28th March 2010

Luke 19:28-40

(Psalm 118:1,2, 19-29)
I don’t know about you but this day of the Christian calendar always fills me with a sense of anticipation. The climax to the Christian story is near. On this day, Jesus approaches Jerusalem, acclaimed by crowds who believe they are greeting a king. The thing about Palm Sunday, as with other familiar stories is that we think we know it. Because we know what happens it’s very tempting to skip to the ending without really paying attention to what is going on along the way.

So what I’d like to do today is to slow right down, push through the crowds of disciples, and take a good look at what Luke is showing us in his account of Jesus’ arrival in Jerusalem. For what I had in my head before I sat down to study this passage is a little different from the picture I have now. 
For one thing, Luke has no palms. In fact only John’s gospel has palms. Matthew tells us that the Jesus’ arrival puts the city in uproar and John has people flocking to see Jesus because they had heard about his miracles. But in Luke, the scene is still loud but somehow more intimate. For Luke, it’s all about Jesus and his disciples. And it all takes place outside Jerusalem on the Mount of Olives – in Judaism this is the place where the Messiah is going to arrive. Luke’s climax to this scene is not the entry to Jerusalem itself but Jesus on the Mount of Olives, seeing Jerusalem and weeping for the destruction it will face. (Luke 19:42-44)

So, remembering what Luke doesn’t show us, let’s push past some of the disciples to see this person they are all making such a fuss over. Who is he? Luke shows us that Jesus is a divine king. Jesus has told his disciples to go on ahead to get the colt, and they find things just as he said. Luke is implying divine knowledge here – all the details were part of God’s plan. He also implies kingship in the mode of transport chosen by Jesus. Solomon, rode on a mule before he was anointed king. (1 Kings 1:32-40). A prophecy found in Zechariah 9:9 says;

“Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem!

See, your king comes to you righteous and having salvation,

gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 

Jesus’ disciples pick up on the cues and recognise Jesus as God’s anointed king, crying out “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord.” (Psalm 118:26)

But there’s another thing missing from Luke’s account that is present in the other gospels. There are no nationalistic overtones. Jesus is referred to in Matthew as the Son of David, Israel’s greatest king, and as the king of Israel in John. Luke, who was writing for a gentile audience wanted to be sure that his readers were clear that God’s kingdom, inaugurated by Jesus was not just for Israel and cannot be defined by national boundaries. God’s salvation was, and is available for all people. God’s king might come from Israel and in one way be a successor to David and Solomon, but he is king of so much more.

If we can tear our eyes away from Jesus for a while can we look around us in the crowd of disciples to see what Luke tells us about them? Jesus’ disciples are a bit of a motley crew. There’s a recently-resurrected man who is a bit of a novelty himself, there’s a short dishonest tax collector, and assorted fishermen from up north. There are even some women. The disciples have seen the signs and wonders that Jesus has performed and are caught up in the moment of anticipation. They were faithful Jews and although not always portrayed by the gospel writers as the sharpest tools in the box, on this day they seem to have picked up that they had a king in their midst. Even if this is the topsy-turvy king who rides on a donkey rather than a stallion and whose kingdom is described in enigmatic parables rather than marked out on a map, or won in warfare. They might not understand exactly what it is that they have caught a glimpse of but they are sure that in Jesus they have something special and God will do great things through him. No wonder they shout and sing so loudly that they get a telling off from the Pharisees. 

Jesus’ exchange with the Pharisees in verses 39-40 is unique in the gospels, so can we leave the disciples to their noisy praises and try to overhear what Jesus says to the Pharisees? 

He tells the Pharisees that even if he managed to get his exuberant disciples to be quiet the stones would cry out. Luke is once more alluding to words from a prophet – this time the prophet Habakkuk. (Hab 2:9-11) In that prophecy the stones cry out against an unjust king who builds his realm by plotting the ruin of many peoples. In this passage Jesus says the stones will cry out in praise of the just king who establishes his kingdom by travelling the way of the cross, and offering himself to show people the way of God. 

Luke is pointing us to another truth that we sometimes forget but that Paul points out to us in Romans – creation itself is involved in salvation. In God’s final kingdom, “creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.” (Romans 8:21) In Matthew’s gospel there was an earthquake as Jesus died (Matthew 27:51) and as he rose from the dead (Matt 28:2) so I wonder if on those days, when the disciples were silent, the stones really did cry out for the salvation that was unfolding among them.
So if Luke gives us a portrait of Jesus and his disciples in a rare moment of mutual understanding, what can Jesus’ 21st century disciples learn from this?

I’d really like you to think about your ideas of king Jesus. Are there times, however rare, when you think that you have actually got it?  Like the disciples on Luke’s palm-less Palm Sunday– there’s a glimpsed understanding of what Jesus is about and what his kingdom means. If there are, give thanks for that, for those are the moments that sustain us for the rest of the time– and don’t be discouraged if those times of revelation, when all seems right in the world and with God are fleeting. Isn’t that how we grow as Christians?  It is in the process of trying to understand that we draw closer to God, even if we feel we never really arrive.

What does king Jesus look like to you? We might be much more comfortable with the idea of a humble king who rides on a donkey than his first disciples, but have we grown too comfortable with that image?  Looking at this passage expecting to find palms and hosannas, and finding none, has made me wonder how often I don’t really see things as they are but instead I see things the way I think they ought to be. So I’m wondering whether in other ways I have constructed a king Jesus that I feel I can worship rather than worshipping Jesus who is the Christ. As we journey through Holy Week towards the cross of Good Friday, are there any false images of Jesus and his kingdom that we need to correct? As we walk the way of the cross, can we try to follow Jesus remembering carefully just how much his victory cost? For let’s not forget that his kingdom is here and now. It may not be finished but it is us who are entrusted with co-operating in God’s mission to be good news to the poor, marginalised and oppressed.  And following Jesus means being willing to carry our own crosses through the narrow streets of Jerusalem. It means coming up against critics like the Pharisees who wish to silence disciples seeking God’s kingdom which often runs counter to prevailing worldviews and vested interests. 

The final thing that this passage left me wondering is whether there are stones crying out today in place of disciples? Have we lost touch with God’s purposes? I’ve been challenged to think about my own spiritual engagement and discipline – yes, even after trying to refresh and improve it through Lent. This passage showed me that there is such a sense of urgency about proclaiming this kingdom that if we don’t do it the stones will do it for us. We forget that God plans to redeem all of his creation and instead we reduce salvation to a human-only affair, at huge environmental and social cost. Do we have a wide enough view of God’s kingdom, or are we like the disciples whose vision of God’s kingdom was narrow and confined to the redemption of Israel. Perhaps if we took more seriously the idea that all of creation will share eternity with us, we might treat it with more respect. And perhaps we would ensure that stones were not left to do disciples’ work. 

Luke’s king Jesus has caused me to pause this week to re-imagine his kingdom, to clear a space in my cluttered brain and imagination to see and hear him afresh as he heads towards the cross. For God’s purposes and his kingdom are far greater than anything I can conceive and I pray that each of us will hear that truth afresh this Holy Week.
Questions for homegroups

· Read again the passage from Luke. Do you have a different picture of Palm Sunday now? The gospel writers all shaped their accounts according to their audiences. Can you find other differences?

· How can we best attend to what the Bible really says rather than what we think it says?

· Discuss your own images of Luke’s scene – can you imagine yourselves there? Can you join in the praises or are you an observer?

· Are there times, however rare, when you think that you have actually got it?  
· Have we grown too comfortable with our images of Jesus?

· As we journey through Holy Week towards the cross of Good Friday, are there any false images of Jesus and his kingdom that we need to correct?
· Are there stones crying out today in place of disciples?

· What do you think of the idea of all creation being involved in salvation?
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