prayer and then he shows 
them what it looks like to be God’s people. He reaches out and touches 
and heals the untouchable. He reminds the leaders that God is less 
interested in a proper religious ceremony than he is in reaching out to the 
people in need. This brings us to the first part of our text in verse 23. The 
leaders respond to Jesus and ask, “by what authority are you doing this?” 
in other words, “Who do you think you are, Jesus?” 

Here’s where we see the first aspect of Humility. 
It’s about  AUTHORITY 

It is not surprising that Jesus confronts them with the question of John's 
authority. John had been baptizing people for the forgiveness of sins. 
Rituals for the forgiveness of sins were largely in the hands of the priests 
and the temple. That was one of its main functions. While there was 



technically nothing wrong with John's rather novel rite, in the eyes of those 
properly ordained to priestly tasks it amounted to something of a radical 
enterprise.  

To say that Jesus was in conflict with the religious establishment would be 
an understatement. The religious leaders not only doubted Jesus’ authority, 
they saw him as a serious threat and danger to their way of doing religious 
business. They wanted him arrested and preferably killed. But, as Matthew 
tells us later in chapter 21: “they were afraid of the crowd. 

In the years 1014-1035 there ruled over England a Danish king named 
Canute. King Canute  grew tired of hearing his retainers flatter him with 
extravagant praises of his greatness, power and invincibility. He ordered his 
chair to be set down on the seashore, where he commanded the waves not 
to come in and wet him. No matter how forcefully he ordered the tide not to 
come in, however, his order was not obeyed. Soon the waves lapped 
around his chair. One historian tells us that, King Canute never wore his 
crown again, but hung it on a statue of the crucified Christ. Authority or 
power is something with which we are briefly clothed, but God laughs when 
we take it too seriously. 
Humility is about authority. 

As we continue with the parable for today we see the second aspect of 
Humility. It’s about ACTION. 

The story is pretty simple. The father tells the son to go work in the field 
and the son says, “no!” Defying your father as is the same today was a no 
no. But then it says “he changed his mind and went.” The Greek word here 
for changed his mind is really more than changing your mind. It’s deeper 
than that. It’s more like he had a heart change. He was moved and realized 
that he was wrong. The direction of his heart moved from himself to doing 
what was right for his father. 

R.W. DeHann wrote of a missionary who, shortly after arriving on the field, 
was speaking for the first time to a group of villagers. He was trying to 
present the gospel to them. He began by describing Jesus, referring to him 
as a man who was compassionate and kind, loving, caring, one who went 
about doing good works towards all men. 



When he was speaking, he noticed that his lesson brought smiles of 
familiarity to the faces of his audience, and some of them nodded their 
heads to one another in agreement. He was somewhat puzzled, and he 
interrupted his message to ask: “Do you know who I’m talking about?” One 
of the villagers quickly responded: “Yes, we do. You’re talking about a man 
who used to come here.” Eagerly they told about a missionary doctor who 
came to their remote village to minister to their physical needs, and his life 
was so like Christ in caring for those people that they saw Jesus in him. 
The villagers said this missionary doctor walked like Jesus walked. 
Humility is about action. 

And so we look at the Philippians text to see the third aspect of Humility. It’s 
about ATTITUDE. 

Paul writes a letter to his friends and says, “let each of you look not to your 
own interests, but to the interests of others.” Then he gives us the ultimate 
example, “let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, Who 
though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 
something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking on the form of a 
slave. 

Ruth Bader Ginsburg was a powerful woman who assumed that role with 
humility, with authority, with action, and with attitude. She was an 
exemplary public servant in every sense of that term; she used her position 
of power on behalf of others. She was quoted as saying: 

"I tell law students … if you are going to be a lawyer and just practice your 
profession, you have a skill — very much like a plumber. But if you want to 
be a true professional, you will do something outside yourself … something 
that makes life a little better for people less fortunate than you. That’s what 
I think a meaningful life is. One lives not for oneself, but for one’s 
community.” 
Humility is about attitude. 

The stakes are high, and while some of these same leaders who are 
silenced by Jesus, later conspire to have him crucified, yet this is not 
ultimate condemnation, let alone expulsion from the kingdom, but rather 
reversal. The tax collectors and prostitutes enter the kingdom of God ahead 
of the rulers, not instead of them. God takes no note of station. God pays 
attention not to roles but to the heart… and to our actions. So even despite 



their and our shortcomings, there is still room for them and for us. Even 
room, that is, for those who have been corrupted by power; room even for 
those who neglect their duties and yes, room even for those who exploit 
their stations; room even for those who reject Christ’s words and deeds. 
Room, that is, for all and that is amazing news. 

I think the whole of our gospel for today can be summed up by Avid 
mountaineer and former war reporter Dahr Jamail who said, the single 
biggest thing I learned was from an indigenous elder of Cherokee descent, 
Stan Rushworth, who reminded me of the difference between Western 
settler mindset of “I have rights” and an indigenous mindset of “I have 
obligations.” Amen. 




