Stowe Sermon Sunday 24th March 2024
9.45am at Stowe
Zechariah 9: 9-12

Matthew 21: 1-17

The Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem
As we read Chapter 21 of Matthew’s gospel, we are moving towards the last act of the drama that is the life of Jesus. It was Passover time, one of the three occasions on which every male Jew living within 20 miles was required to attend the Temple in Jerusalem. Passover was the greatest of the Jewish festivals, and so the place was heaving. Jesus could not have chosen a more dramatic moment for this act. The question was: Was he about to make a fool of himself? 
Pray.

Let’s be clear, this was no sudden, spur-of-the-moment decision. Look at how Jesus had pre-planned the borrowing of the ass and foal, complete with the password if challenged (’The Master needs them’). The village to which the disciples were sent to fetch the donkey was probably Bethany, where Mary and Martha lived and with which Jesus was very familiar and where he would have known people. As Matthew says, the riding of a donkey had been foretold by Zechariah. 
And so Jesus rode into Jerusalem, down through the quite steep path by the Mount of Olives, into the city. We went to Jerusalem in 1997 and I can confirm that path is quite steep!
The crowd went wild. They ripped branches from the palm trees lining the streets, they took their coats, and spread them along the path where Jesus was riding. This was not the first time such a thing had happened. In 2 Kings 9 we read about Jehu being proclaimed King, and cloaks were spread. They also did it for Judas Maccabaeus after one of his most notable victories, between the Testaments. The notable thing about that incident is its context: in 175 BC Jerusalem was captured by one Antiochus Epiphanes who was determined to stamp out the Jews (not the first or the last to try it). He desecrated the temple, offering pigs as sacrifices on the altar, and sacrifices to Zeus, and turned the temple offices into a brothel. The Jews finally rebelled, and it was Judas Maccabaeus who led the uprising to overthrow the tyrant and re-consecrate the Temple. And here in our passage, what do we find when Jesus arrives in the city? He cleanses the Temple by driving out the opportunist merchants who were charging high prices for ritual sacrificial animals and birds. That wouldn’t be lost on at least some of those who saw it.
In fact, riding a donkey rather than a white stallion would be taken as a sign he came in peace, rather than with any war-like ambition. This was not the conquering hero as Judas Maccabaeus had been, but rather the peacemaker, the gentle one; yet somehow still very king-like, because kings did indeed ride into cities on donkeys – but only when coming for peace.
And how they shouted. Being Jews, they shouted out one of the Psalms – in this case, Psalm 118, one of the six Psalms traditionally used as Passover time. Psalms 113 and 114 would be sung before the feast and 115-118 after. It was almost certainly what Jesus and the disciples later sang after the Last Supper:  ‘And when they had sung a hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives’.

Let’s look at Psalm 118, especially v25. Here we find the origin of the word ‘Hosanna’ – which may surprise you - originally meaning ‘Save, we pray’. It is in the form of a desperate plea for help from the monarch, the highest and last hope. This is the only time it appears in the bible. Hosanna in the highest is a bit difficult to translate – the word could have slightly changed meaning to an acclamation of praise, though it could also carry the thought of the highest in the land being asked for help; hence, ‘Hosanna in the highest’.
What Jesus was doing here followed in the tradition of prophets before him: if the people won’t listen to your words, then put your message into some dramatic act that will make people sit up and take notice. Of course he chose the busiest day of the year to do it. And what was the message? Here is your Messiah, your Anointed One, come to save. Anyone else in his position, with such a message, would surely have either kept away from Jerusalem, for Health and Safety reasons, or if he must go, to slip in under cover of night so as to be unnoticed. Instead he showed supreme courage by coming in through the front door, riding on an ass (another symbol which would not have been lost on the Pharisees!) in full view of a huge crowd. And the crowd saw the symbolism too – why else the cry of ‘Hosanna!’?
Having ridden to the Temple, Jesus then cleared out the riff-raff from the temple courts. The word temple as used in the NT can mean two things. There was the naos, which was quite a small building consisting of the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies. The naos was surrounded by a vast space occupied by successive courtyards: the outer court of Gentiles, then the court of the Women, and then the court of the Israelites. This court had a vast pair of gates of Corinthian bronze, known as Nicanor’s Gate, which took twenty men to open and close. Finally there was the court of the Priests, and inside that was the naos, the Holy Place.. The whole area was known as the hieros, the Temple. This incident with Jesus took place in the court of the Gentiles, which was open to anyone and everyone.
Here, two kinds of trading took place: first, there was money-changing.  There was a temple tax of half a shekel, and this money had to be paid in a certain high-grade silver currency. Visitors thronged the temple, coming from miles around, and thus had to change their own coins for the special temple coins. The ‘bureau de change’ charged a fee for the exchange, and this was sometimes exploited to their advantage.
Then there were those selling animals and birds for the sacrifices. Of course, you could bring your own dove as an offering, but the law said it must be without blemish, and there were official inspectors about checking each one – and they were very strict, so much so that it was rare for anyone to manage to use their own bird. The problem with buying from the temple booths was that the prices were hugely inflated, exploiting the poor pilgrims.

Now look, not all these merchants were cheats. Many were good and honest and did an important job well. But the very system lent itself to fraud and corruption, especially when you realise that all the stalls and booths in the temple precincts were owned and run by the High Priest and his family. No monopolies commission in those days.

So you see what Jesus was objecting to here, and why he railed against ‘turning my Father’s house into a den of thieves’. Some years ago I paraphrased this by saying ‘You are turning my Father’s house into a House of Fraser.’
But notice who was still there when all the guilty had fled: the blind people and the lame people. And Jesus had time for them, and healed them. His anger was not his final act; loving and healing were. The two go hand in hand. Perhaps this more than anything sums up Jesus’ ministry: Justice and Mercy.
In fact, we so often come up against this paradox or dichotomy in the NT. Jesus was fully man, and yet fully God. How can that be? It’s one of those things where there is a tension between two truths. Hard for us to reconcile. When Peter first gets it and confirms that Jesus is the Messiah, Jesus commends him – and a few moments later Jesus is roundly condemning him: ‘Get behind me Satan’ at Peter’s suggestion of an alternative to the cross. The story of Jesus is full of such apparent contrasts.
Here in this morning’s passage we see Jesus the angry, come in stern judgement against those who would desecrate God’s house. And a moment later he is gently healing those who have come to him – opening the eyes of the blind and helping the lame to walk again. We might ask if this is the same man?  Yes, very much so, as they show, as in Jesus, both sides of God’s character: Justice and Mercy. We need constantly to keep these two in balance in our minds, not emphasising one at the expense of the other. If you over-emphasis the mercy of God (and ignore his justice), you become a Universalist and claim that in the end everyone will be saved. That is not the message of Scripture.
On the other hand if you go too far towards the justice of God (and ignore his mercy) you can end up as a Legalist – perhaps a Pharisee! – who seeks to earn his own way by keeping every jot and tittle of the Law, in order to placate an angry God. This is also not the Scriptural position. In fact we have a loving God who does not want anyone to be lost, but at the last he will accept only those who accept him and believe in him. Most of Jesus’ parables are about two ways. The two gates, the two roads, two destinations, and the two ways of building a house. 

So on this Palm Sunday we are faced with a choice of two ways to go and two ways to live. If you are in any doubt about your own destiny do take the opportunity today to talk to someone. There will be those you can pray with and talk with after the service. Don’t go home today without being sure where you’re going! This is the most important decision you can make. It was one I made in 1959 and I’ve never regretted. it. It hasn’t always been plain sailing but Jesus never promised it would be. But worthwhile? Oh, yes! Every step. And I know where I’m going. I say that not in self-confidence but with full confidence in God to fulfil the promises he made. And you can enjoy that same confidence. It’s all true. 
Pray.
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