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     Who do you trust?  That question has been batted around this week as the country wrestles with the economic crisis.  I have heard comments like – well we were lied to about the Iraq war and told we had to do something immediately, and look what a mess that has been.  How can we believe those in Washington now who are telling us we have to do something because we are in crisis?  Or even if we believe we need to do something, which voice do we listen to.  The same question can be said regarding the campaign for president:  Who do you trust?  Both candidates present plans and programs that they believe will benefit the country.  How do we determine who is correct. 

     Another scenario is the question that we soon will be facing as a church.  The Pastoral Nominating Committee will in a few months present us with a candidate for pastor of this congregation.  By what standard will they make their decision?  Or to use the question from our text today – By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority? 

The religious teachers approached Jesus as he was teaching in the temple and wanted to check him out.  It is not clear if they really wanted to trust him or if they wanted to embarrass and ridicule him.  But Jesus responded by getting at the heart of the matter.  They wanted to challenge his authority as coming from heaven and accuse him of having only human authority.  But they didn’t have the courage to say that directly.  
     But let’s be honest here, that IS a good question.  One that we need to ask of our elders and deacons, as well as the next pastor who will serve this congregation.  What is the authority that is claimed as decisions are made and guidance given?  Is it of human origin or is it from heaven?   That is not an easy question to answer.  I struggle with that myself.  Do I put my trust in my experience as an interim pastor?  After all, I have done this a few times.  Or what does it mean to put my confidence in making decisions and offering suggestions that represent a spiritual source, a heavenly authority?  The same questions can be asked regarding your Session or the decisions the deacons make on your behalf.  So how would we have answered Jesus if he had asked us a similar question regarding the leaders who have taught us?  

     Our Philippians passage may help us here.  Verse 5 of chapter 2 says: Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus….   
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Please turn in your Bibles to Philippians 2:6-11.

What are some of the characteristics that were in Christ Jesus? 
           (vs 6-11) 
   humility

   servant attitude

   obedient

   focused on pleasing God, etc,

     It is essential that we be aware of the source of authority that are leaders are coming from.  If we are to be the Body of Christ we are to reflect the mind of Christ.  We need to know that our leaders are not simply building a human institution (although the church is that), but that they are instruments in a spiritual cause.  
     Oswald Sanders is quoted by Charles Olsen in Transforming Church Boards as differentiating between natural leadership and spiritual leadership.  Much of that reflects what we have just seen in the second chapter of Philippians. The contrasts he sets up helps us to sharpen our awareness of how we might begin to have the mind of Christ.  This, of course, assumes the reality of verse 13 which declares: for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.    

     Note then Sander’s contrasts of natural and spiritual leadership: 
     Natural Leadership                                    Spiritual Leadership
     Self-confident                                            Confident in God
     Knows people                                            Also knows God

     Makes own decisions                                 Seeks God’s will

     Ambitious                                                   Self-effacing

     Originates own methods                             Finds God’s methods

     Enjoys commanding others                         Delights to obey God

     Motivated by personal considerations        Motivated by love of God and

                                                                          People

     Independent                                                 God dependent
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     As I look at these two lists I see overlaps and further clarification needed, but the overall impact is that there is a distinct difference when we
acknowledge that we are not alone in building the Body of Christ.  Neither need we be alone in addressing political concerns.  We are to own that God is at work in us in all that we do.  
     God is not just concerned about the church, but is concerned about all who are created in God’s image.  How we make decisions regarding our brothers and sisters is of concern to God.  My daughter called this week and she was all upset.  She had given a minute for mission in her church regarding writing a letter to their congressmen and women on behalf of the poor.  We did that here last year I believe.  Anyway, she also went to the junior high meeting to invite them to write a letter as well.  One thirteen year old responded that her faith did not permit her to do that.  My daughter was speechless.  She could not imagine that it would be against anyone’s faith to write in support of the poor.  Her call to us was for help.     

    This is just one example of when we act are we doing so out of a natural authority or a spiritual authority.  Are we having the mind of Christ in us when we speak up for others?  We Presbyterians have long advocated a “World and Life View” i.e. that all of life is to be spiritual in dimension. Our authority, who we trust is to look heavenward.  This is not to suggest that we do not use human wisdom, knowledge and or institutions.  God has given them as well.  But all of what we need to examine needs to come under the microscope of God’s love for all humankind.

     The authority we trust is to be seen in the actions they take, whether they are in line with the Mind of Christ or whether they are seeking personal gain or power.  God’s continual call for us to love one another and God above all is a call to obedient servant hood.  Is it easy to determine what is of God or what is of self?  No!  It is a matter of consistent listening and self-examining.  Prayer is a dialogue – talking AND listening.  Listen for what God would say.  We need to spend time in God’s presence so we can recognize the difference between God’s will and our own. 

     In times of uncertainty and hearing many voices we need to ask the question: “By what authority (or power) are you doing these things?”  As we listen we grow in discerning the difference between the love of power and the power of love.              
