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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, Jesus debates with the temple leaders: “The baptism of 
John, from where did it come – from heaven or from man?” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 

Two keys unlock this text: first, Jesus is in the temple, during 

Holy Week. Jesus, the rightful High Priest of the New Testament is 

about to supplant the chief priests and elders of Israel as the 

authoritative Teacher of God… supplant it not in the way they 

imagine, but in his death and resurrection and in fulfilling his mission 

as the Christ. But, understand it or not, they perceive rightly that his 

presence in the temple challenges their authority – their appeal to 

the old covenant’s ceremonial law that gives them authority over the 

temple and all that is there taught. Thus, they seek to challenge him 

and his authority, that they might retain their own.  

There’s so much on the line wrapped up in this idea of 

‘authority’… to the point that we can really only understand the text 

if we rightly understand that word. That’s the second key: 

The Gospels use the word authority (exousia) with three 

nuances, all which sort of seem to come together in this text. The 

first of the three nuances is that “authority” can imply “a right of 

permission/access given the faithful of God.” For example, the 
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Gospel of John says, “All who believed on his name, he gave the 

right/access/exousia to become children of God.” Again, in Hebrews 

we read, “We have an altar at which those of the tabernacle have no 

right (permission/exousia) to eat.” Likewise, in our text, you can 

almost hear the Jewish leaders (who loved making appeals to the 

Law) using this meaning of the word, “By what authority do you do 

these things, and who gave you this right/permission?”  

But, what is the right of permission for the faithful of God 

could also be “a right of delegated jurisdiction” for the one who 

serves as the ambassador of, even at the right hand of, God Most 

High. Jesus famously says in Matthew 28, “All authority (exousia) has 

been given to Me.” 

The third nuance we ought understand from the Gospels use 

of this word is the idea of a right of divine power … not power in the 

sense of strength (which would be the word dunamis, like dynamite), 

but power in the sense of wielding spiritual rule over the 

principalities of darkness. This shows up multiple times in Mark’s 

gospel (for example, when Jesus says, “That you may know that the 

Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins,” and he turns and 

heals the paralytic), but the same idea is also implied here, when the 

Jews ask, “By what authority do you do these things?” What was he 

doing? He had been widely known for his miracles and was still now 

teaching with the same unique ‘aura’ (if you will) that had caused 
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hearers early in his ministry to exclaim, “He teaches as one having 

authority, and not as the scribes.” 

 So then, to understand this text we have this threefold 

nuanced word “authority” – permission of those blessed by God, a 

right of jurisdiction on behalf of God, a divine wielding of spiritual 

rule and power over the forces of evil.  

 With that in mind, now we can consider Jesus’ response, for 

– recall – he doesn’t respond by explaining himself, but by 

challenging them to explain John’s baptism: “The baptism of John – 

where was it from? Heaven or man?” 

 Now, let’s consider the layout of this challenge: Jesus points 

to the baptism of John… Why the baptism (work) of John? Why not 

just ask, “John the Baptist? Sent by heaven or men?” Why not make 

it about John, the person? Isn’t it because, ultimately, the source of 

the authority is not found in the man who holds the office, but in the 

office itself! Jesus could have used the name of Moses, any one of 

the prophets, or even the disciples-soon-to-be-apostles nearby, and 

the question could have been the same: The work done by these 

officeholders, is it from man or from heaven? 

 So, it makes sense that Jesus would point to the acts of John, 

rather than to the person of John. But why Baptism? Why not the 

preaching of John? Wasn’t he known just as much, if not more, for 

his fiery preaching and his pointing to the Lamb of God? So, why did 

Jesus choose to focus on the baptism? 
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 The answer lies in the audience. The audience wasn’t just the 

temple leaders; it was also those at the feet of Jesus who were being 

taught. These were folks who very likely had been baptized by John, 

which is why the Jewish leaders wanted no part in trying to claim 

that John’s baptism was from man. Had Jesus asked of John’s 

preaching, would there really be as much danger in saying it was 

from man?  

Let’s be honest, preaching isn’t as dearly held by hearers as is 

baptism. Someone might say to you, “I don’t like your preacher’s 

preaching,” and you might respond not by saying, “But that’s the 

Word of God!” but – too closely aligning it with the man himself – 

you might timidly respond, “Well, each preacher has his strengths 

and weaknesses.” And, notice how you’ve accidentally made the 

issue about the man who holds the office rather than the divine 

authority of the Office and the power of the Word itself.  

But, regarding baptism, there is no such muddling, but a very 

clearly divine authority: everyone knows baptism is not about the 

man, it’s about the divine act, about the work and gift of God therein 

and as administered through the officeholder. Preaching might be 

seen as “the pastor preaching at us,” but baptism is an identity-

maker; it’s your very ‘person and being and foundational hope’ for 

salvation. Jesus has painted the chief priests into a corner: If John’s 

baptism was from man, then the Jews are claiming these people and 

their hope for salvation have been deceived, spoofed, fooled and left 



  5 

                                                                   5 

empty! No, no attack can be made on these people’s baptism, but 

neither are the Jews willing to acknowledge the divine authority of 

John’s work… so they choose to take the loss and say nothing. 

 Now, this is all fun to watch as an innocent bystander, but 

what does it have to do with us? Does the Holy Spirit include this in 

the precious pages of the Gospel just so that we can see that Jesus 

held off the challenges of religious leaders as they sought to trap him 

and crucify him? Or, might we learn something else about this that 

pricks us with the Law and forgives and comforts us with the Gospel? 

 Though we’re not big fans of the Jewish leaders, realizing 

that our Old Adam tendencies line up really well with those 

supposed villains really helps us learn to apply the Law to our own 

need to repent. And, what was it that the chief priests and elders 

(remember, they were lovers of the Law), what was it that they were 

most worried about?: they were worried about what standing 

according to the holy Law of God did this Jesus have to teach and do 

miracles; if Jesus didn’t have authority according to their 

understanding of the Law, how could he do such things… especially 

in and with the divine reality of the temple? 

 And, what was Jesus’ answer but an appeal to something 

entirely different, not an authority regulated by the old covenant, 

but by something new to fill the temple: the baptism that belongs to 

the new covenant and the power and authority of the God’s merciful 

new covenant. 
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 We sinners tend to want to claim a status and authority and 

permission before God in heaven based on a temple-life made 

righteous by the Law. We keep mental record of our most faithful 

conduct, set aside those sins that wouldn’t help our reputation, and 

convince ourselves that – as keepers of the Law – we do pretty well, 

almost like the chief priests and elders.  

 Jesus comes in, preaching an entirely different manner of 

salvation, and we say, ‘By what authority does he come in here and 

strip me of my works, my pride, efforts at keeping the 

Commandments, my churchly service rendered to prove I should 

have the right and permission to approach God in heaven? By what 

authority does He cut down my righteousness and seek to replace it 

with His own?’ And how does Jesus respond but by pointing to the 

work of his messengers – whether John the Baptist, Peter, Paul, 

pastors of every generation – and saying, “Tell me this, the baptism 

of So-and-so, the baptism you received! – from heaven or from 

men?” For Jesus knows, if we will not acknowledge the great 

distinction between the righteousness that comes from the Law and 

the righteousness that comes from baptism (and, therein, the 

righteousness that comes by the merit of Christ crucified), then 

there’s no reason to continue the conversation. How will Jesus 

explain the authority by which he completes the marvelous sacrifice 

of salvation that shakes the heavens above when we will not be 

willing to see or learn how it is distributed here below? Didn’t he 
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once ask Nicodemus: “You do not believe when I speak of things on 

earth; how will you believe when I speak of the things in heaven?”  

Everyone can see the great divide between the authority of 

those chief priests versus Jesus and his new authority for the temple. 

That’s easily discernible. But, Christ focuses on something more 

“personal to us”, if you will: “If you won’t acknowledge the means of 

this great deliverance – the baptism of ‘so-and-so’ – then, of what 

good is it to speak of the great deliverance itself… won by the 

authority of the cross, but stranded there in history because you will 

not accept the authority of the delivery system in time.” Why bother 

with Christ replacing the temple if the hearer is unwilling to 

acknowledge the means by which that replacement is made yours! 

 Thus, the “So-and-so” officeholder, is of some significance: 

Jesus could have just asked, “Baptism: from heaven or from God?” 

But, in fact, he included John as the baptizer, why? Because there’s a 

designated officeholder with the designated authority (exousia) by 

which you may remember that baptism you watched. “Oh yes, my 

child was baptized by Pr. Ross. My grandchild/child was baptized by 

Pr. Fandrey or Bestul.” Does the man make the baptism? By no 

means… Paul even has to prevent the Corinthians from going too far 

in this regard: “You are not of Paul or Apollos or Cephas, but of 

Christ!” … And yet, Jesus’ intentional mention of the baptizer 

reminds us that this happened – Jesus and the chief priests were 

debating no mere sacramental theory – this happened to those who 
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were baptized by John and followed his preaching… that’s why the 

phrase came about, “The baptism of John.” That phrase is often 

contrasted with “the baptism of Jesus”, as if they were competing 

schools of thought. But “the baptism of John” brought the baptized 

up in the preaching of John, which was nothing other than pointing 

to the “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  

In the same way, Jesus is not ashamed to ask you about the 

baptism of so-and-so and the preaching for that baptismal life, that 

you might remember that it happened to your grandchild, your child, 

to you… by the authority of God Himself. 

How easily we can disregard the preaching of John or the 

preaching of the pastor… it may often seem to be his mere thoughts 

about God rather than the proclamation, “Thus saith the Lord.” But 

the baptism!, - that we cannot forget and are unable to relegate to 

mere opining. We all know that the only authority that could make 

that baptism of your grandchild, child, and yourself of any eternal 

weight is the authority that comes from God in Christ Jesus.  

And yet, if we will joyfully acknowledge that of our baptisms, 

will we not equally rejoice in the truth that the word proclaimed is 

“Thus saith the Lord,” and the Supper administered is “the holy body 

and precious blood of Christ, given for you.” Just because the gospel 

comes through the oration of men does not mean it relinquishes its 

divine authority that outshines even the authority of the old 

covenant. Here is the new testament – for you – by the One who 
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claimed “All authority in heaven and on earth.” Here is the temple 

fulfilled for you! – by the One who proved “that… the Son of Man has 

authority on earth to forgive sins.” Here is salvation hand-delivered 

from the cross to you… even if through sinful men… nevertheless 

with the same challenge for doubting minds coming from Jesus’ lips: 

“This baptism… from heaven or from men?” 

 When St Paul refers to pastors as the steward of the 

mysteries, the power (the authority over sin) belongs to the 

mysteries themselves by the Word of God, but the ministry’s 

Officeholders are also granted authority, jurisdiction (if you will) as 

bondservants of Christ to use these mysteries, as ordered by Christ, 

for your benefit. This is why Jesus attached his response regarding 

his own authority to whatever the chief priests thought of John’s 

authority. “If you have no use for him wielding the authority of the 

Gospel, then you have no use for Me as the authority of that 

Gospel,” Jesus said. 

 Doesn’t that remind us of what we hear each Sunday… that 

there’s an appeal to authority – not only as the officeholder who has 

been granted by God and congregation ‘rights of stewardship’ (if you 

will), but to Christ’s authority …His not by permission, nor by 

delegation, but by virtue of His merit and His cross. Do we not hear 

the authority of stewardship and Savior appealed to in the 

absolution?: “Upon this your confession, I, by virtue of my office as a 

called and ordained servant of the Word” – Who is that Word, but 
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Christ! In the Absolution in the Rite for the Homebound, it’s more 

plainly said, “As a called and ordained servant of Christ, and by His 

authority, I forgive you…” 

 John the Baptist, nor any other officeholder, need dwell on 

the authority of those St Paul calls “the ambassadors of Christ” for 

your sake, for Christ himself defends and underscores that his 

servants appeal to you to be reconciled to God, not out of an 

authority of hierarchy and righteousness according to the old 

temple, but the authority and beauty of what Jesus has established 

in his precious Gospel, in the temple that is his body, when he who 

had authority to lay down his life also proved his authority to take it 

up again… after three days, to raise up the temple the chief priests 

had sought to destroy. 

 Thus, you have every reason to rejoice in your baptism, 

rejoice in the preaching, rejoice in the Supper… for these are matters 

of divine authority, these are (to answer the chief priests) the things 

that Jesus does for you with all the authority of heaven and earth, for 

by his death he has earned and now distributes to you the right to be 

identified, according to your baptism, as children of God Most High. 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
September 27, 2020 


