In the Name of the Lord!

Psalm 24, Matthew 21:1-17 September 17, 2000

“Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!
Hosanna in the highest!” Thus sang the children and the crowds, and the chief priests and scribes
could not stand it. While Jesus was entering Jerusalem, and the crowds were praising him as
king, the shadow of the cross fell across his path. While most of the crowd spread their garments
on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road, Jesus was on the
way to his death. While the whole city was stirred by his arrival, his arrival was for Jesus the
beginning of the end of his life on this earth.

Praise and contempt, seeing and not seeing, honor and humility, life and death: these are
telling us two things at the same time. On the one hand, Jesus is the King, heir to the throne of
King David, the one sent from God to establish the kingdom of God. His entry into Jerusalem
points to his Easter victory of life over death. On the other hand, Jesus is the humble servant of
the Lord, who accomplishes his mission through suffering, loss, pain, humiliation, and death. His
entry into the city that kills its prophets points to his death on Good Friday. Jesus is both King
and servant at the same time, the humble king. This is the good news we hear today.

Think with me about what a strange entrance Jesus makes. An earthly king would have
ridden into Jerusalem on a great prancing warhorse, not unlike the great horses in the monuments
on Monument Avenue. A real king would have had on a uniform, maybe with armor, and
decorations, weapons, and flags, with armies, officers, and servants. Leaders would have met him
at the city gate, given him a key to the city, and escorted him in. Ministers would have led in
prayer. The city would have been cleaned up, with the beggars kept out of sight. Trumpeters
would have played “Hail to the Chief,” and choirs would have sung his praises.

Contrast that with the entry of Jesus. Here came one man, riding on an ass, no saddle, no
uniform, no armor, no decorations, no weapons, no flags, no armies, no officers, no servants, no
official greeting, no key to the city, and no trumpet. There was just one man, riding on an ass.
How ridiculous Jesus must have looked! And this is part of the point of the story, pointing ahead
to the ridicule he was about to suffer, betrayal, desertion, false charges, illegal trials, mockery,
being spit upon, beaten, derided, reviled, and wrongfully executed.

In case we have not gotten the point yet, consider that Jesus did not even own the ass! He
had to borrow the beast, he had no saddle, no bridle, and his followers took the rags off their
backs for him to sit on! Jesus was just about as poor as poor could be. It was as if he were a
nobody coming to town. And the crowd: they were not the leaders of the city or of the church.
They were people without swords or flags to wave, but only tree branches, and a lot of the people
were just noisy children. The anger of the chief priests and scribes confirms that this hubbub was
improper and undignified.

And yet, despite the indignity, ridiculousness, and poverty, what a grand and marvelous
entry it was! The crowd spread their garments on the road for him, acknowledging him as their
king. They sang, “Hosanna to the son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the
Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” This is from Psalm 118. We begin worship here with verse 24,
“This is the day which the LORD has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it.” They were singing
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the next two verses to Jesus, acknowledging and proclaiming him as heir to the throne of King
David, the one sent from God to save them.

As Matthew points out, this grand, ridiculous entry into Jerusalem was the fulfillment of
ancient prophecy that Zion’s king would come in such a way, humble, and mounted on an ass.
But Jesus fulfills the ancient expectations of the Old Testament and the deepest yearnings of the
people in strange and unexpected ways. And he still revises our understanding of him, because
we never have him completely figured out. What does this bizarre entrance mean? It is an acted
out parable, the teaching of his whole ministry, his life and his death. Jesus comes to us as the
one who is not proud but humble. He came not to be served but to serve, not to grasp life but to
give life, not to be rich but to be poor. Jesus entered Jerusalem to die the shameful death of
crucifixion. The humility of his entrance into Jerusalem recalls the humility of his birth in
Bethlehem and the humility of his baptism for sin he did not commit, and these are part of the
humiliation of his rejection, suffering, and death for us.

Part of the good news of the gospel is that God comes to us as one of us in Jesus, truly
and genuinely human. He saves us by being one of us. His divinity shines through in ways that
are the opposite of what we might expect: his majesty in his lowliness, his glory in his humility,
his strength in his suffering, his victory in seeming defeat, his winning life by suffering death.
This strange scene of Jesus entering Jerusalem riding on an ass, with garments spread on the
ground, is beginning of the end of his earthly life, a sign of the death by which he saves us. Here
is our humble king.

What does this ancient reading mean to us today? The question is posed within today’s
reading when Jesus enters Jerusalem and the whole city was stirred, asking “Who is this?”” That
is the question which rings out to us today, Who is this? Who is Jesus? What does he have to do
with us? The reading says that Jesus is Lord, son of David, prophet, priest, and king. The
question for us is, Who do we say that he is? What do we believe about him? What faith do we
confess? Do we join the crowds in worshiping him? Do we join the disciples in obeying him? Do
we join the blind and the lame in coming to him in the temple and in being healed by him? Or do
we join the chief priests and the scribes in being angry at him? Do we join the chief priests and
the scribes in rejecting him? Do we join the chief priests and the scribes in turning away from his
humility? Do we believe he is just one more trouble maker? Do we believe he part of the lunatic
fringe? Do we believe he is a harmless teacher? Or, do we dare to believe, to profess, and to live
the faith that Jesus is the humble king, the Lord of the Universe, the Savior of the world, the
Christ and the Redeemer? Contrast the humility of Jesus with the shamelessness of politicians
and candidates who spend every waking moment trying to convince us how great they are! This
confirms how very foreign to us still today is the very idea, let alone the reality, of a Humble
King. Jesus’ entry in to Jerusalem was itself a highly political act. Jerusalem had its rulers. They
did not like the competition. Only five days after this entrance they had him tried, convicted, and
killed on the charge that he claimed to be king of the Jews. Jesus still calls us not only to be good
citizens, which is part of the Christian life, but even more to value our citizenship in the kingdom
of God more highly than our citizenship here! We live here as strangers in a strange land, passing
through on our way home. Our highest loyalty is not to our earthly nation, but to the king of
heaven.

So how can we respond faithfully today to the humility of Jesus Christ? Our first and
most important response is the praise and worship of God, as made known in Jesus Christ, after
the example of the crowds in today’s reading. Such worship is centered on the God and Father of
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Jesus Christ, so that we do not glorify ourselves. It is based on the word of God, so that we do
not make it up ourselves. It includes praise of, and prayer to, God, which sets us free from the
false worship of country, government, economy, money, family, or self. The first and most
appropriate response we can make to Jesus Christ, who comes in the name of the Lord, is
worship, the singing of his praises.

A second response we can make to Jesus Christ is our faith, our belief in and commitment
to God in Christ. Putting this second instead of first may surprise you. Does not worship flow out
of faith? Well, yes it does. And yet, faith also flows out of worship. Only here are we exposed to,
and therefore grasped by, the word of the living God. You do not have to believe perfectly to
start worshiping. But if you keep on worshiping, you will be led into ever deeper and deeper
faith. Again, the significance of this might be made clear by considering the alternatives. If we do
not believe in God, we are left to faithlessness, wandering, and lostness. The commitment to any
other center of value, loyalty to anything less than God Almighty, will always fail us and let us
down. And we need to realize that adult faith or faithlessness influences children. It is our
responsibility to expose them to Jesus Christ, to the word of God, to the worship of God and also
to the Christian faith. One simple, plain straight forward way for us to exercise our adult
responsibility and to teach the children is to be here in worship every Sunday and to have them
with us. We can teach them by example that the worship of God Almighty is more important
than sports or entertainment. And if we do not teach them this, who will?

A third response we can make to Jesus Christ is our gratitude. The fundamental dynamic
of the Christian faith is that the grace of God in Jesus Christ elicits gratitude from us. We express
this gratitude by our prayers of thanksgiving, morning, noon and night. We express this gratitude
by our lives of thanksgiving. We express this gratitude by our offerings, just as the crowd took
the clothes off their backs for Jesus! Are our gifts significant enough to show a high level of
gratitude for Jesus’ saving humility, death, and forgiveness of our sin? If we worship God in
Christ, and if we believe in God in Christ, do we also put our money where our mouths are?

A fourth response we can make to Jesus Christ is our obedience. Note the example of the
disciples in today’s reading: they did what they were told. What are we told to do? Love God and
love one another. We love God through our worship, faith, and gratitude. We love our neighbors
through sharing the gospel and helping those in need. Our servant king calls for servant
followers.

A fifth response we can make to Jesus Christ is one of humility. Only as we are keenly
and painfully aware of our own failures, shortcomings, and sinfulness can we be forgiving,
loving and compassionate toward one another. We are not perfect. We are no where close. We do
not pretend to be. We are broken human beings, grateful for the healing we receive from our
Lord, Jesus Christ. This gives us a clue on how to treat each other. A humble king calls for
humble followers.

Yes, Jesus is a king, unlike any other king we have known. His strange entrance into
Jerusalem portrays Jesus as a humble King, who dies that we may live, and who lives again that
we may live forever. Having heard today’s reading, we either reject it or accept it. If we accept it,
we worship God, believe in God, give thanks to God, and obey God in all humility. Which will it
be? Can we join the children and the crowds in their singing? “Hosanna to the Son of David!
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!”

To God be the glory, forevand eer! Amen.
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