April 17th 2011  

A Different Type of King

Luke 19: 28-48
Jesus Comes to Jerusalem as King

 28 After Jesus had said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. 29 As he approached Bethphage and Bethany at the hill called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples, saying to them, 30 “Go to the village ahead of you, and as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. 31 If anyone asks you, ‘Why are you untying it?’ say, ‘The Lord needs it.’” 

 32 Those who were sent ahead went and found it just as he had told them. 33 As they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, “Why are you untying the colt?” 

 34 They replied, “The Lord needs it.” 

 35 They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt and put Jesus on it. 36 As he went along, people spread their cloaks on the road. 

 37 When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: 

 38 “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”[a] 

   “Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!” 

 39 Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, rebuke your disciples!” 

   40 “I tell you,” he replied, “if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” 

 41 As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it 42 and said, “If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes. 43 The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side. 44 They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls. They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God’s coming to you.” 

Jesus at the Temple

 45 When Jesus entered the temple courts, he began to drive out those who were selling. 46 “It is written,” he said to them, “‘My house will be a house of prayer’[b]; but you have made it ‘a den of robbers.’[c]” 

 47 Every day he was teaching at the temple. But the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the leaders among the people were trying to kill him. 48 Yet they could not find any way to do it, because all the people hung on his words. 

Sermon
Commuting, by train, to London is not the most exciting experience. However the last 3 years have become much more interesting. Enormous new buildings have suddenly appeared at Stratford. The largest one is a huge stadium supported by steel girders 3 times as high as our church tower.  It covers twice the area of the Bures rec. Apparently it has 32 blocks of spectators’ toilets. This massive structure is going to be the centre of the London Olympics in just over a year’s time. It will seat 10 times as many people as the Royal Albert Hall. 

Mind boggling as these figures are, compare them to what used to happen every year in Jerusalem 2,000 years ago. Now, Jerusalem is set in a natural amphitheatre. It has been described as looking like a candle in a bowl.   The whole area of this “bowl” is about 16 square miles. (Just imagine a huge circle the size of from here to Earls Colne, up to Sudbury then round the outside of Assington and back to here. That could contain 250 Olympic stadiums.) And once a year, for one week, over 2 million Jews would camp out in that vast area. They came to celebrate the Passover; that terrible night when the Angel of the Lord passed over – the first born of the Egyptians were all killed but the Israelite children were saved – the event that finally persuaded Pharoah to release the Israelites from slavery.

Amazing as it may seem (!), I have here a surviving copy of a newspaper from the 1st Century, “The Jerusalem Sun”, of April 17th AD 33. It tells of the strange happenings at that year’s Passover Feast. The front page headline is “Mysterious Messiah on Mule Moves Meaningfully towards Metropolis”. The article is written by its special Passover Correspondent, Abe Finkelstein. It reads like this:
“Phew, what a scorcher! Yesterday, in the fierce heat we saw surely the biggest Passover crowd ever. Camped as far as the eye could see were millions of our people; with tents dotted for miles among the olives and palms around our great city. The talk for weeks had been of the great Healer and Teacher from Nazareth – would he turn up to the feast?
Continued on page 5....
 (Page 3 is very revealing but we must turn over.) Ah, here we are: Page 5:

The morning started quietly enough; smoke rising gently from 100,000 fires as families prepared their morning meal. Rumours began to circulate about this mysterious miracle man – that he was staying just over the hill we call the Mount of Olives. There was also a rumour that he’d arranged to borrow a donkey for a day.

We soon discovered both rumours were true. Word went round and all eyes swung towards the Mount of Olives. There, in the distance, on top of the hill, slowly descending on the main road to Jerusalem was a donkey with a man on its back, surrounded by a small group of followers.

Suddenly, the atmosphere switched from being calm and quiet to being electrically charged. Was this the One we’ve been waiting for, for 400 years? Was this the man, the new King David, who has come to rescue his people – this time from the dreaded Romans? Soon an exited crowd lined the road from the Mount of Olives right up to the city gate. They started singing and shouting. Tearing at the palms they ripped branches down until they formed a thick, soft mat. It ran the whole length of the road. Some even threw down their cloaks. 
I ran too but couldn’t get near Jesus. The crowds were 10 deep on both sides. As I stood watching, three Pharisees brushed past me. Harassed and angry they shoved their way through the crowd. They shouted at Jesus, “Hey, tell these people to stop shouting. This is outrageous. You’ll upset the Romans”. “You must be joking,” came the reply. “If they don’t shout, even the stones will cry out!”

The donkey continued, plodding along at his own steady speed. As he walked I kept pace about 20 yards away. The scene reminded me of that old scripture I remember learning as a child; from the prophet Zechariah, “See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey.”

Gradually, though, as we moved on, the mood of the crowd changed. Approaching Jerusalem they were shouting “Hosannah” which means, “Save us now”. They were expecting Jesus to take on the Romans and set us Jews free. I took a long look at him. Tears were falling down his face. His whole body was convulsed with grief. None of us understood it. With the numbers supporting him we could have given the Romans a bloody nose. This was our chance to do it. And surely, when he entered the city gate he would turn RIGHT to confront the Romans in their garrison. What a great opportunity. 
The donkey plodded on. Up to the gate, through the gate and then….he turned LEFT! That can’t be correct. Had his satnav sent him the wrong way? Whatever the reason, he kept going left, towards the Temple. Some of the crowd drifted away, disappointed that he wasn’t going to face down the Romans. 
Meanwhile, we all knew what would be happening in the Temple – the usual cacophony of noise as the tricksters, the con men, the cheats sold their dodgy wares. I glanced at Jesus as he got off his donkey. The tears were gone. Now determination was etched on his face.  Through the open door he strode and then.... fury. Upending the traders’ tables with all their goods, he shouted at them all to get out.  “This place is a house of prayer but you have made it a den of thieves!” Overpriced items and coins rolled across the floor. He exuded authority and they recognised it. They knew it was time for them to go; and they ran. Then gradually all became quiet. 

What a morning! This strange, powerful miracle man is certainly a mystery to us all. Maybe we shall discover more in the next couple of days. Time will tell”. 

This is where the article ends.

Imagine, if you can, a time about two years later. The scene is a doctor’s surgery in Jerusalem. A patient has just entered the room.
 “Ah, Mr Finkelstein. Come in and sit down. My name is Dr. Luke. Are you, by any chance, Abe Finkelstein, who used to be a special correspondent on the Jerusalem Sun?”

“Yes, I am. I was unexpectedly posted abroad to a distant, rather backward, town at the edge of the Roman Empire, called Londinium. I’ve just returned. But while I was out there I picked up this disease which I can’t shake off.” 

“Before I diagnose your illness….” replied the doctor. “You wrote a very good article just before you left – about Jesus and his entry into Jerusalem. Not quite my style of prose, of course, but very accurate. In fact, I‘ve kept it. Here it is. When I retire, I aim to write a description of his life because I’m a follower of his”.

“Well, Doctor, you must be a very disappointed man. Because a few days after I wrote that article I gather he was crucified”.

“I know that, Abe. But, strange as it may seem, his crucifixion was the greatest thing that ever happened. Let me try and explain some of the things you left hanging in that article before you left. 
“There was no doubt that everyone was expecting Jesus to be a great king. No surprises there because of all the miracles, the brilliant teaching and the confounding of those clever Pharisees.  But he’s different from the kings we see on Earth.  One big clue was what he rode on that day. He didn’t choose a fine, large horse. An aggressive military king would have done that. But he rode a donkey, a creature of peace and humility. You mentioned your surprise when he didn’t confront the Romans. But he’s different. His purpose was to sort out the morals and motives of his own people. That’s why he was so distraught when he neared the gates. He saw from their aggression that the crowd had completely missed the point of his coming. That and the scandalous behaviour in the Temple made him so upset”.
“But, Dr Luke”, interrupted Abe, “You talk about him in the present tense, as if he’s still alive. But he was crucified 2 years ago. He’s dead and his body is lying in a tomb somewhere”.

“Now, that’s where you’re wrong.  Many people saw him after his death. You may want to make that your next assignment, now you’re back with the Jerusalem Sun – talk to these people and examine the facts. I did and I’m a cynical doctor. They made sense to me and now I’m a convinced believer. 
“Oh, by the way, here are some pills for that disease of yours”. Abe thanked him and left.
On what we call Palm Sunday Jesus showed 3 characteristics that mark him out as a different type of king from any, before or since.

First of all there was his extreme courage. Many of us have seen the film, “The King’s Speech”. King George VI was forced to take the throne. He grappled with his speech impediment as he had to stand in front of audience after audience. Later, in the War, he risked his life, walking in London with his wife after the bombs had dropped. That was courageous.
As Jesus began his journey on that donkey he knew that, for a short time, he would be the crowd’s hero; until he disappointed them. Just a few days later that hero worship turned into baying for his blood and crucifixion. And he finished up alone, deserted and his body screaming in pain. He set out knowing all that. That’s extreme courage. 
Secondly there was his cleansing power. When I travel to the States I often find myself wide awake at 2 in the morning because of jetlag. I need something mindless to watch on the telly. That sometimes means I finish up watching professional wrestling. Those wrestlers are tremendous showmen. Sometimes you find 4 of them in the same ring and one, who is fresher and seemingly angrier than the others throws all the rest out. The commentator shouts out, “He’s clearing house!” That day in Jerusalem Jesus “cleared house”. You say, “That’s not very loving  . That’s very violent”. But Jesus cared deeply about the Temple. It was his Father’s house and should be treated with respect. He deals with us in the same way. Each one of us has our Temple – a combination of our body, our mind and our heart. If we commit ourselves to him Jesus asks to come in and “clear house”. Have you had that experience? Everyone who calls themselves a Christian should have known it. He points out things that need to be banned from our temple – such as anger, jealousy, drunkenness, immorality, laziness, selfishness. If we are willing to let them go Jesus doesn’t leave us empty. Into that house, that temple of ours, he will plant tiny fruit trees that are beautiful and sweet-smelling. Their names are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. If we nurture them they will steadily grow.

One touching sideline to this incident – in those days anyone who had any deformity was not allowed into the Temple. When Jesus threw out the dodgy dealers he found some blind and lame people in there. The Temple law commanded that they should be thrown out too. But Jesus had a simple solution for that – he healed them so they could stay.
So, from this Palm Sunday story we see his extreme courage and his cleansing power. The third characteristic is his lack of conceit, his humility. There is a famous photo taken in 1917. It shows General Allenby at the head of his army, seated on a fine white horse, about to enter Jerusalem and rescue it from the Turks. Immediately after this picture was taken he suddenly stopped. He was a Christian and he’d remembered how his master had entered Jerusalem humbly on a donkey. The general jumped off his horse and walked the rest of the way into the city. 

Next year, at the Olympics, there will no doubt be great feats performed, world records broken, gold medals awarded. Rulers will come from many countries. But can any one of them hold a candle to that man on a donkey 2,000 years ago? Can anyone match his courage and his humility? He’s the only one who deserves our praise. He’s the only one deserves our worship. He’s the only one we can go to for cleansing, for forgiveness and for healing. He calls us his friends. He is also a king. But from that walk into Jerusalem we see he’s a very different type of king.    
ME
