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A few years ago I was granted the honor of being the Grand Marshall for the parade the morning of the New Castle Spring Fling.  Now, it’s not quite the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York, but I had never been Grand Marshall for a parade before and I was kind of excited about the honor.  As often happens in situations where you think you’ve received an honor, though, someone really deflated my ego.  Ben Coomes was the driver of the car I was to ride in, and as we left the high school parking lot to start the parade I said, Ben, I have no idea why they asked me to be Grand Marshall of the parade.  Very matter of factly, Ben said, it’s probably because everybody else said no.  Thanks, Ben, for such encouraging words.

As we continue with our series The Bible You Should Know we will study the Triumphal Entry this morning.  Today is Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week, the most holy time on the Christian calendar.  The Triumphal Entry is one of the most recognized events not only of the last week of the life of Jesus but of his entire earthly ministry.


The Triumphal Entry was a time when Jesus was greeted with great honor, but imagine the change for Jesus, as he was welcomed into Jerusalem by the adoring crowds and within days he was nailed to a cross.  Now that’s an abrupt change.  And he knew it was coming.  Jesus knew, as the crowds were cheering Hosanna! that in just a matter of days he would give up his life through the horror of crucifixion.

All four Gospels contain this story, and large pieces of all four Gospels center on this last week of the life of Jesus.  Almost half of John’s gospel revolves around these final days of Jesus.  Clearly, they are very important.  But John does something very different from the other three gospels – something different, and something very, very interesting.  John, like the other three, has the Triumphal Entry at the beginning of the last week.  He changes, though, another event in a very significant way.  John places the cleansing of the Temple not after the Triumphal Entry, but at the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry.  Go back to John 2:13-17 and you will find the story of Jesus chasing the moneychangers out of the Temple.  Did Jesus do this twice?  No.  Why is it so out of order?  John simply tells the story early as a way of saying there was something very different about Jesus.  John was telling us that Jesus was born not just to make a few improvements, but to completely transform everything about life, about the world, and about faith.  There was A Very Clear Difference about Jesus.  This is a story that is very familiar to us, but we must know not just the story, but the radical vision of life Jesus presented when he rode into Jerusalem that day.


All of the gospels led to the point of Jesus entering Jerusalem.  Jesus enters the city extremely popular to many people, though certainly not to all people.  The religious leaders were extremely upset with the welcome Jesus received in Jerusalem, even pointing their fingers at each other and saying You see that you are not doing any good; look, the world has gone after him (12:19).

I want to do this today by talking about some of the themes of the final days of Jesus’ earthly ministry, days that began with the Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem.

1.  Conflict.


I am always amazed at how fearless Jesus was when it came to conflict.  Pick any one of the gospels and read the events of the last week of Jesus’ life; you will find conflict at every turn.  Jesus faced conflict with the religious leaders, conflict with the Romans, and conflict with his own followers.  Every page that records these events reveals to us conflict, and also reveals that Jesus was not afraid of conflict nor was he afraid to instigate conflict.


Why was Jesus so fearless when it came to conflict?  It’s because, I believe, conflict is an inevitable result of challenging the status quo of life and Jesus was not only challenging the status quo, he was working to overturn the status quo.  Jesus challenged the status quo that allowed social systems and government systems and religious systems to use people for the benefit of a few.  Jesus challenged the status quo of social systems that would say some people are not valued and can be pushed to the edges of society; he challenged governmental systems that would take advantage of most people for the enriching of a few; and he challenged the religious system that said God was okay with this.  Jesus was not afraid of walking into conflict and he was not afraid to instigate conflict.


So why are we so afraid of conflict?


I have spent an inordinate amount of time in my life and in my ministry trying to either avoid or minimize conflict.  I don’t like conflict and I am happy to avoid it when possible.  I have spent a lot of time apologizing to people over the years as a way to resolve conflict.  Some of those times I needed to apologize; some of those times it was a mistake, because I was simply trying to make conflict go away rather than solving an underlying issue of great importance.


We cannot make the mistake of seeing all conflict as either bad or wrong.  Sometimes, it is only through conflict that we have times of growth in our lives.  It is also a sign that we are taking seriously the serious issues of life.  If there is no conflict taking place then there is no engagement with the problems of our world.  Jesus was surrounded by conflict because he did not avoid the very difficult problems of the world and the very difficult problems in the lives of people.
2.  Confrontation.


Confrontation is a first-cousin to conflict.  Conflict and confrontation are not the same, but they are often closely connected.  Confrontation will always bring conflict, but conflict can be a way of avoiding the things we need to confront in life.  Have you ever noticed when you have an argument with someone – your friend, your spouse, your sibling – that the argument often is not about the real issue?  When we have conflicts the real issue is generally below the surface.  We argue about surface issues because we don’t want to address the things in our lives that need to be confronted.

Jesus was not afraid to confront what needed to be confronted.  He brought what was lurking below the surface into the open.  When the Samaritan woman at the well kept trying to change the subject of their conversation Jesus did not hesitate to continue to bring the conversation back around to the real issue (John 4:7-28).  When the rich young ruler came proudly to Jesus with all of his accomplishments of righteousness Jesus did not hesitate to confront him and tell him that if he really wanted to be serious about obtaining eternal life he should sell all that he had and give the proceeds to the poor (Luke 18:18-23).  When James and John came to Jesus in an attempt to grab power Jesus did not hesitate to confront their mistaken view of what constitutes power (Mark 10:35-45).  When Peter sought to keep Jesus from going to Jerusalem he did not hesitate to confront Peter (Matthew 16:21-23).  And we could go on an on and on with numerous examples.  

The point is, Jesus came not only to bring us the grace, the forgiveness, and the salvation of God, he came to confront the problems of the world; he came to speak against the things that needed to be spoken against; and he came to confront a world where sin had taken dominion and created structures that enslaved mankind.


This is why the religious leaders so feared Jesus and were so anxious to destroy him – Jesus was not afraid to confront them.  Jesus was not afraid to confront them for the mockery they made of the Temple and how they had corrupted worship and religion.  We are so used to the scene of Jesus turning over the tables of the moneychangers in the Temple that perhaps we lose the impact of that moment.  That was a moment of incredible confrontation, but it was a moment of incredible love as well.  The love Jesus had for authentic faith and authentic worship drove him to confront the empty shell of faith that was represented by the institutional religion of the day.

Confrontation is not easy.  It is not easy to confront and it is not easy to be confronted, but Jesus was fearless in his confrontation of the powers of sin, the powers of evil, and the powers that sought to destroy the lives of people.  The reason he was not afraid of confrontation was because of love.  Genuine and redemptive confrontation – the kind of confrontation that Jesus practiced – was based in love.  Confrontation that simply seeks to attack and tear down is not the kind of confrontation practiced by Jesus.


Which leads us to our final theme – 

3.  Redemption


Politics is a nasty business.  In this election year people thought things might be different, that we might have civil discourse, and healthy debate about the issues.  That, unfortunately, is quickly dissipating as the election draws nearer.  One of the tragedies of politics is the belief that to strengthen your own position you have to tear down or destroy your opponent’s position – or your opponent.

There were plenty of people who desired to draw Jesus into that kind of response.  In Luke’s gospel we are told that even the disciples tried to draw Jesus into this way of response.  In Luke 9:51-56 we read the story of Jesus sending his disciples ahead of him into a village to make preparations for his arrival.  The village would not receive Jesus because he was on his way to Jerusalem, so James and John said to Jesus Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them? (Luke 9:54)  But Jesus rebukes them and they continue on to another village instead.

The primary goal of Jesus was always redemption.  Redemption is the reason he was willing to engage conflict, it was the reason he was willing to be confrontational, and it was, most importantly, the reason he was willing to die.


Susan Brandt is a minister whose life can only be explained by the redemptive power of God.  Growing up in poverty, life was difficult for her from the beginning.  Her home was a place of violence and addiction that caused her to become very rebellious in her teenage years.  That rebellion started a downward tumble to where she was forced to do whatever it took to survive.  At the age of thirteen she began a cycle of running away from home, arrest, detention centers, and finally joining a group of bikers called Satan’s Choice.  She was seventeen years old, a drug addict, and her life spiraling completely out of control.  


After nearly dying she encountered a group of recovering addicts who reached out to her and got her off the streets. It was while living with the group that she learned of faith and understood the love of God.  


She worked to get her high school diploma and applied to nursing school. Because of her background she was continually rejected until she finally won acceptance.  After finding success in nursing she knew she needed to use her medical gifts to help people with backgrounds like hers.  She started Ottawa Innercity Ministries and began going into abandoned buildings and walking under bridges to search out those who needed help.  She would take those she found and care for them and even wash the smelly, diseased feet of the homeless addicts to whom she was demonstrating the love of Christ.  She opened more centers and street health clinics.
(Adapted from Rev. Susan:  From Poverty to Priesthood.  Found at http://www.streetlevelconsulting.ca/talesFromTheTurf/priesthood.htm).


What could bring change of that magnitude in such a broken life?  It is the redemptive love of Christ, the love that compelled Jesus to ride into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, knowing he would be crucified.  Accept, and embrace, that love today.
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