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Children’s Talk: Will You Choose to Listen to the Lord? 
- I want to show you something interesting about how the Lord made you. 

- He gave you freedom. 
- You get to decide what you do and what you don’t do. 

- Let’s say that I wanted to get you to raise your hand but you didn’t want to. 
- I could ask you nicely and you could choose not to. 
- I could offer you something nice if you raise your hand but you still could choose note to. 
- I could threaten to punish you if you don’t and it might be really hard to not do it, but you 

would still have the choice. 
- People might sometimes want to take away your freedom or take away your choices but the 

Lord wants you to have the freedom to make your own decisions. 

- I remember a silly example of this from when I was growing up. 
- I have two older brothers - one two years older than me and one four years older than 

me. 
- And one of the things we would do was we would go down to the basement where there 

was a big squishy gymnastics mat and we would wrestle on there.  
- My older brothers would sometimes pin me down. 

- In real wrestling there are rules about what counts as being pinned. 
- But I would never admit to being pinned down. 

- They would have my arms and legs pinned down but I would still say, “But my 
nose isn’t pinned!” 

- And then they would pin my nose and I would say, “But my ear isn’t pinned!” 
- And so on. 

- There are lots of ways that people can try to get us to do things—rewards and punishments 
and convincing and social pressure—but the Lord still gives us our own choice. 

- And this means that you get to choose whether to do what the Lord says or not. 
- Isn’t that interesting that the Lord is the God of the Universe and has all power but He 

has chosen to still let you make your own decisions. 

- When the Lord was on earth, there were various religious leaders. 
- And those religious leaders liked to be in charge and liked to tell other people what to do. 
- A lot of them were selfish and did lots of telling other people what they could and couldn’t 

do and trying to control people.  
- They were powerful so people did listen to them but they didn’t always want to listen to 

them. 
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- And then along came a man named Jesus. 
- Jesus wasn’t in any important position. 
- He wasn’t doing anything to force people to listen to Him. 
- He was just trying to serve and help people. 

- Thousands of people came to hear what He had to say. 
- And people could tell that the way He spoke to them was different. 

- Here’s just one example: 
- Mark 1:21-22 (NKJV) 

- 21 Then they went into Capernaum, and immediately on the Sabbath He 
entered the synagogue and taught. 22 And they were astonished at His 
teaching, for He taught them as one having authority, and not as the 
scribes. 

- Jesus was in no position of authority or of being in charge but people could tell from what He 
was saying and how He was saying it that He had real power. 

- And so people chose to listen to Him and chose to follow Him and do what He was 
teaching. 

- Right now you guys are all kids and so your parents do a lot of deciding things for you but, as 
you get older, you will gradually make more and more decisions for yourselves. 

- One of the most important decisions you will make—over and over again—is whether you 
choose to listen to the Lord and follow Him or not. 

- The Lord will never force you to listen to Him or to do what He says—He loves you too 
much to do that. 

- But I hope that you will choose to listen to Him and that, like the people in the story, you 
will see that the way the Lord speaks is different from everyone else and it’s really 
important to hear. 

- Amen. 
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Legitimate Authority 
A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 

3 April 2022 

Intro 
- We’re going to talk today about authority. 
- Authority—it’s a word with a whole range of meanings in a bunch of different contexts but I’m 

interested in how you react to that word. 
- Does authority feel like a good thing to you?  

- Or does it feel like something that is more often harmful than good? 
- Do you find yourself relieved when there’s someone in a position of authority?  

- Or do you find yourself suspicious and resistant to all forms of authority? 

- How about yourself? 
- Do you think of yourself as someone who has authority? 
- Do you want authority or to be an authority in some area of life? 

- Or do you find yourself really uncomfortable whenever you feel like you are being 
put in any kind of position of authority? 

- When we talk about authority, more often than not, we’re talking about an abuse of power or 
someone in a position of authority doing something that they shouldn’t. 

- And it’s really important to talk about those things and see the problems there. 
- But today I want us to reflect on legitimate authority. 

- What does good authority look like? 
- And what does that mean for us when we are interacting with people in positions 

of authority and what does it mean for us when we are in positions of authority? 

My First Boss 
- We’ll get into some teachings in just a minute but, before we do, I want to get into this topic by 

thinking about bosses. 
- Who was your first boss? 
- Were they a good boss or a not so good boss? 

- What was it that they did or did not do that made them a good or not so good 
boss? 

- My first real boss was my uncle. 
- Just before I turned sixteen my family moved from South Africa back to the States. 
- In the States the summer holidays are long enough that teenagers can get summer jobs to 

earn some extra money. 
- With my two older brothers I got jobs working for my uncle’s construction company. 
- One of the things that made my uncle a good boss was that he was very patient at explaining 

how to do the jobs that needed to be done and how to do them properly. 
- He didn’t micromanage us. 

- He would tell us what we needed to work on that day. 
- He would work alongside us some of the time when he wasn’t managing other parts of 

the jobs. 
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- And he would check in periodically to see how things were going. 
- He worked hard and he expected us to work hard. 

- And I wanted to work hard for him because I didn’t want to disappoint him. 
- And sometimes I needed his input to see that I actually could work harder than I was. 

- If you’re spending the day painting and listening to some good music as you do, it’s easy 
to lose a sense of urgency. 

- I would be getting the job done but not particularly quickly and so there were a few times 
when my uncle would need to quietly tell me that I needed to work a little faster. 

- And then I would realise that I could work faster. 
- Anyway, I’m very grateful that my uncle was my first boss and that he was a good one. 

The Lord’s Authority 
- Now let’s get to some teachings about authority. 
- The starting point for all legitimate authority is the Lord Jesus Christ. 
- After He rose on Easter He said to His disciples, “All authority has been given to Me in 

heaven and on earth” (Matthew 28:18). 
- As we read in the Children’s Talk, people could feel that He was someone speaking with a 

different kind of authority than they had ever heard before. 
- And the things that He did also demonstrated His power. 

- For example, one time after He cast out a demon, we read, 
- Luke 4:36 (NKJV) 

- Then they were all amazed and spoke among themselves, saying, “What a word 
this is! For with authority and power He commands the unclean spirits, and they 
come out.” 

- But the Lord didn’t just keep that authority to Himself: He also gave it to others. 
- Luke 9:1-2 (NKJV)  

- 1 Then He called His twelve disciples together and gave them power and 
authority over all demons, and to cure diseases. 2 He sent them to preach the 
kingdom of God and to heal the sick. 

- The disciples received a special kind of power and authority from the Lord but actually we all 
are the Lord’s servants and He gives each of us some amount of authority. 

- He said something along these lines when He was talking about His second coming and the 
ending of the age and people needing to be ready. 

- Mark 13:34 (NKJV) 
- 34 It is like a man going to a far country, who left his house and gave authority to 

his servants, and to each his work, and commanded the doorkeeper to watch. 

- Living in this natural world it can feel sometimes like the Lord is in some far country. 
- We are His servants and are meant to be trying to figure out how to do the right thing. 

- He’s given each of us some authority and our work to do. 
- And, if we do our job well, we may be given more responsibility and more authority. 

- There’s another parable that the Lord tells where a servant does a good job of 
investing the money that his master gave him and so his master says, “Well done, 
good servant; because you were faithful in a very little, have authority over ten 
cities” (Luke 19:17). 
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Joseph’s Authority 
- This makes me think of Joseph who did a good job wherever he went and so was given more 

and more freedom, responsibility, and authority. 
- This is what happens when he’s first a slave in Egypt. 

- Genesis 39:3-6 (NKJV) 
- 3 And [Joseph’s] master saw that the LORD was with him and that the LORD made 

all he did to prosper in his hand. 4 So Joseph found favour in his sight, and served 
him. Then he made him overseer of his house, and all that he had he put under 
his authority. 5 So it was, from the time that he had made him overseer of his 
house and all that he had, that the LORD blessed the Egyptian’s house for 
Joseph’s sake; and the blessing of the LORD was on all that he had in the house 
and in the field. 6 Thus he left all that he had in Joseph’s hand, and he did not 
know what he had except for the bread which he ate. 

- Joseph was gradually given more and more authority and responsibility and with good 
reason. 

- He could have chosen to not follow the Lord, to not work hard, to be resentful and bitter 
for being made a slave but instead he chose to work hard to serve. 

- And so he was given more authority and responsibility till eventually his master, Potiphar, 
had trusted him with everything. 

- We could say that the authority Joseph had been given to run Potiphar’s household was 
legitimate authority. 

- He had shown himself to be worthy of a position of responsibility. 

- And it happens again later in the story when Joseph was literally in prison but was given the 
authority to look after the other prisoners (Genesis 39:22-23). 

- And when Joseph was eventually given authority over the whole land of Egypt (Genesis 
41:39-44). 

- Pharaoh says to Joseph, 
- Genesis 41:39-40 (NKJV)  

- 39 “Inasmuch as God has shown you all this, there is no one as discerning and 
wise as you. 40 You shall be over my house, and all my people shall be ruled 
according to your word; only in regard to the throne will I be greater than you.” 

- Joseph’s authority was legitimate authority; he had shown himself to be worthy of even that 
high level of authority and responsibility, through his hard work and his commitment to 
following the Lord. 

- One of the things that’s great about the Joseph story is that you can see that Joseph did his 
part but it’s also very clearly stated that it was the Lord who was making things go well—
“[T]he Lord made all he did to prosper in his hand.” 

- The authority that Joseph was given was ultimately because of what the Lord was giving 
Joseph and that’s true of all legitimate authority. 
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Legitimate Authority is Connected to Use 
- Another aspect of legitimate authority is that it is connected with use. 

- The reason Joseph was given authority over all the people of Egypt was so that he could 
serve all of the people of Egypt. 

- When Joseph was in charge of Potiphar’s household, that household flourished. 
- When Joseph was in charge of the prison, the prisoners were well looked after. 
- And when Joseph was in charge of Egypt and gathering grain during the seven years of 

plenty, he did the job properly and that meant that when the seven years of famine came, 
thousands, if not millions of people from Egypt and the surrounding area didn’t starve to death 
like they would have if Joseph hadn’t been in the position to provide for them. 

- Along these lines, we’re going to read a passage about the status and honour that’s 
associated with the priesthood. 

- The passage starts by talking about the priesthood specifically and then makes a 
broader statement about the honour that’s connected with any position of authority. 

- New Jerusalem §317 
- Priests should be given status and honour because of the sacred functions they perform; 

but if they are wise, they ascribe the honour not to themselves but to the Lord, who is the 
source of what is sacred. If they are not wise, they ascribe the honour to themselves—
and take it away from the Lord. ….   

None of the honour that goes with any function belongs to the individual performing it. 
Rather, it is appended to the individual in accord with the importance of the function 
being performed; and anything that is appended does not belong to the individual and is 
taken away from her or him when the position passes to another. The only honour that 
remains ours is honour we receive for our wisdom and fear of the Lord. 

- The only reason priests or pastors should have any kind of position of respect in society is 
because of the use that they perform. 

- This is true of politicians too. 
- And successful businessmen. 
- And even parents. 

- Parents perform a very important use and so, one of the 10 Commandments is to 
“honour your father and your mother….”  

- But that honour is not because of the individuals but because of the use that 
those individual mothers and fathers are performing. 

- Authority and everything that goes with it—status, honour, influence, respect—all of those 
things are for the sake of the use that the person in that position is meant to be serving. 

- Legitimate authority is always inextricably connected with use. 

7



We Can Choose Hellish Authority 
- Unfortunately, plenty of people think the exact opposite of this principle—they think that the 

status and power and benefits of a position that they find themselves in belong to them. 
- New Jerusalem §324 

- There are monarchs with absolute power, who regard their subjects as slaves, so much 
so that they as monarchs have a right to their subjects' possessions and even lives. If 
they exercise this right, they are not monarchs but tyrants. 

- The evil spirits are working hard to try to convince us that the authority of the positions we find 
ourselves in and the good things that come with them belong to us. 

- When the devil tempted Jesus in the wilderness, here’s part of what the devil said, 
- Luke 4:5-8 (NKJV) 

- 5 Then the devil, taking Him up on a high mountain, showed Him all the 
kingdoms of the world in a moment of time. 6 And the devil said to Him, “All 
this authority I will give You, and their glory; for this has been delivered to me, 
and I give it to whomever I wish. 7 Therefore, if You will worship before me, all 
will be Yours.” 
8 And Jesus answered and said to him, “Get behind Me, Satan! For it is 
written, ‘You shall worship the LORD your God, and Him only you shall 
serve.’ ” 

- There are hellish ways of getting power. 
- Violence, coercion, manipulation, bribery, lying—the list is endless. 
- And the hells promise us that we will have lots of good benefits if we just worship the 

devil of our own selfish desires. 
- But that kind of authority is illegitimate authority. 

- The Lord is the only source of legitimate authority and so we need to focus on 
worshipping Him and serving only Him. 

- And the more we shun a selfish desire to control people, the more we will open 
ourselves up to a good love of being of service to others. 

- The teachings of the New Church make a thought-provoking and sobering comment about 
the work to fight against the selfish desire to control other people. 

- Divine Providence §146 
- The hardest [spiritual] battle of all... is with the love of being in control from a love 

of self. A person who overcomes this love, easily overcomes all other evil loves, 
because this is the head of them all. 

Practical Applications 
- Now that we’ve got a rough framework for what makes for legitimate and illegitimate authority, 

let’s talk about some practical applications of these principles. 

Authority Can Be Useful 
- The first very basic application is simply to acknowledge that people being in positions of 

authority can be useful. 
- It was good that my uncle was in the position of being my boss. 
- He helped me be more useful in many different ways, including telling me to work faster. 
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- And if it’s true that it can be useful for other people to be in positions of authority, then it must 
be true that it can be useful for you to be in a position of authority. 

- Some people are very uncomfortable being in a position of authority or in a position to 
tell anyone else what to do. 

- If you’re one of those people, think about the use. 
- What are the useful things that need to get done? 
- Can you help make those things happen? 

- That’s the point. 
- Stay focussed on that use and if people want to listen to you and have you play a 

role in helping figure out what happens, don’t shy away from it. 

We Can Take Challenges to “Our” Authority Less Personally 
- Another way that these ideas can help us is they can help us to take criticism a bit less 

personally. 
- Because it likely won’t be very long after you’re in a position of authority that someone will 

question your authority or criticise how you’re doing things. 
- It’s easy to take that personally and feel hurt. 

- One way to engage with that criticism in a more productive way is to focus on the use. 
- The person’s feedback might be accurate or it might not be but they’re probably giving it 

because they care about the use that you’re trying to serve. 
- You can try to focus the conversation on how you can work together to figure out how 

best to serve that use. 
- There will still be difficult conversations and struggles to navigate because people can have 

very different ideas about how best to serve a particular use, but focussing on the use can 
help keep the conversation in more productive territory. 

Look to the Lord for Authority 
- Another practical application of these teachings is to look to the Lord as the real authority in 

any situation. 
- It’s a good idea for parents of teenagers to go to the Lord’s Word together in discussions 

about moral issues. 
- In that way the child and the parent are looking to the Lord as the authority together. 

- Married couples can also do this when they are in conflict. 
- Look to the Lord as the only real authority in their relationship. 

- It’s easy for this to go sideways. 
- It’s very easy to slide into trying to use what the Lord teaches as ammunition in your fight 

against another person. 
- Something along the lines of “See! The Lord says that I’m right and you’re 

wrong!” 
- We need to be very careful of getting into that. 
- But genuine humility before the Lord as the only real authority can go a long way to changing 

the dynamics in a conflict. 
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The Goal is to Empower Other People 
- One last application of these principles is that the goal of any position of authority should be 

to empower other people. 
- There are personal and professional contexts in which we do have to set boundaries about 

what behaviour is OK and is not OK, including even sometimes involving imposing penalties 
for people not doing the right thing—whether that’s our children or people who work for us. 

- But the ultimate goal is to be empowering other people to serve. 

- One of the hard things about working to empower other people is they are not going to 
understand things the same way as we are and they’re not going to do things exactly the 
same way as we might. 

- In some cases that matters and we have a role to play in helping them to understand the 
situation differently and seeing a better way of doing things. 

- And in other cases we need to just let them figure it out and do it their own way. 

- I was once talking to someone about these sorts of ideas and this is what they said about 
their experience: 

- “A huge step for me was realising that my need for things to be done in the best way 
possible is less important than other people’s need to not be criticised and 
micromanaged. I was able to let go of a lot of angst once I started thinking about things 
that way.”  

Conclusion 
- All legitimate authority comes from the Lord. 
- The Lord is the one who gives us our authority and if He is willing to share His authority and 

power with us, then we should follow His example. 
- Matthew 20:26-28 (NKJV) 

- [Jesus said,] “26 [W]hoever desires to become great among you, let him be your 
servant. 27 And whoever desires to be first among you, let him be your slave—28 
just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His 
life a ransom for many.” 

- I pray that each of us may be willing at times to take on authority and to let go of authority in 
order to best serve other people and our loving God. 

- Amen. 
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