
CALVIN 06

AUTHORITY from within or
AUTHORITY from without
Who gave you this authority? Matthew 21:2

The readings for today are all about authority. The Old Testament reading
(Exodus 17:1-7) establishes the authority of Moses, whom orthodox Hebrews
call ‘the father of all prophets.’ The Hebrews rebelled against him (‘Why have
you brought us out of the land of Egypt?’ (Exodus 17:3), but God restores Moses'
authority by guiding him to water at Horeb which saves his people.

The New Testament reading in Matthew is quite explicit about authority. Jesus
has drawn the attention of the religious leaders, ‘the chief priests and the elders
of the nation’ (Matthew 21:23). He has aroused the enthusiasm of the people,
mainly because he reminds them of the prophets of old who often protected the
powerless and the weak and reprimanded the arrogant, the rich and the mighty.

More recently, John the Baptist had been their hero. But King Herod, whom the
people regarded as a lackey of the occupying Roman forces, had beheaded him.
They now pinned their hopes on Jesus, who, like the ancient prophets, such as
Elijah, Isaiah and Jeremiah, fearlessly spoke against corruption and gave them
hope of a better future.

The religious leaders were sensitive to popular opinion, but they also felt that
this opinion should be shielded from charlatans and impostors. Their own
authority would be at stake if just anybody could get up and proclaim to be
Israel’s saviour. Their leadership of a subjugated nation was precarious enough
as it was, without rogues fishing in their socially troubled waters.

Hence the question of authority. Who gave Jesus the right to speak and heal as
he did? Jesus counters their question with a question of his own: ‘Did John the
Baptist derive the authority for baptism from God or was it just a man-made
invention (Matthew 21:25)?’ The priests and the elders were now faced with a
dilemma. If they said ‘from God’, Jesus would scold their lack of belief in John
the Baptist and if they said that it was a mere human invention, the people would
accuse them of disrespect for one whom they regarded as an authentic prophet.

The chief priest and the elders therefore decline to answer and Jesus reciprocates
by not answering their question either, or at least not answering their question
directly. Yet the parable he tells subsequently makes it very clear what he thinks.
More than this he goes beyond the original question on authority as such and
addresses himself also to the effect of authority. Are the expectations of the
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authority met? Or more concretely, are God’s commandments obeyed? The
answers Jesus gives to these questions through the parable turn the tables around.
Instead of entrapping Jesus, the religious leaders entrap themselves as we shall
see later.

What does Jesus say and what does the parable mean? He says (Matthew
21:28-31): a man had two sons. He went to the first and said: ‘My boy, go and
work today in the vineyard.’ ‘I will, sir’, the boy replied; but he never went.
The father came to the second son and said the same. ‘I will not’, he replied, but
afterwards he changed his mind and went.

Jesus then asks the priests and the elders: ‘Which of these two did as his father
wished?’ ‘The second’, they answered (Matthew 21:31) but by saying so they
indirectly accused themselves of being like the first son ostensibly obeying, but
actually not doing what they were asked to do. How?

The implication of the parable is that God (the father in the story) is indeed the
source of Jesus’ authority. Yet God is more interested in performance than in
hollow promises. Jesus accuses his protractors of making hollow promises for
the sake of keeping the peace with the governing authorities who regarded John
the Baptist as a troublemaker and had him killed off. They are like the first son
who personifies hypocrisy. He promises to work in God’s vineyard while he
actually does not. In other words they are in the ‘does what I say rather than
what I do’ category of religious officials, or those who preach, but not perform.
They recognize God’s authority, but God is only façade. They do the opposite
of what God wants them to be and do recognize John the Baptist as in line with
authentic prophecy.

By hinting at a basic truth through a parable Jesus puts the problem of authority
in the larger context. The issue is not authority per se, he seems to say, but
whether or not that authority is adhered to or just used as a means for more
mundane motives. Jesus turns the tables around. Instead of defending himself
by elaborating his relationship with God as source of authority, he contrasts
their fraudulent use of religion with the genuine repentance of the despised.

The tax-gatherers and prostitutes (Matthew 21:31) are obviously at odds with
God’s intentions for living, he says, yet finish up meeting God’s request. They
repent, go to work in God’s vineyard and thereby enter the Kingdom of Heaven
ahead of hypocritical clerics. And Jesus insists on making his position on God’s
authority abundantly clear by observing that the despised tax-gatherers and
prostitutes were also the ones who believed in John the Baptist (in contrast with
the clerics who did not, Matthew 21:32) and therefore accepted God’s authority
and finished doing his will.

This is also Calvin’s position. In his commentary on the parable he accuses the
clerics of being ministers of God who only pretend to be godly, but are actually
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ungodly and impious, motivated by ‘ambition, pride, cruelty and avarice.’ They
‘falsely allege to be anxious about the order of the Church, as if they are its
faithful and honest guardians.’ They are like the first son, appearing to obey,
but are really ‘hunters after popular applause’ instead of being ‘disposed to good
for its own sake (Inst. III vii 2).’

By contrast the tax-collectors and the prostitutes, despised by the people, were
genuinely repentant and humble rather than spoiled by applause and therefore,
Calvin suggests, ranked above the priests and the elders, because ‘they do not
continue to the end in their vices, but on the contrary, submit gently and
obediently to the yoke they had fiercely rejected.’ The design of Christ, Calvin
adds, is to strip the clerics ‘of the honour of which they were unworthy, because
their ungodliness was worse than the lasciviousness of the harlots.’

From the social scientific point of view the parable contributes to communal
solidarity in two ways. It not only reinforces the prevailing values of that
community by disapproving of the vices of publicans and harlots, but also by
reabsorbing them in that community through their repentance. In other words
it rescues them from total rejection and marginalisation and thereby contributes
to the cohesion of that community. The parable restores the despised and the
marginal to legitimate position.

But there is more. Calvin distinguishes between the invisible church and the
visible one. The first one consists of the saints and the elect. The second one
harbours ‘a very large mixture of hypocrites, who have nothing of Christ but
the name and outward appearance: of ambitious, avaricious, envious,
evil-speaking men, some also of impure lives, who are tolerated for a time …
(Inst. IV i 7).’

From the sociological angle we may take this to mean that the church is both a
divine and a human institution. In so far as it is the latter, it is embedded in
social functions and psychological needs. Its functionaries respond to these
functions and needs and in doing so, allow religion to reinforce prevailing
structures of order. In this way religion reflects rather than redeems its
environment. The genius of biblical religion is its capacity to also reinforce the
non-priestly, prophetic and change-promoting side of religion. This is what
Jesus represented in the episode of Matthew 21:23-31.

The authority of both John the Baptist and Jesus was grounded in that prophetic
tradition allowing for a breakthrough of the encrusted priestly, conservative
pattern. The mutual critique of Jesus and the Hebrew priests was grounded in
the strands of both priestly and prophetic tradition. As Jesus was quite familiar
with the history of Hebrew prophecy, it is understandable that he assumed his
authority to rest on that very foundation.
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But there is more. Authority was vested in both traditionsis r. Yet the priests
assumed that it was particularly vested in the religious organisation, of necessity
protecting religious beliefs and ritual. Yet at least some of the prophets, for
instance Hosea, (6:6), diminished authority of religious practice as compared
with loyalty to Yahweh. The relevance of this distinction is rather significant.
Loyalty to denominational and religious boundaries rather than to content of
the beliefs being protected seems to be at the core of all so-called ‘religious
conflict’, whether in the Sudan, Indonesia, Northern Ireland or Afghanistan.
The confusion of means and ends seems to be closely linked to the bitterness of
these conflicts. It is rather sad that the more ephemeral/constantly reconciling
authority of religion/denomination is almost always weaker than loyalty to
boundaries that divide and separate.

The problem crops up again and again both in the Bible and in actual life. All
universal religions struggle with the greater accessibility and therefore
believability of the material as compared with the spiritual, the concrete as
compared with the abstract, or to use St Paul’s language, the ‘flesh’ compared
with the spirit, or to keep humans focused on their physical integrity rather
than on what lifts them beyond ego and self. Certainly a great deal of theological
writings and concern hinges on this conflict. The solution of the conflict is of
profound concern for the shape of society, culture and civilization. Even scientists
who describe themselves as religiously ‘unmusical’ (Max Weber) or as atheists
(such as Auguste Comte, Emile Durkheim, and Sigmund Freud) would agree
with this point of view.

Freud is a good example. Towards the end of his life Sigmund Freud wrote a
little book ‘Civilization and its Discontents’ in which he advances the idea that
civilization would have been impossible without restricting human instincts.
To him ego is a compromise between the Id (human instinct) and the Superego
(social conscience). Yet his belief in individual rationalism prevents Freud from
detecting that very process of reconciliation and compromise in all religions.

All surviving religions have focused their attention on the issue of transcending
man’s raw instinct for physical survival even now coursing in everyone’s blood.
One could put all this more strongly: there is not a single religion, whether
primitive or sophisticated, which has not invested its major efforts and energy
in widening the gap between the physical/spiritual, the material/immaterial, the
real/ideal, the concrete/abstract, the tangible /intangible or the corporeal/ethereal.
The most effective of these religions (particularly the universal ones) have always
been those who have managed to increase the authority of the first at the expense
of the second.

This is not just a matter of historical insight. As mentioned above, it is the essence
of the bitter, so called ‘religious conflicts’ in the Sudan, Northern Ireland,
Indonesia, India, Afghanistan. ‘Religion’ in those countries always refers to
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concrete, organizational boundaries around the beliefs and the values they
promote rather than the more intangible, spiritual elements the organization is
supposed to protect. Here too the authority of the visible seems to outweigh the
authority of the invisible.

Yet one’s eyes may be open to the effects and the quality of commitment to the
authority of the invisible rather than its intrinsic, narrow, truth content.
Sociologists stress the consequence of beliefs rather than their rational truth so
beloved by philosophers and theologians.

The last reading for the day is Philippians 2:1-13. Here there is not the slightest
doubt as to what is the all-embracing authority of both St Paul and the
community of Christians in Philippi. It is decidedly not an authority from within.
The core source of motivation is not physical survival or celebration of the self
and its instincts. By contrast it is a firm denial of anything that could even hint
of self-satisfaction, self-sufficiency or self-indulgence. St Paul more than hints
(Philippians 2:7) that in the same way Jesus emptied himself (‘made himself into
nothing’) so he himself and the Christian community should also maximize room
in one’s existence for God’s authority.

It is a celebration of authority from without. The Christians in Philippi had been
receptive to Paul’s message. They were Jews whom Paul had persuaded that
with Christ as their central authority their lives would not only become more
meaningful, but would also lift them above their mundane concerns. And this
included a capacity to even cope with martyrdom and death for their faith. Jesus’
death on the cross and Paul’s own imprisonment (the letter was written from
prison) were ever so many instances of what humans could endure under the
most trying of circumstances.

It would have been fascinating if there had been more clues about the status of
these first Christians on European soil. Were they well-to-do Jews who felt
alienated from a decaying society surrounding them? Had they found in St Paul
and the Christian fellowship formed as a result of his missionary enthusiasm an
exemplary communal alternative? Was St Paul’s charismatic leadership the
bridge to a saner and better blueprint of existence? And had their Christian
response to his call and radiant authority become the lodestar for other citizens
of Philippi? There are only a few clues in the story to provide a positive answer
to these hunches, apart from their relative wealth, their exemplary morality,
the existence of opponents and their suffering as a result. As an aside, that first
Christian community on European soil apparently consisted of more women
than men. St Paul also exhorts them to share the Holy Spirit and have a ‘common
care for unity (Philippians 2:1, 2).’

He also expects them to ‘humbly reckon others better than yourselves (verse
3)’, and to have these values ‘arise out of your life in Christ Jesus (verse 5)’ In
other words the authority for motivation and action rests not within, but without.
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St Paul stresses the authority from without even more in verse 12, when he says
that unfortunately he cannot physically be with them and that therefore they
have to rely exclusively on the heavenly source for their authority, unity and
motivation.

Calvin devotes nineteen pages of commentary to this section of St Paul’s letter
to the Philippians. He obviously regards it as important. He deals prominently
with the theme of humility always close to his heart. This theme in turn is linked
to the authority of Christ. Unless Christ is the cardinal point of reference, Calvin
says, the Philippians run the risk of disagreement thereby opening the door for
imposters; false prophets and Satan.

It is Christ’s emptying himself (Philippians 2:7) which fosters a similar spirit of
self-denial in his followers, thereby paving the way for communal harmony, as
‘everyone esteems himself less than others.’ And this in turn, Calvin says, is a
definition of true humility. In other words faith in authority from without (Christ)
has important, practical, consequences for the Christian unity in Philippi.

Still on Christ’s emptying himself, Calvin relates this act to the cross. ‘Paul speaks
to Christ simply; as he was God manifested in the flesh but nevertheless this
emptying is applicable exclusively to his humanity … he became obedient to
his Father, even so far as to endure death.’ In the same way ‘every one therefore
who humbles himself will in like manner be exalted (1 Timothy 3:16).’

To Calvin, Christ’s ‘whole life is as a mirror set before us.’ The purpose of a
mirror is to be ‘advantageous and profitable to others, so Christ did not seek or
receive anything for himself, but everything for us.’ That is also what Paul
expects of the Christian community in Philippi: to be consistently obedient
whether he is with them personally or far away in prison and not to be hypocrites
and chameleons who act differently according to other people’s expectations.

Yet that authority is not dictatorially imposed. It is gently and humbly suggested
and therefore all the more effective. ‘(Paul) knew how to exercise authority when
it was necessary, but at present he prefers to use entreaties, because he knew
that these would be better fitted to gain an entrance into their affections.’

Authority within or without? Our readings for today are quite explicit about
the answer. If the authority around which our private life, communal existence
or national identity is structured originates from within, it is conceived too
narrowly and is likely to hinder the very universal order it seeks. By contrast,
if it is both perceived, and more importantly, if it is believed to originate from
without, it advances that order as something still to be achieved and to be rescued
from the disorder (or sin) all around. Of course this is not a very colourful way
of interpreting our Bible passages.

It is much more satisfactory to let the Bible speak for itself and then our summary
goes as follows: God’s authority is founded on his eternal blueprint for man’s
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existence. It has both priestly (consolidating) as well as prophetic
(change-promoting) aspects. Jesus combined both aspects and lifted his followers
and disciples beyond the mundane level of self-sufficiency, local power and
organizational boundaries. Salvation is bound up with acceptance of God’s
authority particularly as it has been concretized in Jesus.

The first Christians on the European continent (in Philippi) were encouraged by
St Paul to fit in (obey) this pattern of Christian beliefs and values. They thereby
became the prototype and lodestar for Christian civilization as it spread all over
Europe in subsequent centuries. Their missionary success flows from their
infectious belief that, as Calvin puts it in his commentary on Philippians 2:13
‘… distrust in ourselves leads us to lean more confidently upon the mercy of
God.’ In other words, authority from within must make room for authority from
without if we are to live life to the full.

37

AUTHORITY from within or AUTHORITY from without




