WHEN JESUS CAME TO TOWN   Matt. 21:1‑17

                        Palm Sunday, 2005
     Her real name was Elizabeth, but most of her friends called her Bets.  Bets was a young lady who had very definite plans in life‑ she knew what she wanted to do.  For instance, she knew who she wanted to marry when she was only 13 years old.  She didn't marry until 8 years later when she was 21, but she had her mind made up at age 13.  Bets also wanted to be a mechanic as a teenager, and this desire caused some friction between her and her father.  Her dad just didn't think there was much of a future for his daughter in coveralls, under a car, but Bets was fascinated with engines.  Her father tried every argument he could think of‑ it was 1945, the country was at war, there just wasn't a great demand for lady grease-monkeys.  But Bets was determined, and she finally won her father's approval.  She would join the military‑ that would be the best way to become a trained mechanic.  So, at the age of 19, Bets was accepted at the mechanical training center of the armed forces, and she began her career as a mechanic.  In the mornings, she studied the theory of mechanics and test drove various vehicles.  In the afternoon, there were the countless hours of practical training in the grease pits.  And even though she was a good student as a mechanic, Bets began to show some real abilities as a driver.  So even though Bets did not have a driver's license when she joined the military, she ended up driving a truck in the military convoys delivering materials.  

     Well, Bets never did become a career mechanic.  Nor did she become a career soldier in spite of her popularity with the other enlistees.  Perhaps she was so popular because every other soldier knew that she didn't have to serve as a mechanic or driver, but that she was serving because she wanted to.  For Bets eventually left the army to marry that man for whom she had waited for 8 long years, a man named Philip.  And then after her father, King George VI died in 1952, Bets returned quickly from a tour in Kenya, Africa, to be crowned Elizabeth II, Queen of England.

     Monarchs with a heart to serve and with a genuine humility make the best rulers.  And history has venerated leaders with these qualities as rulers manifesting great character, kings and queens who have contributed much to civilization and the welfare of the human race.  

     One of the reasons why Jesus Christ is the most celebrated leader throughout the world today is that He, above all others, served in humility.  Even those who will not acknowledge His claim to deity must admit that He demonstrated character qualities that if followed by every member of the human race would bring the world into a state of utopia.  But for those of us who realize the truth of Jesus Christ coming to this earth as the Son of God, his kingship style is even more remarkable.  The Son of God humbly serving his creation‑ unbelievable, yet true.

     Nowhere in the Bible is Jesus Christ more clearly seen in this regard than in the historical scene that we are celebrating this Palm Sunday morning.   For as Jesus rode into Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday being formally presented to the people as the King of the Jews, He did not storm in on a white stallion as a military, conquering hero utilizing all of the power that was at his command.  He did not slowly make his way in an elaborate and pompous processional ostentatiously displaying all of the wealth that was rightfully his.  No, he rather rode into Jerusalem on a borrowed colt,  the steps being cushioned by garments and palm branches that had been strewn along the roadside.  Not a very impressive entrance for the Son of God.  It is no wonder that the people asked the question‑ "Who is this?" as he rode into the capital city.

     Now we must try to imagine the city of Jerusalem during this Passover season in order to begin to grasp the drama of this scene.  The Passover was one of the 3 feasts out of the year where pilgrimages were made to Jerusalem.  So then,  the city of Jerusalem would likely be 20‑30 times more populated during the Passover season than it normally would be.  As the several million people crowded the streets, the city would be buzzing with excitement.  Pilgrims free from their working schedules for the week, would be talking with each other.  Store keepers would be overjoyed with the boon of business activity.  There would be an anticipation of excitement, an atmosphere of electricity in the air.

     And now, into this picture, comes Jesus the Messiah, the one of whom all of these pilgrims had heard so much during these past 3 years.  And Jesus not only comes into the picture, but he does so in the traditional fashion of a king being presented to his subjects, riding into the capital city of Jerusalem in a great processional, being hailed by the people with the word "Hosanna" which in the Hebrew means "grant us deliverance", "bring to us salvation".

      Is it any wonder that the Bible records in Matt. 21:10: "When Jesus entered Jerusalem the whole city was stirred and asked, ‘Who is this?’"  Matthew gives to us 4 answers to that question in the immediate context which follows the question.  We would like to look at these 4 answers together this morning.

     1.  The first answer was given in the general response of the crowd.  READ Matthew 21:11
MT 21:11 The crowds answered, "This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee."

     Now this answer shows a knowledge of the person and background of Jesus for Jesus had been raised in the city of Nazareth in Galilee.  And this answer certainly demonstrates a respect for Jesus, for he is recognized to be a prophet from God.  A prophet was a man whom God had chosen to reveal his word to the nation of Israel.  Sometimes the prophet would write down the words of God as Isaiah or Jeremiah or Ezekiel had done, but usually the prophet would speak the words of God to the people.  The fact that these people recognized Jesus to be a prophet from God showed that they had great respect for him, for his character, and for the message that he had been giving to them, for his healing power.  But their answer alone, while being true for Jesus was a prophet from God, did not give the complete answer to the question "who is this?"  

     2.  Now let's look at the answers that Jesus gave in two actions that are recorded of him.

     a.  the first action which Matthew records is found in verses 12,13‑ and in this action Jesus disassociated himself with those who were using religious practices selfishly, for their own gain.  READ Matthew 21:12,13
MT 21:12 Jesus entered the temple area and drove out all who were buying and selling there. He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves. 13 "It is written," he said to them, " `My house will be called a house of prayer,' but you are making it a `den of robbers.' "

     Now the moneychangers were situated in the court of the Gentiles and they were involved in helping the people pay the temple tax.  Under the O.T. law, there was a tabernacle tax that was required, a half shekel per person per year, to help with the maintenance of the tabernacle (Ex. 30:13).  This practice was continued after the temple was built, the name being changed to temple tax.  Now Roman currency was generally used during Christ's day in daily business life, but this pagan money with a picture of the emperor on it was deemed unfit for paying the temple tax by the Jewish religious leaders.  So when the people came to pay the temple tax, they had to get their Roman denarii changed into Shekels before paying the tax.  Seasons such as the Passover when vast numbers of pilgrims came to Jerusalem provided the most natural time for most to pay the temple tax, so it represented a very lucrative time financially for these moneychangers who were only too willing to change Roman denarii into Shekels at quite a steep rate of interest.  What was happening, of course, was that they were preying on the sincerity of people's faith in God, and using God's system for personal gain to become rich.

     The other group Matthew refers to was "those selling doves".  These likewise were using the ceremonial system for their own advantage.  According to the O.T. law, a sacrifice offered to God had to be spotless, without blemish.  This was in keeping with it being a picture of the spotless sacrifice of God, Jesus Christ himself, who would take upon himself the sins of the world.  Now in order to insure the purity of a sacrifice, a priest would examine the animal to be offered before that animal would be allowed as a sacrifice.  If an animal was rejected, other acceptable animals, of course, were offered for a price.  Well, when a person was journeying all the way from Galilee, and when he had the animal that he had carried at great inconvenience rejected a time or two, it would be natural for him to decide to just buy the sacrificial animal at the temple for he could then be assured that the animal would be acceptable to the priests.  So then, those running the temple had worked it out so that many if not most of the pilgrims would purchase their sacrifices at the temple itself‑ again at highly inflated prices.

     Jesus wanted no part of that‑ and he publicly disassociated himself from it.  So then he was in part answering the question "who is this?" in his actions.  He was not a charlatan; he was not a manipulator of people; he was not one who finagled the system for his own personal advantage.  Jesus was concerned with the spiritual needs of people.  He was concerned that they would commune with God in prayer.

     b.  the second action of Christ is recorded for us in verse 14.  READ 21:14
MT 21:14 The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them.
     Now this brief statement is beautiful in its contrast to what was happening in the temple.  The people who came to the temple area only to be taken by the exorbitant interest rates and the sacrifice scams, this Passover season found a person named Jesus waiting there to show them God's love and goodness.  He willingly healed those who needed physical strength‑ not for a fee, but just to demonstrate God's love and concern for them.

     But a careful examination of Matthew's account shows an even greater significance to Christ's healing actions.  We must remember that Matthew is the gospel that presents Jesus Christ as the king of the Jews, and he certainly implies that here‑ for the 2 specific miracles that are recorded by Matthew are the healings of those who were blind and lame.  These were two of the specific miracles that were associated with the Messiah promised by the O.T. prophets.  Whereas other great prophets had performed miracles throughout the O.T., none had specifically opened the eyes of the blind or healed the lame.  These miracles had great spiritual significance, for the Messiah would come to this earth to open the blinded eyes of men so that they might be able to comprehend the spiritual truths of God and that he would enable people to be able to walk spiritually in the ways of the Lord.  So the Messiah would picture this great spiritual ministry in a physical sense in being able to heal these infirmities.  

     Listen to the words of the prophet Isaiah:  "Be strong, do not fear; your God will come, he will come with vengeance with divine retribution he will come to save you.  Then will the eyes of the blind be opened and the ears of the deaf unstopped.  Then will the lame leap like a deer, and the mute tongue shout for joy."  Isaiah 35:4‑6

     So then, as Jesus healed the blind and the lame, he was certainly demonstrating God's love and goodness, but he was doing much more than that‑ he was declaring himself to be the fulfillment of O.T. prophecy.  He was in fact saying that the Messiah had come, God had come to bring salvation to them.  So he was not only disassociating himself from the self‑interested religious leaders of his day, but he was also presenting himself as the fulfillment of the O.T. prophecies as the Messiah from God.  

     "Who is this?"  the whole city asked.  Well, there was the crowd’s answer‑ he is a prophet from God.  And there was Christ's answer in the actions which he performed‑ I am not a product of your human religious systems, but I am the promised Messiah from God.  But let us conclude by looking at the 4th answer given by Matthew in his account.

     3.  The chief priests and the teachers of the law recognized what was happening and they were very alarmed by it.  But it is most interesting that of all people, a group of children also recognized.  And the answer of the children is given by Matthew as the final answer to the question "Who is this man?"  for Jesus himself approves their answer as being the fulfillment of prophecy.  READ Matthew 21:15‑16
15 But when the chief priests and the teachers of the law saw the wonderful things he did and the children shouting in the temple area, "Hosanna to the Son of David," they were indignant.   "Do you hear what these children are saying?" they asked him.  "Yes," replied Jesus, "have you never read," `From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise' ?"
     In their answer, the children show that they recognized the true spiritual nature of Jesus.  He was not merely a prophet from God although He was that.  He was not merely a religious reformer although he was that also.  Nor was he merely a healer although he obviously was that as well.  No, Jesus was the promised Messiah from God.  The term "Son of David" that they used shows that they  understood this for "Son of David" was a Messianic title used throughout the O.T.  So as they cried out "Hosanna to the Son of David" they were recognizing Jesus as the promised Messiah and crying out to him to grant deliverance or salvation to them.  Now how much they knew about the spiritual nature of this salvation is not given by Matthew‑ it is quite likely that they were echoing the desires of their parents in desiring a physical deliverance from the oppressing Romans.  But God used these children to give a message that fulfilled O.T. prophecy concerning the Messiah, and these children had the privilege of being  God's official spokesmen on this first Palm Sunday when Jesus was officially ushered into Jerusalem and presented as the Messiah from God.

     Now there is a very significant lesson found in this first Palm Sunday scene in which these children answer the question "Who is this?"  Right from the beginning, people have tried to complicate the question of the nature of Jesus Christ.  They have tried to make this a very difficult and complex question.  The religious leaders of Christ's day tried to do this, but Jesus wouldn't let them.  He clearly presented himself as the son of God and forced them to take a position of either accepting his claims of deity or attributing his powers of God's enemy the devil.  The majority of the people tried also to debate and discuss his nature.  And since Christ's day, throughout the 2,000 years of Church History, there have been debates concerning who Jesus Christ is during every generation.  That debate continues today.  If you talk to people today, you will find many different opinions concerning the nature of Jesus Christ.

     Now let me say that we will never fully understand the "how" of the nature of Jesus Christ.  We will never fully comprehend how God could become man in the incarnation.  But the question of who Jesus Christ is  not a complicated one‑ God never intended it to be so.  I believe that is the reason why God had children answer this question on that first Palm Sunday.  The children understood very clearly the claims of Christ.  They understood that He had presented himself as the Messiah, and that necessitated one of two choices.  They must either accept his claim as the Messiah from God, or he must be a very evil and wicked man, a deceiver, a liar, one who could never be trusted.  As the children saw him miracles, heard his teachings, and saw him personally, his kind and gentle spirit, they could not believe that he was an evil and wicked man‑ so they accepted his claim as the Messiah and recognized him as such.  And that was really the only logical response that they had.

      C.S. Lewis is recognized as one of the fine Christian writers of recent days.  He was an agnostic as a young man, but was convinced of the true nature of Christianity as he studied all of the alternatives.  In one of his many writings, a small paperback book entitled "The Problem of Pain", he writes this paragraph.

     "There was a man born among these Jews who claimed to be, or to be the son of, or to be "one with", the Something which is at once the awful haunter of nature and the giver of the moral law.  The claim is so shocking‑ a paradox, and even a horror, which we may easily be lulled into taking too lightly‑ that only two views of this man are possible.  Either he was a raving lunatic of an unusually abominable type, or else He was , and is, precisely what He said.  There is no middle way.  If the records make the first hypothesis unacceptable, you must submit to the second.  And if you do that, all else that is claimed by Christians becomes credible‑ that this Man, having been killed, was yet alive, and that His death, in some manner incomprehensible to human thought, has effected a real change in our relations to the "awful" and "righteous" Lord, and a change in our favor."

     When Jesus came to town on that first Palm Sunday, even the children recognized the simplicity of the decision before them.  The crowds asked the question "Who is this man?"   Some answered that he is a great prophet of God.  A good man, a great teacher, a wonderful example.  But Jesus answered in his actions presenting himself with the credentials of the Messiah himself.  He disassociated himself from the religious system of his day, and he healed the blind and the lame‑ the Messianic signs prophesied from the O.T.  The children realized his claim, and they accepted him as the Son of David, the Messiah of God.

     That question "who is this man" is the most basic question of life, for it carries with it eternal implications.  If Jesus was a madman or a liar or a deceiver, then he should be opposed.  But none of these people who were there in his presence accused him of insanity.  If Jesus was the Son of God, then his message must be obeyed and we must worship him and accept his sacrifice for our sins.  
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