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TRUTH B-P CHURCH 

Adult Sunday School 

 

LIFE OF CHRIST (II) 

 

LESSON SIX: HIS ENCOUNTER WITH THE CHIEF PRIESTS & ELDERS 

 

I. TEXT 

 

Matthew 21:23-31, "23 And when he was come into the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the 

people came unto him as he was teaching, and said, By what authority doest thou these things? and 

who gave thee this authority? 24 And Jesus answered and said unto them, I also will ask you one thing, 

which if ye tell me, I in like wise will tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 The baptism of 

John, whence was it? from heaven, or of men? And they reasoned with themselves, saying, If we shall 

say, From heaven; he will say unto us, Why did ye not then believe him? 26 But if we shall say, Of 

men; we fear the people; for all hold John as a prophet. 27 And they answered Jesus, and said, We 

cannot tell. And he said unto them, Neither tell I you by what authority I do these things. 28 But what 

think ye? A certain man had two sons; and he came to the first, and said, Son, go work to day in my 

vineyard. 29 He answered and said, I will not: but afterward he repented, and went. 30 And he came to 

the second, and said likewise. And he answered and said, I go, sir: and went not. 31 Whether of them 

twain did the will of his father? They say unto him, The first. Jesus saith unto them, Verily I say unto 

you, That the publicans and the harlots go into the kingdom of God before you. 32 For John came unto 

you in the way of righteousness, and ye believed him not: but the publicans and the harlots believed 

him: and ye, when ye had seen it, repented not afterward, that ye might believe him.” 

 

II. INTRODUCTION 

 

The Lord was teaching in the temple in Jerusalem. And as He was teaching, the chief priests and the 

elders of the people came to Him. Who are these chief priests? The chief priests held very high and 

important position in the temple. They were in charge of all administrative matters especially the 

governing of it. They were religious leaders with a lot of power and authority. 

 

As for the elders of the people, the term “elder” implied that they were older men among the Jews but 

had considerable power and authority over the life of the people. They made up the Sanhedrin council 

which consists of 70 elders and 1 high priest, altogether 71 members. 

 

All these chief priests and elders knew the law of God. They were supposed to lead God’s people to 

the right direction, towards God as His faithful people. But in reality, we see a different picture which 

the gospel accounts painted them as power hungry, and wicked and blood thirsty people. And by their 

words and actions, revealed their sin of unbelief. 

 

III. UNBELIEF ALWAYS QUESTIONS! (verses 23 to 24) 

 

Some people ask question not because they wanted to know the answer and the truth. They question 

with a heart of unbelief. They do not believe He is from God. And they decided to trap Him by 

questioning the source of His authority. 

 

In their mind, probably they were thinking that there were three possible answers. First, by the temple’s 

authority, second by God's authority or third by His own authority. Those who question Him knew 

that He has no temple authority at all to teach in the temple. Thus, by their questioning, they hope to 

discredit Him. 
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And if He replied that His authority came from God, they could straightaway demand Him to prove 

with a sign from heaven and if He could not, they will charge Him for blasphemy. And if He replied 

His authority came from Himself, when the people heard such an answer, they would probably turn 

away from Him. Anyone can easily say they came by their own authority. 

 

Is Christ therefore now trapped by them finally? Unbelief keeps questioning not because of the genuine 

need to seek for the answer. It was out of unbelief due to the hardened heart that keeps rejecting the 

truth. But, who can trap the all wise God? Instead of giving the direct answer to them, He answered 

them with a question that throw back the questions at themselves in order to reveal their sin of unbelief. 

 

This leads us to the next thing about unbelief. Unbelief not only questions, but also denies, even though 

the truth is glaringly displaying itself as one. 

 

IV. UNBELIEF ALWAYS DENIES! (verses 25 to 27) 

 

The Lord Jesus being the Son of God, is wiser than all them who question His authority. He replied 

them with a question: Is John's ministry from heaven or of men? If John's ministry was from heaven, 

then He is indeed God's Son. Many have heard how John the Baptist bore testimony of the Lord Jesus 

when He came to be baptized at River Jordan, saying "Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away 

the sin of the world … that this is the Son of God" (see John 1:29,34). 

 

The obvious question is easy to answer. But if the heart is filled with the sin of unbelief, the right 

answer will be denied. They even reason among themselves of the possible answers (see verses 25 and 

26). They knew that either answer they gave, they will be trapped. Any child found in the temple 

ground will know the answer to this question. And yet their answer is a blank because they say “We 

cannot tell.” Is not this answer a big lie? It was a total denial of who Jesus really is. And since they 

couldn’t answer such a simple question, the Lord was under no obligation to answer their question. 

They continued to keep their sin of unbelief. This leads us to the last point. 

 

V. UNBELIEF ALWAYS REMAIN BLIND TO THE TRUTH (verse 27) 

 

Jesus' answer reveals to us a serious judgment concerning unbelief. Unbelief always remain blind to 

the truth. Their sin of unbelief causes them to be blind and will always remain blind to the truth. How 

blind can they be? It is already shown when they came together to reason among themselves how to 

answer the Lord. 

 

Why didn't they believe? They should believe, isn't it? Is it not the truth that John the Baptist is 

preaching and teaching? There is no fault they can find in John the Baptist. He is definitely from 

heaven. But, why didn't they believe? There is no good reason why they should not believe. They just 

refuse to believe. They just want to deny it. This is blindness. 

 

And worse still, they dare to confess that they fear the people. What a thing to say! They fear the 

people, not God! These are men pleasers. These are power hungry, money grabbers, and they care 

more for their belly because if they become unpopular, they might lose their position. Their belly 

becomes their god. Why fear the people? For without them, they will have no job. But this is carnal 

thinking.  

 

When John the Baptist died, these religious leaders must have been so thankful to king Herod for 

getting rid of him by cutting his head off. With John the Baptist gone, he is no more a threat to them. 

Can you imagine what it would be like, should John the Baptist is still alive? The religious leaders will 

have their hands full having to deal with John the Baptist as well as Jesus of Nazareth, isn't it? 
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Truly these leaders are blind spiritually. How can they lead God's people when they are blind 

themselves? How to teach the truth when they themselves are blind to the truth? In the end, what 

answer did they give? “… They answered Jesus and said, We cannot tell.” What answer is this? Only 

blindness will make them give such a foolish answer. All because of the sin of unbelief. But the Lord 

was patient and gracious enough to give them a parable to rebuke them for their unbelief. 

 

VI. UNBELIEF PROVIDES NO ACCESS TO HEAVEN (verses 28 to 32) 

 

True belief will result in true repentance. But false belief will continue in unbelief and unrepentant life. 

The father called upon the two sons to work in his vineyard. The first son said that he will not obey. 

But he later repented, changed his mind and obeyed his father. However, the second son said he will 

obey his father, but he didn’t fulfill what he said in the end. 

 

The Lord gave the chief priests and the elders of the people one last question to make them answer 

which son actually did the will of his father. They all answered correctly that it was the first son because 

he repented and obeyed his father in the end. The Lord likened this first son as the publicans and harlots 

because they had believed and repented upon John’s teachings. These are the ones who will enter in 

the kingdom of God. But not the chief priests and the elders, because they did not repent upon hearing 

the faithful preaching of John the Baptist. For they had hardened their hearts against his teachings even 

though what he taught was the way of righteousness. 

 

In other words, they did not believe God’s Word. And therefore, they missed out the kingdom of 

heaven because of their unbelief. As long as unbelief is still in the heart, no one can enter into God’s 

kingdom. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

What about you? Are you harbouring this sin of unbelief? As we live in these last of the last days, we 

need to put God at His rightful place in our heart and life. Let us not come to Him having the sin of 

unbelief, but as children of the most high God, let us trust in Him to guide, protect, comfort, and lead 

us all the way to the end. Whatever distraction that comes and tries to seduce us to let go of our Father's 

hand, let us remember His word of truth and be strong in Him. May God help us to keep on believing 

in Him. Amen. 


