WHO IS THIS MAN?

Matthew 21: 10: When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, "Who is this?"  11The crowds answered, "This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee."


“Who is this man?” the whole city is stirred to ask, upon seeing Jesus arrive at the gates, riding  a donkey, to the loud, tumultuous acclaim of the crowds. 


“Who is this man?”
That question captures the very heart of the gospel that you have entrusted me to preach, and which we are seeking to share and to live. The question, “Who is this man?” is at the heart of the gospels in our Bible, not least the one from which today's passage is read. That question has put in appearances at key points in Jesus' life and ministry, starting with his first forays into teaching, preaching and healing. Jesus is barely gathering disciples, on his first circuit through the synagogues of Galilee, when evil spirits cry out from their tormented victims, “I know who you are, O Holy One of God! Why have you come to torment us?” Jesus sends them packing with a command to be silent about his identity. Perhaps because there are human enemies in high places who should not yet know who he is. The crowds who witness these victories of deliverance marvel and ask, “Who is this man, that even the spirits fear him and obey?”


Another time Jesus is so pressed by the crowd inside a house that four men cannot get through to him with a paralyzed man whom they have brought on a stretcher. They take him to the top of the house, tear open the roof and lower him down. For all this, Jesus says to the paralytic man, “Your sins are forgiven.” Which leaves the religious authorities wondering, “Just who does this man think he is, that he can forgive sins, when that is God's work alone?” And Jesus replies, “So that you may know that I have authority on earth to forgive sins, I will now heal him, too. Rise, take your bed and walk.” 


The question, “Who is this man?” will rise again on the storm-tossed Sea of Galilee, when the disciples, rowing with all their might against the roaring wind and the rising waves, despair of their lives and awaken a sleeping Jesus in the stern, to ask him, “Master, don't you even care that we're about to  drown?” Jesus stands, rebukes the storm with the words, “Peace, be still!” and the wind and waves subside. Which again leaves his disciples wondering, “Who is this man, that even the wind and the waves obey him?”


The question is most pointedly posed by Jesus to his own disciples as they walk through the region of Caesarea Philipi, where Greek and Roman shrines and idols alternate alongside the roadways with Jewish synagogues. Perhaps it was when seeing a shrine to Mars, the Roman God of war, or an inscription honoring the emperor Tiberias Caesar as "Son of God," that Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do the people say that I am?”


“Some say Elijah, some say one of the prophets, some say John the Baptist returned from the dead,” replied the disciples.


“But who do you say that I am?” Jesus asked. Then, in the heart of Matthew's gospel comes the confession from Peter's lips: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”


Many answers to that question, "Who is this man?" are given in the Gospels by many lips. But Peter's answer is the only one which Jesus himself blessed and affirmed. “Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonah, for this has been revealed to you not by flesh and blood but by my father in heaven. You are Peter, the rock, and upon this rock I will build my church.” As Anabaptists and Protestants, we typically understand the rock on which Jesus builds his church to be Peter's confession, that “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God,” and not Peter himself. 


And thus people such as C.S. Lewis have said about this confession, and Jesus' affirmation of it, that we must either say about Jesus that he is a liar, a lunatic, or the Lord, as he claims. No other option remains. There's no middle ground for saying, “Well, maybe he's a great teacher for his time, someone whose magnetic and generous personality made people use divine language about him in a loose sort of sense, but to actually call him 'Lord' in any sense other than 'lordly' would be just too exclusive or authoritarian or fanatical. And we can't afford that today, not in an era of religious terrorism and pluralism.”


That may not just be a product of modern, enlightenment thinking in an age when a whole cafeteria of belief systems is spread before us, a mix-and-match smorgasbord available at the stroke of a computer key or a drive down the street. The most authoritative statements in our culture today start with phrases like, “in my experience,” and “according to my conception of God” or “my truth.” In my latest walk through a Barnes and Noble bookstore, I saw a display of the latest wave of new Jesus scholarship, which further seeks to reduce him to a mere moral teacher and mystic of an Eastern religious sort. But this time the featured books do not appeal to newly discovered documents or archaeology or historical studies. They rely on  visions that Sylvia Browne, a self-professed psychic and New Age guru, claims to have had of the afterlife, in which she claims to have spoken personally with Jesus, Mary and others. She claims to have had visions and encounters with all sorts of dead and departed people, and on the basis of such claims, is rewriting history. She has such a following that the Barnes and Noble through which I walked gave her and her books at least as big a section as anyone else in the religion section. In a way, after a steady diet of things like The Da Vinci Code,  and the short-lived and alleged discovery of Jesus' tomb, it was inevitable that, in the popular mind at least, "Bible scholarship" should come down to this: seances and visions of the dead.


In such a world, Jesus might gain some respect as a prophet and mystic of sorts. Among many mere prophets and mystics, of course. And perhaps that is some of what the crowd in Jerusalem had in mind when they answered the question, “Who is this man?” with the statement, “He is the prophet from Nazareth.” As opposed to, say, the Prophet from Jericho? Or the prophet from.....I don't know, Duluth? After all, there had been more than one prophet of late, in a long line of prophets, each promising many things. To such a mindset, in such a time, whether this new prophet from Nazareth is worth following or not depends upon how well he delivers what the people want. Which, mostly, is independence from Rome. So far, no prophets had delivered anything but words on that desire. Obviously, the prophet from Nazareth did not deliver what many of them wanted either. By the end of the week,  many of these same people will be shouting, “Crucify him!” and “We want Barrabas!” 


But its ironic how Jesus' entry into Jerusalem has already answered their question, "Who is this man?" in a way that says, “Yes, he is a prophet, the prophet from Nazareth, but more—so much more--than a prophet.” As Matthew's gospel points out, Jesus has just staged an event that declares him to be none other than Israel's promised king according to their scriptures, promised centuries earlier by another prophet, Zechariah:

"See, your king  comes to you,  righteous and having salvation, 
       gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey." 


What is this king coming to do? What is his reign about? Zechariah goes on to say, in chapter 9:

 10 I will take away the chariots from Ephraim 
       and the war-horses from Jerusalem, 
       and the battle bow will be broken. 
       He will proclaim peace to the nations. 
       His rule will extend from sea to sea 
       and from the River  to the ends of the earth. 


So, if more of Zion's citizens were in the know, or understood what this Palm Sunday demonstration was about, they might not have just said, “He is the prophet from Nazareth.” They should have gone on to say, “He claims to be Israel's promised king.” 


And if they waited and watched to see what happened next, they would have even more with which to answer that question, "Who is this man?" Once Jesus has entered Jerusalem, he goes to the temple to fulfill another promise of the prophets. He turns over the money changers' tables,  drives out the sacrificial animals and cleanses the temple district, making it again a place of prayer for all nations, rather than a den of thieves. The Israelite who knew his Bible would have remembered the words of another prophet, the last one in their Bible, the prophet Malachi:

“The Lord, whom you seek, shall suddenly come to his temple. But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. 3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, 4 and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years.”


In this dramatic temple action, Jesus is acting as “the Lord whom you seek,” and in a high priestly function. He sets straight and cleans up the worship of God that had been abused and corrupted by human authorities and institutions. In addition to proclaiming himself Israel's king—a direct challenge to Caesar, Rome and its clients--he is now, in the temple, proclaiming himself priest, in fact, high priest, in a direct challenge to Caiaphas, the high priest,  the Chief Executive Officer of the whole temple market system, which Jesus had just disrupted.


“Who is this man?” the residents and pilgrims of Jerusalem ask. A prophet. The prophet from Nazareth, they determine. But on the same day they ask that question, Jesus has also answered it by demonstrating himself Israel's rightful king and high priest, according to the promises of the prophets. Jesus: Prophet, priest and king. There, in the Palm Sunday events, you have the threefold historical confession of his disciples, and the witness of the gospels. 


In answer to the question, “Who is this man?” Jesus' actions on that Sunday amount to nothing less than a bold and assertive claim of his unique and divine authority and nature: Israel's supreme prophet, priest and king. The Son of God; the Lord whom you seek. Such an assertion of absolute life and death, eternal authority understandably invites scandal today, a scandal we must either own or repudiate as we either own or repudiate the man who claims the title of Christ, the Lord, the Son of the Living God. As a stroll through the bookshelves will show, many would prefer a mild-mannered mystic of New Age wisdom who humbly takes his place among many, many more. Someone who will make you feel good, but not anyone worth living and dying for.


To be fair, some of the scandal in the world over the nature and identity of Jesus is really a scandal over the church, and the ways in which church authority figures  and institutions have often claimed Jesus' absolute authority for themselves. Whether we're talking about the Crusades or the Inquisition or the forced conversions at spear point of Indians in Latin America during the Spanish conquest, or the times in which Protestant churches have stood in the way of human rights, or the latest sex abuse scandals, the church has a long history of  abusing power that truly is scandalous. Our own Anabaptist ancestors launched, in effect, 500 years ago, a nonviolent but uncompromising revolt and defection from the church's abuse of authority. And though they were orthodox Christians, they suffered from the institutional church crackdown just as severely as did Jews, Muslims and non-believers. 


But they would not have been able to do so, nor to endure, if there was not for them, outside of themselves, a source or center of absolute authority, greater than themselves. They would not have been able to withstand the church's claims of ultimate authority had they challenged it with only a claim of their own personal authority, or the authority of their own consciences. Saying, "I saw this in a vision" or "this is my own personal truth" would not have sustained as many of them for as long and as much as they had to suffer. Against the threat of rack, fire and the gallows, many more would have given up, or simply dropped out of the struggle, had it only been a question of my personal beliefs versus those of some institution. They could only resist and defect from the absolutist claims of earthly and ecclesiastical kings because of their loyalty to another, heavenly king, Christ the Lord.  It was Jesus who they proclaimed as right and true and worthy of trust and obedience, and not themselves.


This was not just a 16th Century thing. As recently as the 1970's, some church leaders who refused to repeat the government lines in Castro's Cuba faced the firing squads with their last words being, “Viva Cristo Rey!” Long live Christ the King. And many of us here know what it is like to resist an absolutist worldly authority for the name and the sake of a greater heavenly authority.


Given this history, I can sympathize with anyone who is scandalized by anyone's claim to lordship and authority. Yet look at the very kind of authority which Jesus claims in his Palm Sunday demonstration. He came into Jerusalem on the back of a four-footed animal, at the head of a cheering mob. That already had a long heritage and history of raw, naked power. In such a triumphant procession, on horseback,  the Roman General Pompey entered Jerusalem as a conqueror some sixty years earlier. Such triumphant processions, at the head of conquering, victorious armies, were bold statements of authority and power for which the Roman Senate gave permission to worthy generals whenever they returned to Rome from a successful military campaign. But it gave this permission carefully, lest the triumphant general go on to seize the throne. 


But Jesus enters Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, surrounded and cheered by children and unarmed crowds, chanting words of the Psalm that greeted King David on his victorious returns from battle. But no one in that crowd is displaying any swords, spears or shields. Those are in the Antonia Fortress above, where the occupying Roman garrison is watching the whole event, probably with a mixture of fear, contempt and confusion. 


Jesus' particular mode of transportation is a declaration of victory, authority and kingship all right, but of the most peaceful and vulnerable sort. The prophet who predicted and scripted this event saw it in just those very peaceful terms: “I will take away the chariots from Ephraim  and the war-horses from Jerusalem, and the battle bow will be broken.  He will proclaim peace to the nations.” Any Jerusalemite who thought that Jesus intended to ride that donkey into the Roman garrison to dislodge them at spear point did not know Jesus, or they did not know the prophecy he was fulfilling. They didn't know donkeys, either.


In the years and decades that followed this demonstration, Jesus' disciples wrestled with what these assertions of priestly and royal power and authority meant, if they didn't mean that they could protect or assert or avenge themselves with weapons of worldly power, if Jesus and his own ambassadors could be crucified too, like Peter was, or jailed, tried, stoned and left for dead, as Paul once was. 


They saw the answer to their questions in the new relationships of love and mutual submission that were emerging under Christ's kingship, such as when Peter and James fellowshipped and worshiped and ate with new believers among their former enemies, the Samaritans. There arose then a hymn among these new Christians, one which Paul quoted to his Gentile friends and disciples at Philippi, in a way that makes us suspect that they had learned and sung it together. Maybe Paul had taught it to them. We know its a hymn because it reads like one. Twenty centuries later, I just wish we had the music to it. The words go like this, from Philippians 2: 5-11:

"Being in very nature God, 
      [Christ] did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
 7but made himself nothing, 
      taking the very nature of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 
 8And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death— 
         even death on a cross! 
 9Therefore God has exalted him to the highest place 
      and has given him the name that is above every name, 
 10that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
      in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
 11and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
      to the glory of God the Father."


Yes, this entry into Jerusalem is a claim of kingship and of absolute, ultimate authority. But it is not the absolute and ultimate authority of a king or a warlord who sends others to death for his sake. It is the absolute and ultimate authority of a king and a lord who gives his own life for the sake of his subjects. Not the lordship of a feudal seigneur whose subjects live in sheer slavery, but the loyalty of a friend who has purchased his subjects from their slavery. What is demonstrated before the gates of Jerusalem is a claim of absolute and ultimate power and authority, but for peace and redemption, not war and destruction. The power that Jesus claims and asserts is power to lift us up, not to put us down. It is a power Christ demonstrated by coming down, into the depths of the human condition with us.


And if it helps in communicating with this power-wary world, consider that our job as disciples is not to claim any authority or power for ourselves, but for Christ. Our witness to the world is not about ourselves nor our rightness, but about Christ and his rightness. The question we pose to the world is not, “Do you believe or trust us?” but “Do you believe or trust Christ?”  Our claims about Christ's authority and power to lift us up are most convincing when we stoop down with him, into the depths of the human experience, to lift others up. That way, we can be bold about Christ even while we are humble about ourselves.  That is even the very nature of our witness: to be bold about Christ while humble about ourselves.


"Who is this man?" That question did not lose importance once the dust had settled outside the gates of Jerusalem, and the prophet from Nazareth had dismounted from that donkey. In effect, it is the question many of us here answered with our baptismal vows, when we said "I do" to baptismal questions such as, "Do you accept and confess the Lord Jesus Christ as your personal Savior and Redeemer, trusting in his death and resurrection for the forgiveness of your sins?" It was the question you answered if you said "I do" in response to another such question as, "Do you solemnly consecrate yourself to Christ and his service?" And it is the question that all of us disciples answer whenever we  wrestle with choices, make decisions, and act--or not--upon our faith. Who is this man to us? Is he great enough to obey and follow? To live for, and if necessary, to die for?


And who are we? Just his servants, and his witnesses, and no, we are not always right. Don't let anyone take our witness upon our own authority. More important is the question, Who is he? This man on the back of a donkey, so humble and peaceable? He is Christ the Lord, who lays claim to being the prophet, priest and king, promised by God. 


But don't take it on our word. Check him out and take it on his. 
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