March 16, 2008
Matthew 21:1-11
Sermon: “Who Is That Man in the Crowd?” Rev. Bob Jack

Text:* When [ Jesus] entered Jerusal

asking, ,», Who i1 s this?"”

My daughters are always telling me about how tough it is to
grow up in a community where their father is a preacher, and
known by so many people. So, they say, they’ll be meeting
someone for the first time, and giving out their name, and
inevitably that person asks, “Are you Bob Jack’s daughter?”

And | like to kid my daughter Lindsay on her almost-Forrest
Gump-like ability to bump into celebrities in her travels. Several
years ago she went with a group of students from Queens
University on a tour of Italy. In the Vatican they were told that
Pope John Paul was meeting with another group and was
unavailable to them. But then a few sweet words to the Swiss
Guard standing at the gate and — wink, wink, nod, nod — the group
was escorted to a small plaza, where who should come flying
around the corner on his pope-mobile only to stop and address

them in person? His Holiness, John Paul II.
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Then, as her group was getting ready to leave Italy later that
week, Lindsay spotted none other than Dick Clark sitting in the
airport. So she struck up a conversation with him, and as they were
boarding the plane he arranged for their group to enter through a
special gate so as to avoid the crowds.

One of the reasons why we go downtown and stand for hours
on the sidewalk with thousands of others is in the hope of catching
a glimpse of some famous personality. We get there early,
disappointed that others actually got there ahead of us. Still, we
have a good view, so we take our stand on the sidewalk and wait.
At last, the parade begins. Various dignitaries in black Cadillacs
and Buicks pass by, as do the odd assortments of bands, marching
bands, pipe bands, baton twirlers and color guards. Then at last
comes the president, or prom queen, or Santa Claus, or whoever
else it was that we went there for in the first place, to see.

| still pretty much remember as a kid seeing John F Kennedy,
while he was running for president, sliding past the crowds in his

long, black, official limousine, waving to the crowds back in



Boston, flashing that huge toothy grin that would become his
hallmark. I didn’t know he would soon become president; he
looked so young and vigorous. Certainly never imagined that his
life would be taken only a few years later, riding in a similar
motorcade.

Today, Palm Sunday, the hero of the parade is Jesus. Jesus,
having made his reputation out in the country, now returns to the
big city, and he attracts a great crowd. At last he has come to
Jerusalem, the capital city, and everyone wants to get a glimpse of
him.

And one question was on the lips of everyone there that day:
“Who is this?”

The crowd was quick to come to its own conclusions about
Jesus. In the very next verse, we get an answer to that question:
“The crowds wer e sayi ng, ”
Nazareth in Galilee.?”

There you have it! Jesus isn’t some wonderworker of

miracles, some doctor who cures the sick, or a rabbi who knows
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the Bible forward and backward. Jesus is a prophet, a speaker of
the truth of God.

| suspect there were at least two opinions in the crowd that
day — two reactions — as Jesus made his way through the throngs,
and everybody hailed him as a prophet. If you were one of the
common people — in other words, just one of us — you might have
been pleased, maybe even excited. The prophets of God usually
spoke up for the voiceless. They usually named injustice as they
saw it, for what it was. They called the rich and powerful to
account, on the basis of God’s holy law.

On the other hand, if you happened to be rich and powerful,
as many of us are, you would have seen the entry of Jesus into
Jerusalem as being a threat, perhaps. Because the Old Testament
prophets were notoriously tough on politicians and lawyers and
bankers — and preachers, too. Anybody who was smug and
powerful and used his power to deceive the poor and powerless.
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“Look out, folks! Here comes that prophet of God again



We’re told that prophecy had died out in Israel. Speakers of
the truth were in short supply. When John the Baptist came along,
they hailed him as a prophet. Herod the King took one look at
John, listened to a few of his sermons, and promptly had him
murdered. Why? Because John took potshots at those rich and
powerful people in his day — including Herod — who were abusing
their power. Prophets and the powerful people have never liked
each other.

Speakers of the truth are always in short supply. That’s why a
great crowd had gathered to hear this Jesus, this new prophet who
didn’t seem to care who he offended or how his teachings rubbed
up against the establishment. Prophets intrigue us because the
content of their message is so different, so provocative, that we’re
naturally drawn to it, as were the crowds that were drawn to Jesus.

But then we realize what the prophet is really saying, that he
means what he’s saying. And for us to agree with him to a point is
OK, but pretty soon our agreeing may mean that we’re actually

following what he says, and that’s dangerous.



Prophets become dangerous the more they begin to make
sense; the closer they get to speaking the truth. So we fire them for
their success, because the truth they speak makes us uncomfortable
in our established way of doing things.

| saw a survey recently that revealed that over 200 Southern
Baptist preachers are fired every month. Now, that’s a pretty large
denomination, and they have twenty thousand churches, but still
that’s a lot of prophets to put out of work every month!

“Who is this?” they asked of Jesus. “Oh, a prophet! Now
things are gonna heat up in this ole’ town tonight! Yessir, there’s a
prophet among us and his name 1s Jesus.”

And yet, as great as prophets are, they’re not enough.
Speaking the truth is a great achievement, and prophets are always
in short supply. But doing the truth is another matter, altogether.
And you know this: Being the truth, living the truth, exemplifying
the truth in your every action — that’s the real test of a prophet.

Aren’t there Sundays around here when church just seems

like an exercise in frustration? | mean, you come here and | preach



to you about what’s right and how you ought to do what’s right.
And the air is full of “should” and “ought” and “must.” And you
all nod in agreement with my words.

But how do we move from talk about what’s right to doing
and being right? Too much so-called prophetic preaching is
nothing more than a scolding of moralistic platitudes that have less
to do with real truth and more to do with satisfying our bland
middle-class lifestyles and habits. We tell people “don’t do this”
and “don’t do that,” but we don’t really give them a way to do
something positive in their place. Jesus complained about the
religious leaders of his day who heaped great burdens on peoples’
backs but did nothing to relieve them of those burdens.

That’s not prophecy; that’s hypocrisy.

The apostle Paul, arguably one of the best Christians who
ever lived, honestly admitted that he was constantly struggling
with the temptation to do those things he knew deep down in side
he shouldn’t be doing — and lack of desire for doing those things

he knew deep down inside that he should be doing.



And if Paul was struggling with these things, is there any
hope you and me? | mean, when will we preachers ever learn that
people can’t be good, and can’t do good, just because we tell them
to do so? How do words translate into deeds? Something more
than prophecy is needed.

As a pastor, some of my most frustrating moments come
when | realize what little power | actually have to help someone in
this situation — someone who is struggling with this gap between
who we are suppose to be, as Christians, and who we really are. |
sit there, and I listen to someone tell me his or her struggles to live
a good life. They want to do better, but they can’t. And I want to
help them do better, but I can’t. Something more than prophecy is
needed.

A few years ago | heard President Bush say that he was going
to do something to try to heal the racial divisions that America
struggles with each and every day. And I’m all for that. But then
comes a USA Todayoll that announces that there’s one thing that

all Americans (black, white, red, or yellow) seem to agree on, and



that’s that there is almost nothing that can be done to heal the
racial divisions in our country. Words, even words from our
president, are not enough. More than prophecy is needed.

And this is what the Bible tells us, here in the Gospel of
Matthew: that Jesus not only courageously and prophetically spoke
the truth. Our claim, as Christians, is that he is the Truth; capital
“T.” Jesus didn’t just talk about God; he is God. In Jesus, in ways
that are sometimes comforting, sometimes disturbing, we see as
much of God as we ever hope to see.

In the story this morning, you can see where our attempts to
do right ended up on Calvary. Jesus spoke the truth, embodied the
truth, and we nailed him to the cross. So much for noble ideas.
Something more is needed.

Matthew tells us that Jesus walks right down the street, being
hailed as a prophet, and he walks right into the temple. He takes
charge. He turns over the tables of the moneychangers. He tells

them that they’ve made a mockery of his Father’s house.



And what exactly was it that those moneychangers were
doing that so incensed Jesus? Well, they were offering a service.
They were selling animals for the people to sacrifice on the altar.
They were changing their money into material goods to offer as
sacrifices to God. They were helping people get closer to God.

But here comes Jesus telling them that they’re no longer
needed. Now, there’s another way to get close to God.

When Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, the people
hailed him, not just as a prophet, but as the Messiah; the Son of
David; the King.

No wonder Herod shook in his boots. No wonder Pilate
washed his hands of him. The people sensed that Jesus was so
much more than a prophet, and the politicians saw him as a threat
to their establishment. The people of Jerusalem came to a parade
expecting to see a celebrity. And before the parade ended, many of
them saw God.

That’s why you’re here, my friend. Even if you don’t know

why you’re here. You need God. You don’t need any more good
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advice, any more challenging words, scolding, berating, moralizing
words. You need God.

And when Jesus dies, at the end of this week, Matthew says
the veil in the temple was ripped from top to bottom — the veil that
separates us mere mortals from the living God. It was ripped
because, in Jesus, we see that we’re brought close to God. Nothing
separates us from the love of God. Nothing

That’s why, when we see him pass by us in the parade, we’re
moved from asking, “Who is that man in the crowd?” to singing

and shouting, “Hosanna in the highest!”
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