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  When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the people  
  came to him as he was teaching, and said, "By what authority are you  
  doing these things, and who gave you this authority?" 
 
By what authority? 
 
The Greek word here translated as “authority”is exousia. 
 
Exousia means to have the right, the freedom, the ability to act, to do something. 
 
The question “By what authority?” is another way of saying, 
 “What gives you the right?” 
 “Where do you get off?” 
 “Where did you get the idea that you could?” 
 
The chief priests and the elders ask Jesus this question. 
 
The chief priests and the elders had authority.  
 
The chief priests had their authority through a mixture of heredity, training, and social 
and political skills.  
 
Some people were born into a priestly family; Rockefellers, Kennedys, Sadducees, 
Jerusalem nobility whose families had included generations of priests and were from 
families with connections to other people in charge. Legacy families. 
 
The elders had authority because in a traditional culture, like in a family, it was age 
before beauty, and those beautiful children should be seen but not heard, and the voices 
of the elders was respected and honored.  
 
And we should never forget that all of these chief priests were males, and the elders here 
were not the grandmothers, they were grandfathers, and the elders here were not 
matriarchs, they were patriarchs. 
 
There’s another passage in Matthew’s Gospel about the issue of authority. Matthew 
7:28-29 says that after Jesus had finished giving the Sermon on the Mount the crowd 
was astounded, “For he taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes.” 
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What this means is that the religious scribes taught by quoting respected teachers from 
the past and citing their words. The scribes based their teaching on what the revered 
experts of the past had said. When the scribes taught, they would say, “As Rabbi 
Gameliel said,” “As Rabbi Hillel said,” “as it says in the books of Moses.” 
 
But Jesus did not cite the traditional authorities. Jesus would say, “You have heard that 
Moses said, Thou shall not murder. But I say to you, Thou shall not hate.” 
 
The scribes ask, the high priests, the elders ask Jesus, in so many words: whom did you 
study with? Are you part of the chain of rabbinic authority? What are your credentials? 
Can we see your certificate? Where did you get your degree? 
 
Where does a carpenter’s son from Podunk, from the Galilee, get the idea that he could 
teach and act? 
 
By what authority did Jesus still the sea? The National Weather Service? 
By what authority did Jesus kneel down in the dirt and write something before the 
crowd who wanted to stone the woman caught in adultery? The American Bar 
Association? 
 
By what authority did Rosa Parks break the law on December 1, 1955 in Montgomery, 
Alabama? 
 
Let’s go back in time this morning, almost 62 years ago, to Montgomery, Alabama. 
 
and consider a story about two people who understood authority in different ways. One 
understood authority as a chain of command. The other understood that authority came 
from heaven. 
  
Rosa Louise McCauley Parks grew up outside Montgomery in the 19-teens and 1920’s.  
 
When she was a girl she walked to school  
and every day she saw the school bus drive by carrying the white children to school.  
There were buses for white children but not for black children in Alabama. 
 
After high school, Rosa got a job at a department store in downtown Montgomery as a 
seamstress.  
 
Rosa couldn’t work in the front of the store as a sales clerk; but she could sit in the back 
of the store at a Singer sewing machine at the Montgomery Fair department store—later 
bought by Dillard’s—and make alterations. She rode the city bus to and from work. 
 
Here were the rules for buses in Montgomery back then. Riders on the bus were 
segregated by race. There was a white section in the front and a black section in the 
back.  
The back of the store,  
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the back of the bus,  
the back of the line.  
 
But many white people in Montgomery had their own cars and few black people did, so 
there were far more black passengers than white.  
 
But the matter of front and back was relative. There was a movable sign that separated 
the white section from the black section. The sign began four rows back, but if the white 
section became filled the driver would stop the bus and move the sign backwards, to the 
fifth row or sixth or whatever was needed. And if a black person was then sitting in front 
of the sign, they would have to get up and move to the back. 
 
A black person could not even sit across the aisle from a white. All black passengers had 
to be int he back, behind the white passengers. It wouldn’t do for a white passenger to 
even have to see a black person. And once there were white persons in the front rows, 
any black passenger who entered the bus would pay their fare by dropping coins or 
tokens in the mechanical box next to the driver, and then turn right around, exit the bus, 
walk back outside, and re-enter the bus through the back door. 
 
On a rainy day in 1943—1943, twelve years before the Montgomery bus boycott—Rosa 
Parks got on the bus, paid her fare, but then had to exit and walk to the back door of the 
bus.  
 
But before she could get back on the bus, the driver, James Blake drove away, leaving 
Rosa stranded in the rain. The wheels on the bus went ‘round and ‘round//all through 
the town, but without Rosa Parks. 
 
That was the first time James Blake and Rosa Parks met each other. 
 
Later in 1943, James Blake was drafted into the Army. James Blake obeyed the authority 
of the draft board. James Blake fought in Europe in 1944 and 1945 and he obeyed orders 
because he was a man under authority and there was a chain of command. And after the 
war, because James Blake had obeyed authority, he was given his job back as a bus 
driver. And Rosa Parks was still a seamstress. 
 
James and Rosa met again on Thursday, December 1, 1955. 
 
Rosa Parks was already seated in the Colored Section of the bus after a long day at work 
when some white folks entered the bus and had to stand because the White Section was 
filled. 
 
James Blake stopped the bus, walked towards the back, took the “Colored Section” sign 
and moved it backwards and instructed the blacks now seated in the “White Section” to 
give up their seats. Three of the black folks on the fifth row moved back. 
Rosa Parks would not be//she would not be moved. 
 
As she later said: 
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  ”When that white driver stepped back toward us, when he waved his hand  
  and ordered us up and out of our seats, I felt a determination cover my  
  body like a quilt on a winter night. . . . People always say that I didn't give  
  up my seat because I was tired, but that isn't true. I was not tired   
  physically, or no more tired than I usually was at the end of a working day.  
  I was not old, although some people have an image of me as being old  
  then. I was forty-two. No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.” 
 
James Blake had this to say,  
 
  "I wasn't trying to do anything to that Parks woman except do my job. She  
  was in violation of the city codes, so what was I supposed to do? That dang 
  bus was full and she wouldn't move back. I had my orders." 
 
The good soldier had his orders.  
 
You know the rest of the story, don’t you?  
 
That Sunday night, 
the first day of the boycott on Monday, December 5, another rainy day. 
the meeting on the Monday night where a young preacher, 26 years old, was elected 
president of the boycott association, 
the 381 days when African Americans in Montgomery walked or hitched rides and got to 
work or play or the store by any means except for the city bus system. 
 
The bus system could not stay in business without African American patrons and after 
about a year the policy was changed and the movable sign connected to hooks by chains 
came down. 
 
Did you know that Rosa Parks lost her job at the department store? James Blake kept 
his. 
 
James Blake contends that that Parks woman disobeyed authority. Rosa Parks 
contends that she was following a different set of orders, which she described as a 
“determination” that “covered her body like a quilt.” There’s a story from the Old 
Testament where it says that the Spirit of the LORD covered Gideon like a suit of 
clothes. In the New Testament, in Philippians, Paul talks about clothing yourselves with 
virtue, and about donning the armor, not of the military, but of God. 
 
By what authority do we live and move and have our identity? What is our certificate, 
our credential? Do we speak and act because we got official approval? Seek ye first the 
kingdom of God and God’s approval of you. 
God calls us to respect authority. God calls us to finally, ultimately serve only a single 
master, the Lord of love and justice. 
 
It is complicated, this authority business. We can’t all be Appalachian anarchists like 
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me, because when something comes over me, it isn’t always the spirit of God. 
Sometimes my resistance to authority is sparked by a little devil in me. 
 
But there are times when we must be like Jesus, and act not as the scribes and the 
Gentiles and the Montgomery bus drivers and follow orders. Outside the Gospels there 
are other places where the idea of authority is talked about. 
 
1 Timothy 2:12 says, “But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the 
man, but to be in silence.” 
 
What would Jesus say about that? I think he would say, “You have heard the Apostle 
Paul say, ‘Women should not exercise authority over men,’ but I say to you that the 
greatest of you is the one who serves.” 
 
I am so crazy that I think that Jesus would also have said, “You have heard Moses say 
that it is an abomination for a man to lie with a man,” but I say to you it is an 
abomination to suppress the sincere expression of love in a world that needs now, more 
than ever, more love, not less.” 
 
By what authority do I do my job? By what authority do I parent or preach or live as a 
citizen? I have no authority unless I live under the authority of the Lord of love and 
justice. 
 
And though I can’t follow Paul’s orders from 1 Timothy, I pledge allegiance to what Paul 
said in Philippians 2. 
 
  Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others  
  as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests,  
  but to the interests of others. 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 the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found  
  in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of  
  death-- even death on a cross. 
 
  Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is  
  above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in  
  heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess 
  that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 
 
Let us pledge to bend our knees ever, and only, before that authority. 


