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Luke 20:1-26 One day, as Jesus was teaching the people in the temple and 
preaching the gospel, the chief priests and the scribes with the elders came up 2and 
said to him, “Tell us by what authority you do these things, or who it is that gave 
you this authority.” 3He answered them, “I also will ask you a question. Now tell 
me, 4was the baptism of John from heaven or from man?” 5And they discussed it 
with one another, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say, ‘Why did you not 
believe him?’ 6But if we say, ‘From man,’ all the people will stone us to death, for 
they are convinced that John was a prophet.” 7So they answered that they did not 
know where it came from. 8And Jesus said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what 
authority I do these things.” 
 
9And he began to tell the people this parable: “A man planted a vineyard and let it 
out to tenants and went into another country for a long while. 10When the time 
came, he sent a servant to the tenants, so that they would give him some of the fruit 
of the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed. 11And 
he sent another servant. But they also beat and treated him shamefully, and sent 
him away empty-handed. 12And he sent yet a third. This one also they wounded 
and cast out. 13Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send 
my beloved son; perhaps they will respect him.’ 14But when the tenants saw him, 
they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, so that the inheritance 
may be ours.’ 15And they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. What then 
will the owner of the vineyard do to them? 16He will come and destroy those 
tenants and give the vineyard to others.” When they heard this, they said, “Surely 
not!” 17But he looked directly at them and said, “What then is this that is written: 
“‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone’? 18Everyone 
who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, and when it falls on anyone, it will 
crush him.” 
 
19The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very hour, for 
they perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared the 



people. 20So they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that 
they might catch him in something he said, so as to deliver him up to the authority 
and jurisdiction of the governor. 21So they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you 
speak and teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly teach the way of God. 22Is 
it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?” 23But he perceived their 
craftiness, and said to them, 24“Show me a denarius. Whose likeness and 
inscription does it have?” They said, “Caesar’s.” 25He said to them, “Then render 
to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 26And 
they were not able in the presence of the people to catch him in what he said, but 
marveling at his answer they became silent. 
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Authority 
Luke 20:1-26 

 
The trial of Martin Luther is one of the most famous scenes in church history. Luther 

had come to faith in 1517. Wrestling with the book of Romans he realized that 
his salvation was by grace alone. Yet the Catholic church taught righteousness 
by works. Luther turned his formidable talents to the reform of that church. In 
1520 he wrote his treatise “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church” in which 
he argued that five of seven Catholic sacraments were non-Biblical, leaving 
only baptism and communion. He also claimed a priesthood of all believers 
that repudiated the authority of the Catholic priests and of the Pope himself.  

Naturally those who thought they had this authority stood opposed to this upstart 
monk from Germany. As early as 1518 an order was issued for his arrest. In 
1520 Pope Leo issued an order to Luther to recant or be excommunicated. In 
March of 1521 Luther was summoned to appear before the Holy Roman 
Emperor in the city of Wurms. This emperor, by the way, is not the Pope but 
the Catholic ruler of what is now Germany, parts of France, Italy, and eastern 
Europe. When Luther arrived, the legal and religious authorities gave him no 
opportunity to defend his teaching, but simply ordered him to recant his errors. 
This he would not do. Instead he gave his famous reply: “Here I stand. My 
conscience is captive to the Word of God. I can do no other.” 

It was a classic confrontation between those who thought they had religious 
authority, and the one who stood alone under the authority of God. It finds its 
original in the life of Jesus, who stood alone before the legal and religious 
authorities and claimed for himself the authority of God. This morning we’ll 
study one example of this encounter, Luke 20:1-26. But as we do, I want us 
to put ourselves not in the place of Jesus, or the place of Martin Luther, 
heroically standing against wrong authority, but I want us to see ourselves in 
the in the place of the religious leaders, who had wrongly taken for themselves 
authority that belonged only to God. I want us to look at our personal lives, 
and see whether we cling to authority that should in fact be given to God. 
Because we have both the right information and the right opportunity, the 
privilege, in fact, of putting ourselves in the right relationship with authority.  

Luke 20:1-8. One day, as Jesus was teaching the people in the temple and preaching 
the gospel, the chief priests and the scribes with the elders came up 2and said 
to him, “Tell us by what authority you do these things, or who it is that gave 
you this authority.” 3He answered them, “I also will ask you a question. Now 
tell me, 4was the baptism of John from heaven or from man?” 
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5And they discussed it with one another, saying, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will 

say, ‘Why did you not believe him?’ 6But if we say, ‘From man,’ all the people 
will stone us to death, for they are convinced John was a prophet.” 7So they 
answered that they did not know where it came from. 8Jesus said to them, 
“Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.” 

Remember the context. Days earlier Jesus had ridden into Jerusalem and cleansed 
the temple. These were acts of great presumption. In doing them Jesus asserted 
great authority, behaving as if he had a right. You can understand why the 
Pharisees, chief priests, and teachers of the law, along with the elders of the 
people, felt threatened. Having failed to recognize him themselves they had a 
lot to lose, and nothing to gain, if he eclipsed their power in Jerusalem.  

Authority and power are an addiction and a deeply ingrained desire within fallen 
people. Even if you and I are not in a position to be tempted by earthly power, 
many of us still want to be in charge of ourselves and others, to recognize no 
boss, submit to no higher authority. If this is a desire to take responsibility for 
our own behavior, it’s a good thing. But too often we want to be in charge so 
we can excuse or justify our behavior or impose our will on others. So we say, 
perhaps to our parents, perhaps to our spouses, perhaps to our church leaders, 
perhaps even to God, “What right do you think you have to tell me what to 
do?” “You’re not the boss of me.” We turn from authority amd take authority.  

That’s what the leaders of the Jews are doing here. They refused to let God or man 
have authority over them. You can see in their words the classic questioning 
of authority: “What right do you have to do this? By whose authority do you 
come and criticize us?” They have forgotten that there is one whose authority 
is higher than theirs. The question Jesus asks them reminds them of that truth. 
“What was the authority for John’s baptism?” The authorities had never 
recognized John as a prophet, sent from God. Jesus puts them in the position 
of either admitting they were wrong about John or of going against the beliefs 
of the people. They refuse to admit their error yet fear the masses, so they 
wimp out and admit neither thing. Jesus didn’t really expect them to. He just 
wanted to remind them that there was an authority greater than theirs, the 
authority of God himself, and they had already once chosen to cling to their 
own authority, rather than submitting to what God was doing through John. 

This reminds me of one of my favorite stories. The captain of a ship looked into the 
night and saw faint lights in the distance. Immediately he ordered his men to 
send a message: “Alter your course 10 degrees south.” A return message 
came: “Alter your course 10 degrees north.” The captain was angry. He sent 
a second message: “Alter your course 10 degrees south--I am the captain!”  
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Another message was received: “Alter your course 10 degrees north--I am seaman 

third class Jones.” Immediately the captain sent a third message: “Alter your 
course 10 degrees south--I am a battleship.” Then the reply came: “Alter your 
course 10 degrees north--I am a lighthouse.” This is the position the Pharisees 
were in, only they failed to get the message that Jesus was the light house.   

The message he has for them is also a message for us. Isn’t there some area of your 
life, in which you would rather not submit to God? Isn’t there some attitude 
or behavior or sin that you cherish so much, that you are willing to ignore God 
to cling to it? In my life as a believer I’ve committed that kind of rebellion 
and I’ve seen it in others. Unwillingness to be soft-hearted before God, 
clinging to sin or selfishness, leads to moral disaster. One horrible example of 
this is the number of church leaders, both Catholic and evangelical who have 
abused their position and power to commit sexual sin. Our culture of personal 
independence and self-actualization is harmful to us and cruel to others.  

The parable Jesus tells to drive his point home makes this clear. Luke 20:9-18 And 
he began to tell the people this parable: “A man planted a vineyard and let it 
out to tenants and went into another country for a long while. 10When the time 
came, he sent a servant to the tenants, so that they would give him some of the 
fruit of the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-
handed. 11And he sent another servant. But they also beat and treated him 
shamefully, and sent him away empty-handed. 12He sent yet a third. This one 
also they wounded and cast out. 13Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What 
shall I do? I will send my beloved son; perhaps they will respect him.’ 14But 
when the tenants saw him, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill 
him, so that the inheritance may be ours.’ 15And they threw him out of the 
vineyard and killed him. What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? 
16He will come and destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others.” 
When they heard this, they said, “Surely not!” 17But he looked directly at them 
and said, “What then is this that is written: “‘The stone that the builders 
rejected has become the cornerstone’? 18Everyone who falls on that stone will 
be broken to pieces, and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him.” 

The interpretation of parables takes two extremes. In the Catholic church, parables 
were seen as always allegorical. Everything in the parable stood for something 
else: God, man, the church, Mary, the Pope, Israel, Europe, the crusades, 
whatever. In response Protestant interpretation has often said there are no 
allegorical elements. The parables are real-life stories intended to convey one 
simple point. This parable puts a lie to both extremes. It is a simple story based 
in real life, but there are allegorical elements: things stand for other things. 
These allegorical elements were understood by Jesus’ original listeners. 
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In the story a man plants a vineyard and rents it to some tenants. This was common 

in ancient Israel, especially Galilee. The owner would contract the working of 
the land to others and be paid out of the harvest. But these tenants act as if 
they were the owners. When the landlord sends his servants to get the year’s 
payment, they refuse. They may have counted on a cultural law which said 
that if you both worked the land and received the harvest you were the de facto 
owner. They not only sent these servants away but abused and wounded them. 
Finally, the landowner decided to send his son. He thought the rebellious 
tenants might respect the son because he carried the authority of his father. 
But the tenants are determined to have what is not theirs. “If we kill the heir 
the land will be ours.” The owner does not relent. He comes himself, destroys 
the evil tenants, and gives the vineyard they so desperately wanted to others. 

The allegorical elements are clear. The landowner is God. The tenants are Israel and 
her leaders, including those of Jesus’ day. The servants are God’s prophets 
who called Israel to obedience and were rejected. The son is Jesus. Notice 
how Jesus links the parable to himself. The owner says in verse 13: “I will 
send my beloved son.” That was exactly what was said by God the Father at 
Jesus’ baptism, “This is my son, whom I love. With him I am well pleased.” 

The leaders and people of Israel, down through the centuries, had failed to honor 
God, and give him the obedience and submission he was due. When God sent 
the prophets to call them to obedience, they abused them, threw them into pits, 
even killed them. Finally, God came to the place where he could either once 
again destroy Israel, or to send his Son to call them to a new covenant. But 
Luke makes it clear that the stewards of God’s covenant, in self-serving pride, 
will reject the Son and take him outside the city and kill him. The allegory is 
a plain indictment of Israel and her leaders. They have wrongly taken for 
themselves the authority that rightly belongs to God and to his beloved son.  

Isn’t this also true in our own lives? Let me give you a test sentence, five words that 
can help you examine yourself. “I have a right to. . .” Using these words mayn 
indicate a failure to submit to God’s authority. “I have a right to be angry” “I 
have a right to relax once in a while.” “I have a right to expect a little help 
around here.” “I have a right to make my own decisions.” “I have a right to 
express my sexuality my own way.” The phrase can indicate a problem with 
authority, though it’s not always so. Your boss might be high-handed and 
unreasonable. Your parents might be over-controlling. Your husband might 
never listen. Your church might be authoritarian rather than lovingly 
authoritative. But if you often hear yourself saying “It’s not fair” and “I have 
a right to,” you should be suspicious that the authority problem is yours, that 
you are unwilling to allow those in authority to tell you what to do.  
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God himself has the right to tell us what to do. We find it too easy to make excuses 

for why that doesn’t work. “God, you know how awful so and so has been. 
Don’t I have a right to be bitter?” “God, you have made my life so hard. Do I 
have to be perfect?” “God, you have made me weak in this area. You have to 
realize I’m going fall into sin.” We don’t take seriously what God has to say 
about our thoughts and actions. We often live as if we’re not under authority.  

It’s a serious matter. Jesus asserts that Israel will be judged for this kind of defiance. 
Verse 15. “What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them? 16He will 
come and destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others.” Remember 
the allegory was clear. The tenants were the people of Israel and their leaders. 
The others, then, could only be the Gentiles, whom the people of Israel 
despised. When they heard this, they said, “Surely not!” “We’re God’s chosen 
people. He’d never give that place to others.” Verse 17 “But he looked directly 
at them and said, “What then is this that is written: “‘The stone that the 
builders rejected has become the cornerstone’? 18Everyone who falls on that 
stone will be broken to pieces, and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him.” 

Two bits of data will help you understand why he quotes the verse. First, you might 
be amused to know that the religious leaders in Jesus’ day called themselves 
‘the Builders of Israel.” This verse, like the parable, is directed against them. 
Second, Jesus is the stone. Last week when we studied the triumphal entry the 
key text was Psalm 118. “Open for me the gates of righteousness; I will enter 
and give thanks to the LORD. . . 25O LORD, save us; O LORD, grant us success. 
26Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD.” But in-between those 
verses the Psalm says “The stone the builders rejected has become the 
capstone; 23the LORD has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes.” Jesus is 
reminding them that he rode into Jerusalem just days before identified as ‘the 
one who comes in the name of the Lord.” If he is that then he is also “the stone 
the builders rejected.” And, though he is rejected, he is the key stone in what 
God is building, the cornerstone, the foundation on which the church is built.  

But he is also another kind of stone - a stumbling stone. “A stone to make men 
stumble and a rock to make men fall” Jesus doesn’t say it quite that way here. 
Instead he says “Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, 
but he on whom it falls will be crushed.” He is a stone that brings destruction 
to those who do not submit. We talked about a lighthouse moments ago. If a 
ship did not submit to the authority of the lighthouse, but just kept on, it would 
soon encounter a rock of destruction. We have to submit to authority or it will 
crush us. So, the question we need to ask is obvious. Do I have an authority 
problem? Is there some area of my life in which I have been rebellious, like 
the tenant farmers, have cherished my autonomy or sin above God’s way?  
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But discerning God’s way is not always easy.  While God is our ultimate authority, 

we live in a world, a fallen world, where there are others in authority over us 
who are humanly fallible. Our husbands, parents, church and our government 
are humanly fallible and yet each has a level of authority.  In the third part of 
this discussion Jesus addresses the balancing of authority. Luke 19:19-26 The 
scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very hour, for 
they perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared the 
people. 20So they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, 
that they might catch him in something he said, so as to deliver him up to the 
authority and jurisdiction of the governor. 21So they asked him, “Teacher, we 
know that you speak and teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly teach 
the way of God. 22Is it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?” 23But 
he perceived their craftiness, and said to them, 24“Show me a denarius. Whose 
likeness and inscription does it have?” They said, “Caesar’s.” 25He said to 
them, “Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the 
things that are God’s.” 26And they were not able in the presence of the people 
to catch him in what he said, but marveling at his answer they became silent. 

Verse 19 is a transition. The scribes and chief priest know the parable has been told 
against them, but because the people were all for Jesus at this point, they 
couldn’t bring themselves to do anything. So, they began to send people to 
listen to him. These people pretended to be sincere in their questions, but they 
were actually hoping to catch him out in something he would say so they 
would have something to accuse him of before the Roman authorities.  

The first issue theses pretenders chose to raise with him is of allegiance to authority. 
They hoped that Jesus, as a loyal Jew, would commit himself to a position of 
opposition to the Roman government based on some religious principle. First 
they butter him up with fair words, “Teacher, we know that you speak and 
teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly teach the way of God.” Flattery, 
of course, is useless against Jesus. The humility he showed in coming from 
the glories of heaven to the depravity of earth was so great that no mere human 
compliment could possibly undo it. I would guess that he did not smile at the 
complement, as they expected, but that a frown or a scowl broke over his face.  

Therefore, with no more prelude, they get to the question. “Is it right - is it lawful 
according to the law of God - for us to pay taxes to Caesar?”  They thought 
they had him trapped here, that either answer would get him in trouble. If he 
said Jews should pay taxes to Caesar, then he would alienate the large part of 
the Jewish population that despised the taxes. Many felt that God’s law made 
it sinful to pay tribute to anyone else, especially Caesar who considered 
himself a deity. There had been major riots each time a new tax was imposed.  
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On the other hand, if Jesus said taxes should not be paid, he would be rebelling 

against Caesar. The Romans were not complacent. They could be counted on 
to arrest him if they received word that he was advocating disobedience. Jesus 
was so outspoken in putting God first that they may have hoped for this. 

The question does raise the larger issue for us of the authority of the state versus the 
authority of God. When is it right for a believer to oppose the mandate of the 
state authority? Believers have always been faced with this dilemma. We see 
it in the New Testament, when Peter and John are tried by the Sanhedrin, and 
ordered not to preach or teach in the name of Jesus. We see it in the early 
church, when the Roman loyalty oath was “Caesar is Lord,” but the Christians 
said “Jesus is Lord.” We saw it in Nazi Germany when a very few Protestants 
refused to give allegiance to Hitler. We see it in China today, in the ongoing 
harassment and persecution of the church. We see it in our own country when 
schools and churches in California are forced to only offer health care plans 
that pay for abortion. We see it when Christian business people are repeatedly 
sued by the state for taking a moral position on same-sex marriage.  

So the church and the state have always been in conflict, and yet believers have to 
reconcile this conflict of authority. We do well to think carefully about Jesus’ 
response. Verse 23 “But he perceived their craftiness, and said to them, 
24‘Show me a denarius. Whose likeness and inscription does it have?’ They 
said, ‘Caesar’s.’ 25He said to them, ‘Then render to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’” Jesus is not at all taken in by 
the scheming of men. He detected their trickery and he asks them, in a brilliant 
response, to show him a denarius. Roman coins were available but not 
common in Israel at that time. Nonetheless, in a crowd that big, many of them 
foreigners in town for the feast, someone was almost certain to have one.  

We can imagine Jesus holding the coin up and saying “whose likeness is this, and 
who is it inscribed to? The denarius probably had a picture of Tiberius, with 
the inscription “Tiberius Caesar, son of the deified Augustus.” The word 
deified would make the coin hateful to most Jews, but to Jesus the inscription 
meant only that the coin belonged to Caesar. It was part of the earthly realm, 
in which obedience to authority is expected. If Caesar is the ruler, and the ruler 
says to pay a tax, you pay the tax. The Apostle Paul explains in the letter to 
the Romans: “Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for 
there is no authority except that which God has established. Consequently, he 
who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, 
and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. Therefore, it is 
necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible 
punishment but also because of conscience. This is also why you pay taxes.” 
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Now if Paul had never written anything else, if Jesus had only spoken these words, 

the answer to our question would have been easy: ultimate and complete 
allegiance is due to the state and its officials. But Jesus didn’t stop when he 
said “give to Caesar what is Caesar’s” He added the critically important phrase 
“and give to God the things that are God’s.”  This balances what he has already 
said and raises the argument to a new level. God is the one to whom ultimate 
allegiance is due. You can offer compliance to the state, but you offer yourself 
to God. The state can have your dollars, but only God can have your soul. The 
state can have your loyalty, but only God can have ultimate authority.  

Where the state and the word of God come into moral conflict, God must always be 
given first priority. We see this played out in Scripture many times: The 
Hebrew mid-wives in Egypt saw the lives of babies as more compelling than 
obedience to the law of Pharaoh. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego saw 
allegiance to the One True God as being worth defying the king’s worship. 
Daniel saw his daily relationship with God as a higher priority than obedience 
to the law of Darius. In the New Testament, when Peter and John were brought 
before the Sanhedrin they replied "Judge for yourselves whether it is right in 
God's sight to obey you rather than God.” The principle that is at work here is 
that we obey those in authority in the government unless such obedience 
causes us to violate a clear moral teaching of Scripture. This is not always 
easy, and the application will be personal, but it is simple. 

The big takeaway from each part of this text is that we get to place ourselves under 
the right authority. We get to recognize Jesus as acting and calling us to put 
God first, so that we speak and act as he did under the authority of God, 
denying our own self-interest and authority in favor of God’s will. Second, 
we get to recognize Jesus as God’s beloved son whom he sent. We put his 
rightful authority above our own sinful tendencies to usurp authority. Third, 
we get to recognize in Jesus the ultimate authority who allows us to correctly 
discern the right response to all the other authorities in our lives. Jesus teaches 
on authority is out of compassion for our best interest in every day of our lives. 


