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The Jesus Way
Matthew 21:1-17
When I say the word “king,” what comes to mind for you?

Every week we pray The Lord’s Prayer.  We start with “thy kingdom come” and end with “for thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory.”  This kingdom has a king, and one of the main points of the gospel of Matthew is that Jesus is God’s chosen king.

So, what do we imagine when we think of a king?  Do we think of someone like King Henry VIII from 16th century England in the new movie The Other Boleyn Girl?  

· All the wealth and the gorgeous clothes 

· The sumptuous feasts “fit for a king” 

· The best of everything at his beck and call

· Power that demands people to bow low when he passes saying, “your majesty,” “your highness”

· If he asks for your service you must give it

· If he wants your 14 year old daughter to be his mistress, she must comply

· He is the military hero, leading into battle, riding the best of war horses and carrying the sharpest of swords

It’s all very impressive and heady stuff, and our movie makers seem to have an endless fascination with it.

In Matthew 21 Jesus is declaring in no uncertain terms that he is king.  Matthew is not writing to people with British background but Jewish background, and every phrase and quote and description he uses in his passage have associations with Israel’s past kings and Israel’s coming king, i.e. the Messiah.  For instance:

· “The Mount of Olives” is associated with God’s coming Messiah (Zech. 14:4); 

· Jerusalem is “the city of the great king;” 

· Zechariah 9 describes a royal procession, “Look, your king comes to you;” 

· The people lay their cloaks down as they did with King Jehu shouting, “Jehu is king” (2 Ki. 9:13)

· They waved branches (palms), the equivalent of waving American flags in an inaugural procession; 

· He rode a donkey, which was used in coronations; 

· They call him the Son of David, Israel’s greatest king; 

· They use the words of Psalm 118, welcoming their king victorious in battle: “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!”

When Jesus finally arrives in Jerusalem, the city was shaken awake and they ask one another “Who is this?”  Just like in Psalm 24 – “Who is this King of glory?”

That is the question we are supposed to be asking: Who is this?  And that is the answer we are supposed to come up with: this is the King of glory.  Only we aren’t looking at anything like

King Henry VIII here, or even King David or King Solomon – or any of the great kings Israel had ever known.

Because Jesus is not only using this opportunity to publicly declare to the world that he is God’s chosen king, he is also using this opportunity to publicly declare to the world what kind of king he is – a completely different kind of king than what Israel or Hollywood or anybody else had in mind.

In Princeton, New Jersey, there is a legendary tale about the eminent scientist Albert Einstein walking in front of a local inn and being mistaken for a bell boy by a high society woman who had just arrived in a luxury sedan.  She orders him to carry her luggage into the hotel, and, according to the story, Einstein does so, receives a small tip, and then continues on to his office to ponder the mysteries of the universe.  Little does this woman know that the strange-looking, ruffled little man she just ordered to carry her bags is the most celebrated intellect of her time.

This is the way Jesus makes his way into “the city of the great king.”  He is the King of kings and Lord of lords, the Maker of the mysteries of the universe, but he certainly doesn’t look or act anything like it.  And that is exactly the way he wants it.  Instead of fulfilling their most holy expectations for a mighty warrior king who would finally stand up to the brutal powers of Rome and win, he comes riding in as a bell boy and a servant.  

It was extremely confusing and disappointing, and it continued to be confusing and disappointing for Matthew’s Jewish Christian audience 50 years later.  They thought the king God was sending would be victorious in battle, like David, like any other king you would imagine.  But the king who rode into Jerusalem in the name of the Lord was nothing close. 

Look, your king is coming to you humble, and mounted on a donkey….
This was a king, Matthew tells us, who said love your enemies, not attack them.  This was a king, Matthew tells us, who said “Blessed are the meek,” who taught them non-retaliation, turn the other cheek, “Blessed are the peacemakers,” not an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  This was a king who said that true greatness is not having others bow down to you, but bowing down yourself and washing the feet of your followers.

Who is this?  “Who is the King of Glory?” In Psalm 24 the answer comes back, “The Lord strong and mighty; the Lord mighty in battle.”  In Matthew, the answer to the question “Who is this?” comes back, “The prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”  Who?!  That was like saying, “Jesus from Visalia” – not so impressive.

Lest we think that this humble king is not to be taken seriously, he trots his donkey right into the sacred heart of the matter and starts ripping it up in the temple courts, turning over the very services that helped them make their sacrifices in worship.  We can easily jump to the conclusion that he is attacking the commercialization of the religious establishment, but what he is doing is far more radical than that.  

He is turning the whole system inside out.  The insiders are exorcized, driven out.  And those who had been kept out – “the blind and the lame” and the children – are included and healed and erupting in worship and adoration.  “Hosanna to the Son of David!” 

This is the way of God’s true king; this is the way of God.  

Obviously there was much that Matthew’s readers had to unlearn about the temple and about God’s Messiah and about the covenant and about greatness.  Like the temple stones themselves.  By the 

time Matthew is writing his gospel the temple is gone, not one stone was left standing upon another, just as Jesus predicted.  In the same way, they had to let go of their old way of seeing what God was up to in the world, the world’s way of seeing.  This would not come easily or naturally.

Tony Campolo tells the story of a woman who went to a famous psychologist for help.  She was in deep despair and just couldn’t get beyond herself.  The psychologist ended up prescribing a rather unusual treatment.  He made arrangements for the woman to visit a nearby hospital and told her to spend time interacting with the patients who were convalescing there.  A few days later, the woman returned to his office quite transformed.  Caring for those patients, trying to cheer them up, had truly lifted her spirits.  

“Isn’t it great,” the psychologist told her, “that we have discovered something that will help you get better?”  The woman looked at him in shock and said, “You don’t expect me to do that again, do you?”

Jesus’ way does not come naturally to any of us.  

Right before our passage, Jesus and the disciples were on their way to Jerusalem.  For the third time he explained to them what was going to happen in Jerusalem, that he would be condemned and mocked and flogged and crucified, and then raised from the dead.  He spelled it all out quite plainly.  

The next thing he knew, James and John’s mother was on her knees begging him to place her sons in the highest positions of honor once he was crowned king.  Of course the other ten were furious when they heard about it, mostly because she beat them to the punch.  

So Jesus called them all together again, and tried to explain to them what his kind of greatness looked like, which was not the way of self-exaltation, but self-emptying, the way of the cross.  

But he knew they would never get it.  They would never get beyond the world’s Hollywood ambitions to greatness by themselves.  He knew they would never be able to see or want what true greatness was on their own.  

So we have this little incident at their last stop before Jerusalem.  They encounter two blind men who beg Jesus, “Lord, let our eyes be opened.”   Very symbolically…

Jesus touched their eyes.  Immediately they regained their sight and followed him (Mt. 20:34)… on the way (Mk.10:52).

This is what Jesus wants for his followers, to see, to follow him on this way.  And the first thing they see is Jesus is riding into Jerusalem, “humble, mounted on a donkey.”  This is God’s truth; this is God’s life; this is God’s way.
Many of you enjoy Eugene Peterson’s translation of the bible called The Message.  He wrote a new book last year titled The Jesus Way, which I have just started reading.  In the introduction he refers to Jesus’ words in John 14:6, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life,” and he talks about how those three things are all wedded to one another.  You can’t have the Jesus truth or the Jesus life without the Jesus way.  And Peterson’s theory is that the Jesus truth gets a lot more attention in the church than the Jesus way.

Jesus as the way is the most frequently evaded metaphor among the Christians with whom I have worked for fifty years as a North American pastor.

I would agree.  And we can see why.  Jesus’ way is the way of sacrifice, not accumulation.  It is the way of failure, being at the bottom, not at the top.  Jesus’ way is on the margins with the poor and the outcasts and the powerless; it is not the way of privilege and luxury.  It is not the way of American consumerism which we have been taught from birth; it is the way of Christ-like service.  “You don’t expect me to do that again, do you?”  Yes.  The only way to have the Jesus life and the Jesus truth is the Jesus way.

Albert Schweitzer – missionary, musician, biographer, philosopher, and surgeon – turned his back on wealth and prestige when he sailed for Africa in 1913.  His first hospital was an old abandoned hen house, and his first operating table was an old camp bed.  On a trip to the United States, a reporter asked him, “Dr. Schweitzer, have you found happiness in Africa?”  He replied, “I have found a place of service, and that is enough happiness for anyone.”  

The Jesus way and the Jesus truth and the Jesus life.  

An Amish farmer was once asked, “Brother, are you a Christian?”  The farmer thought for a moment and then said, “Wait just a few minutes.”  He got a paper and pen and wrote down a list of names on a tablet and handed it the questioner.  “Here is a list of people who know me best.  Please ask them if I am a Christian.”

What an interesting way to answer the question.  Confessing the Jesus truth and life is wedded to living the Jesus way.  

What about us?  What about this church?  Are we Christian?  Are we following Jesus?  If we are, the people who know us best will describe us as humble, as servants, as people who seek out the rejected, the poor and the powerless.  We will look more and more like our king, our healer, the truly great one – Jesus of Nazareth.
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