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23 And when he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people 
came up to him as he was teaching, and said, "By what authority are you doing 
these things, and who gave you this authority?"  

24 Jesus answered them, "I also will ask you a question; and if you tell me the 
answer, then I also will tell you by what authority I do .   these things

25 The baptism of John, whence was it? From heaven or from men?" And they 
argued with one another, "If we say, 'From heaven,' he will say to us, 'Why then 
did you not believe him?' 26 But if we say, 'From men,' we are afraid of the 
multitude; for all hold that John was a prophet."  

27 So they answered Jesus, "We do not know." And he said to them, "Neither will I 
tell you by what authority I do these things. 

 
COMPOSITION  

The repetition of the Greek word poia (“authority”) four times indicates that this is 
the central theme of the pericope. What is at issue is the question of authentic 
authority. Jesus contrasts the authentic authority that comes from God (“heaven”) as 
evidenced by righteousness and the false authority (“from men”) that is evidenced 
by unrighteousness.  

The main composition is concentric (A/B/A′) with 23 serving as an introductory 
segment. At the center of the composition is 25-26 where we find the question that 
Jesus poses to the chief priests and elders regarding the source of the authority of 
the baptism of John. This question becomes the central focus of the action. The 
“from heaven” or “from men” is a binary dichotomy that speaks to the interior 
spiritual orientation of John the Baptist and Jesus versus the chief priests and elders, 
respectively.  

Verses 24(a) and 27(c) form the outer complimentary segments of the concentric 
structure that mirror each other by beginning with similar words: “Jesus answered 
them”/ “So they answered Jesus”, and ending with identical words: “by what 
authority I do these things.”   

 

REV. AVELINO A. GONZÁLEZ 
COPYRIGHT PENDING 

 



2  - THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW, RHETORICAL ANALYSIS 

REV. AVELINO A. GONZÁLEZ 
COPYRIGHT PENDING 

BIBLICAL CONTEXT 

 “Den of robbers” 

The confrontation between Jesus and the chief priest and elders comes after the 
entry into Jerusalem and the cleansing of the Temple in 21, 1-17. In Matthew 21,15 
we read that the chief priests and scribes saw how Jesus was healing the blind and 
lame, and they heard the children crying “Hosanna to the Son of David!” Their 
response to these “wondrous” signs is that they became “indignant.” We can see 
here a corruption of the role of the priestly class as expert interpreters of the Bible. 

First-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, of the priestly class in Jerusalem, 
describes priests as competent in understanding the prophecies of the sacred books 
(War 3.252).1  Having this knowledge of the Bible, you would think that the priests 
would acknowledge that what Jesus was doing implied a supernatural power that 
needed to be evaluated more carefully relative to biblical prophecy.  The words of 
the Lord to the prophet Ezekiel, also of the priestly class, can also be applied to the 
chief priests and elders that confront Jesus – “Son of man, you dwell in the midst of 
a rebellious house, who have eyes to see, but see not, who have ears to hear, but 
hear not; for they are a rebellious house.” 

Although the aristocratic priesthood generally maintained its integrity as an 
institution in the Roman era, allegations of immorality and impurity abounded.2 
The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha work known as the Psalms of Solomon dating 
to the 1st century accuses the priests of various sexual improprieties as well as 
plundering the temple treasury.3 Assuming this report is true, we can see how there 
would be a spiritual blindness toward the signs of Jesus by the priests and how they 
would see Jesus as a threat.  It was perhaps for this reason, in addition to the 
materialistic market culture in the Temple area, that Jesus accused the chief priests 
of making the Temple into a “den of robbers” (Mk 11, 17). 

This confrontation is the first of a series of encounters between Jesus and the chief 
priests and elders where questions are presented to Jesus designed to trap him by 
making him say something blasphemous. Several parables are presented in 
between the confrontations as a way of placing into light the inner dispositions of 
the leaders and as a judgment on their evil intensions.  

 

  

                                            
1 Cf. E. P. SANDERS, Judaism, Practice & Belief 63BCE -66CE, 172. 
2 Ibid. 182.  
3 Ibid. “Around 63 BCE the author of Ps. Sol. 8 accused ‘them’, obviously priests, of incest, adultery, 
making agreements to trade wives, bringing menstrual blood into the sanctuary and plundering the 
temple treasure.”   
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“You shall invest him with some of your authority” 

Another perspective from which to examine the encounter between Jesus and the 
chief priests is reached by examining Numbers 27, 20. The biblical verse describes 
the event when the Lord selects Joshua to take the place of Moses and commands 
Moses to commission him in the sight of Eleazar the priest and the congregation: 
“Take Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay your hands upon 
him; cause him to stand before Eleazar the priest and all the congregation, and you 
shall commission him in their sight.” Here we see an early form of the ordination 
rite for priests by which authority was imputed on the one commissioned or 
ordained: “You shall invest him with some of your authority, that all the 
congregation of the people of Israel may obey.”  

The investiture of authority was performed under the witness of the priests and 
congregation. The priests in the time of Jesus were the only ones who controlled 
ordinations of Temple priests and the authority given them to minister in the 
Temple. From the perspective of the chief priests and elders, Jesus comes as an 
unknown without any authority and therefore the question of legitimate authority is 
important to them. This is especially true with regards to Jesus’ actions in cleansing 
the Temple and enjoying the support of the people.  

 
 “The people groan” 

In Jesus’ confrontation with the chief priests and elders, two verses from Proverbs 
provide a greater biblical context. The first is Proverbs 29, 2:  “When the righteous 
are in authority, the people rejoice; but when the wicked rule, the people groan.” 
This passage is echoed in the shout of the crowds (Mt 21,9), and the cry of the 
children (Mk 21, 15) – “Hosanna to the Son of David!”  

The shouts and cries of joy are a sharp contrast to the tears and groans of God’s 
people that in the Book of Malachi come because the Lord “no longer regards your 
offering or accepts it with favor at your hand” (Mal 2,13). At the time of Malachi, 
the Lord rejects the offerings of his people because of the corruption of the 
sacrifices offered by them and their priests. Malachi urges God’s people to return to 
fidelity to avoid the “tears”, “weeping”, and “groaning” that come as a result of 
their infidelity.  

The other verse is Proverbs 29,16: “When the wicked are in authority, transgression 
increases; but the righteous will look upon their downfall.” This Proverb seems to 
be prophetic considering the ultimate downfall of the chief priests and elders in 70 
AD.  
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INTERPRETATION 

 “By what authority” 

The question posed by the chief priests and elders is turned around and taken to a 
deeper level by Jesus when he refocuses the argument on the authentic nature of 
authority. Even the question on the nature of the baptism of John is really about the 
origin of where this authority comes from. There is a relationship between authority 
and righteousness that makes it clear that there cannot be any authority on religious 
matters without righteousness.  

Authority is more than credibility. Credibility is a quality of being convincing or 
believable, authority is a power that commands respect and therefore produces 
obedience.   In a religious sense this power comes from a spiritual integrity of life 
or consistent holiness of life that resonates with truth of the Word of God. The 
priests and elders do not have this authority because they do not have spiritual 
integrity; rather, they see everything in political terms.  

The deliberation of the chief priests and elders shows no regard for arriving at an 
authentic truth regarding John’s baptism (authority), but rather demonstrates a 
crude calculation intended on producing political gain by entrapping Jesus. In the 
binary key of Jesus’ question, it is clear that the leaders are “from men” and 
therefore incapable to interpret the deeper meaning of the teachings and actions of 
Jesus.  

The phrase, “we are afraid of the multitude”, also gives evidence of the interior 
disposition of the leaders where there is greater fear of political or social 
repercussions than a healthy fear of the Lord. They are subject to a form of peer-
pressure that orients them toward political expediency. If they lose the favor of the 
crowds, they would lose political power. An authentic Christian should be 
concerned about the truth of God’s authority and not public opinion on matters of 
faith.  

 
 “We do not know” 

The response of the chief priests and elders indicate a “from men” mentality.  The 
response of the leaders is – “we do not know.” The not knowing the nature of the 
baptism of John as being from God reveals the inability of the chief priests to 
understand what is “from heaven” and therefore the heavenly signs of Jesus. 
Consequently, it is a waste of time to explain to them the nature of the authority of 
Jesus – “neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things.”  They are unable 
to interpret the ‘time of their visitation.’   

It is unclear to know exactly what the “these things” refers to. However, from the 
immediate text, the wider context points to the cleansing of the Temple area.  


