Philippians 2: 1-13 and Matthew 21: 23-32
I want you to think of someone you regard as showing great humility.  And then I want you to think of someone who has great authority.  I wonder how many of you thought about 2 quite different people or just one?  Our readings today tell us something about Jesus, who combined both humility and authority.
First we heard from Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  He’s writing to them from prison and he’s writing with obvious affection, to encourage them because they too are having a hard time.  Paul urges them to be united in love and fellowship with each other and to remember they are united with Christ.  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves” he says.  Paul has come across people who preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, trying to undermine what Paul has been doing.  They want to be seen as successful or popular.  We can all have mixed motives – doing things to make us look good rather than for the love of God.  
Paul tells his readers: “if you want someone to model yourself on, you’ve only got to look at Jesus”.  Despite who he was – the divine Son of God – he didn’t use this to gain prestige or favour.  There was no selfish ambition in the way he lived.  There is an account in the Gospels of Jesus being tempted to make a name for himself, to show his power, to throw himself off the Temple.  But he didn’t fall to that temptation.  Jesus knew who he was, but he didn’t exploit the fact that he was divine.  Instead he showed us what a human life, lived in complete obedience to God, could look like.  Paul is telling his readers: be to one another, as Jesus was.  Behave with the humility that he displayed.  
Jesus came down to earth, taking the nature of a servant – one who wasn’t too proud to wash his disciples’ feet, and died the death reserved for slaves.  And yet God raised him to life and he ascended to heaven, his rightful place.  As Jesus prepared to leave his disciples to return to God he said to them “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” and then asked his followers to go out and tell the world about him.  They didn’t go out with their own authority or in their own strength, but with the authority and strength that Jesus gave them. 
The people in the crowds that heard Jesus teaching said to one another “he’s so different to our religious teachers, he teaches with real authority, even though he seems to be just an ordinary carpenter from Galilee.”  He seemed to know God so well that he could explain the Old Testament laws and interpret them in a new way.  He not only taught about how God wants us to live, but he lived it too.  But this brought him into conflict with the Chief Priests and Elders who found Jesus very annoying because he was a direct challenge to their authority.   Matthew records the episode we heard in our second reading. They see Jesus healing people and teaching, right under their noses in the Temple, and the people lapping it up.  You can imagine the indignation in their voices as they approach him and say “By what authority are you doing these things?  And who gave you this authority?”   
Jesus doesn’t give them a straight answer, but asks them a question in return.  Asking a counter-question was often a way that rabbis used to make people think and work things out for themselves, so Jesus wasn’t just being awkward.  But the question Jesus asks, puts them in a quandary.  He asks them what their opinion is about John the Baptist.  Was John being led by God in his preaching and baptizing or not?  The Chief Priests and Elders had not acknowledged John as being a prophet from God, but they don’t now want to admit it and so they say “We don’t know”.  John had baptized people as a sign of repentance and then told them not to follow him, but that man you see over there . . . and he had pointed to Jesus.
So Jesus says “Well, …. I’m not going to tell you by what authority I’m doing these things.”  They need to work it out for themselves.  No-one can make up their mind for them.  Just as no-one can make up our minds for us.  We all come to a point where we have to made a decision about who Jesus is and what the implications of that are going to be for us.  It’s been a joy to see so many people being baptized here because they have acknowledged Jesus to be Lord of their lives and decided to follow him.  
Jesus goes on to tell the elders a parable about a father with 2 sons.  He asks the sons to go and work in his vineyard.  One refuses, but later changes his mind and goes; the other says he will, but doesn’t.  It’s not about what they say, but about what they do, that’s important.  Only one of the sons actually did what the father wanted, and the religious leaders get that.  Jesus is pointedly saying to them “There’s still time for you to change your mind.”  Even the prostitutes and tax collectors are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you, he says.  That was probably doubly annoying for them because they didn’t want to associate with such people.  Perhaps their pride prevented them from believing.
For those of us who have been Christians for some time the parable should make us stop and think too.  We say we are following Jesus, but are we?  Are we bearing fruit, or have we become complacent?  Are we living under the authority of Jesus?  
In some churches who go in for processions, as the choir and officiants come in, one of the servers holds up the Gospel book, a large volume which contains all the set readings throughout the year.  They hold it up to symbolize the importance given to the word of God.  In the Communion service we stand to hear the Gospel reading because it contains the words of Jesus.  The Bible is not just any old book.  As someone said to me recently “it’s powerful stuff”.  Many of the Psalms speak of God’s word and God’s law as being as precious as gold or silver.   
When we say the Lord’s Prayer we add at the end “The kingdom, the power and the glory are yours.”   Yours meaning God the Father, whom we are addressing, but also applying to the Trinity, the threesomeness of God: Father, Son and Spirit.  We’re acknowledging God’s authority over us.  The kingdom, the power and the glory are yours - that should keep us in our place!   
Let’s end on a note of encouragement.  If St Paul was writing to us, perhaps he would say something similar to his letter to the Philippians “Keep doing what you are doing, but love one another even more, love Jesus even more, and keep him at the centre of all you do.  Remember you are here because of him.  It’s so easy to be distracted by other things.  But as we will sing later, “It’s all about you, Jesus”.  
