Challenging authority by Rev John Castle

A sermon given on Sunday 12" July 2026 at St John the
Baptist Church, Aldenham

Reading(s): Psalm 72:1-15; 2 Samuel 7:18-29; Luke 19:41-20:8

Introduction: the story so far

In today’s reading, we move on from the healing of the blind
man' and the conversion of Zacchaeus? in Jericho, to Jesus’
arrival in Jerusalem. On the way, Jesus has told the parable of
the Ten Minas, similar to the parable of the Talents in
Matthew’s gospel®, in which the rich nobleman entrusts his
wealth to his servants and demands accountability on his
return. Jesus then arrives at Bethany near Jerusalem, borrows
a donkey and sets off on the last stretch of his journey over
the Mount of Olives to the holy city, to the acclaim of crowds
crying out “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the
LorD.”*

Dominus flevit

Today, if you visit the Holy Land, as you descend the Mount of
Olives towards Jerusalem you will pass the church of Dominus
Flevit (Latin for “the Lord wept”). It’s built over the traditional
place where Jesus stopped and wept over Jerusalem, making
a prediction about how the city, including the magnificent
Temple, would be destroyed by the Roman armies forty years
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later. Jesus’ words here build upon his earlier lament about
Jerusalem’s resistance to her God:

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones
those who are sent to it! How often have | desired to gather
your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her
wings, and you were not willing!®

Now, as Jesus stands on the hillside opposite the city, he
predicts the Jewish revolt against the Roman Empire that
began in 66 AD, when Jewish rebels sought to drive the
Romans out of Palestine.

The Jewish revolt

It was an ill-fated war, described in detail not long after the
event by the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus®, a war which
in hindsight the Jews had no chance of winning, and which
resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem and its beautiful
Temple, and the death or enslavement of a huge swathe of
the Jewish population. More than that, the massive defeat of
the Jews by the Roman Empire brought about a crisis in the
Jewish religion. The revolt had lit the flame of hope that the
nation of Israel could once again be free to live by its own
beliefs and values and under the kingship of God, or in the
words of the Benedictus, “That we being delivered out of the
hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear”’. But
this hope was soon to be shattered by the overwhelming
might of Rome’s armies. And Jesus foresaw it all as he paused
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on the way down the Mount of Olives and wept over
Jerusalem.

The things that make for peace

So why did it go wrong? Why, when the Jews had been
standing up for their beliefs and values and their way of life,
had God not come to their aid? Perhaps the answer lies in
the words of Jesus:

‘If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things

that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes.’®

Disaster comes to those who do not know “the things that
make for peace”, and who try other methods for achieving
their aims. So before we can identify what makes for peace,
it is worth asking what we mean by peace. To many of Jesus’
time, the problem was the Romans. Having been under the
control of a succession of empires from the Assyrians to the
Babylonians, to the Persians to the Greeks to the Syrians to
the Romans, the Jewish nation as a whole envisaged the ideal
situation as being one where the nation ruled itself,
determined its own future, followed its religion without
interference, and where harmony and prosperity reigned. We
see this vision expressed in several Old Testament prophecies,
such as in these words used by the prophet Micah:

they shall all sit under their own vines and under their own fig
trees, and no one shall make them afraid.’

The fulfilment of these prophecies would take place once the
kingdom of the Messiah was established, the king who would
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rule in the way described in Psalm 72, bringing justice for the
poor and help to the needy, and removing oppression and
violence. This would be a kingdom where the worship of God
would be at the centre, and where people would obey his
laws. This is what would bring peace, or in Hebrew shalom, a
word that includes the ideas of harmony and prosperity.*°

The state of the nation

But instead, as Jesus looked out on Jerusalem and thought
about the state of the nation, he saw a religious and political
establishment divided and riven with personal ambition and
rivalry, and an economy run by and for the benefit of rich
landowners and those who had the ear of the Roman
occupation force. Even the Temple was the scene of
commercial exploitation, as Jesus expressed in describing it as
“a den of robbers”.

Here was Jesus, God’s anointed one, challenging individuals
and the religious establishment itself to repent and seek
God’s ways rather than their own. But instead of “recognising
the time of their visitation from God”,*! the Jewish leaders
reject Jesus’ authority, and seek a way to kill him. So they
challenge Jesus to say where he got his authority to preach
and to upset the tables of the Temple vendors. They seem to
be hoping to push him into making a statement that will allow
them to accuse him of blasphemy.

Jesus’ answer is clever, not just because he avoids their trap,
but because he challenges them to face up to what God has
already been speaking to the people through John the Baptist.
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Jesus is implying that his authority comes from the same
source as that of John. Just as when Jesus uses parables to
get people to think for themselves, so he challenges people to
make up their own mind about him. If he really is the
Messiah, then the way to find the peace that they claim to be
looking for is not through violent revolution, or through
maintaining the status quo because it brings us security, but
through radical submission to God’s kingship and his anointed
King. Sadly, this was not the option that the leaders of the
Jewish people chose.

God'’s plan for salvation

Of course, God knew this all along. He knew that because of
human selfishness and greed, the vision of his kingdom of
peace and justice could never be realised on earth through
political or military means. It needed Jesus to die for the sins
of the world so that a gospel of forgiveness and reconciliation
could be proclaimed to the world, and not just the Jewish
people. God had already planned to turn the rejection of his
Son into the means of saving a broken world, through the
death and resurrection of Jesus. Through the Cross, we can
be reconciled to God and become the agents of his healing,
ambassadors for justice and bringers of his peace, his shalom.

Bringing it home

Today the world looks no more stable or peaceful than it did
twenty centuries ago. We face potential threats from outside
our country, both military, economic and cyber, while within
we are vulnerable to terrorism, racism, pornography and
sexual exploitation and disinformation on social media. Our
society is in a moral mess about sex, freedom of speech, the



sanctity of life and other issues. We have substituted a
foundation of Christian values, based on obedience to our
Creator, with the secular values of human self-sufficiency,
personal autonomy and material comfort. We should perhaps
not be too surprised if people whose world-view is based on a
faith such as Islam, which means submission to God, consider
our British values to be missing the mark — or worse, to be a
licence for hedonism and immorality. While | am all for
defending our country against terrorism, and promoting
tolerance and mutual respect, | believe that as Christians we
have a higher set of principles that we should be advocating,
defending and, if necessary, ready to die for. These are the
values that will bring about true human flourishing, and they
are based on putting God and his authority at the centre of
our lives and our society.

A few weeks ago | was in central London and came across the
memorial to Edith Cavell, a British nurse in the First World
War who was in Belgium when the Germans invaded. Inspired
by faith in God and a deep compassion for all who suffered,
she was known for treating the wounded of either side with
equal compassion. Sentenced to death for helping British
prisoners escape, she said these words on the day before she
died:

“Standing as | do in view of God and eternity, | realise that
patriotism is not enough. | must have no hatred or bitterness
towards anyone. “

Edith Cavell put love for God and love for neighbour into
practice without compromise. It is up to us to do the same.



Jesus lamented that his people did not understand the ways
that made for peace, and did not recognise God's visitation to
them. If we try to build our society on the shifting sands of
secular values, then I'm afraid when the storms come, our
house, like the Temple in Jerusalem, is liable to come crashing
down.

But there is an alternative. As Jesus said,

seek first [God’s] kingdom and his righteousness, and all these
things will be given to you as well.?

Let us commit ourselves to acknowledging the Lordship of
Christ, to praying for the world and its leaders, and seeking to
serve God and our neighbours, whether they be known to us
or are far away, and thereby be agents of God’s kingdom and
ambassadors of his love. Amen.
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