ARE YOU THE KING OF THE JEWS?

Homily for Good Friday, April 10, 2009

Reading: John18:25-25

Sermon text: The Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus and asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews? Jesus answered, “Do you ask this on your own, or did others tell you about me?” Pilate replied, “I am not a Jew, am I?”

What does it mean to be the King of the Jews? Why does Pilate ask, unless it is not obvious? There were indeed many kings in the world, and they were usually easy enough to spot. But status was subject to change. Herod Antipas, son of King Herod, was only a tetrarch, a ruler of only a quarter of the territory governed by his father (his territory was Galilee). He was also totally reliant on Roman power and imperial favor. His father, Herod the Great, had rebuilt the Temple—a kingly act—yet he lived in fear. He tried to kill the infant boy who was born, so he was told, under a signifying star, in the city of David, and destined to become the King of the Jews. And this was nothing out of the way, for he also killed two of his sons, one of whom had tried to poison him. It was a risky business being king. No wonder Jesus was not quick to say yes, he was. It was a loaded question. Even now. 

The most famous king of the Jews, the one everyone always thinks of, then and now, was King David. Yet he was a usurper, overthrowing the first king, King Saul. David, scripture tells us, had a great heart. He had a heart for the Lord—faith—he had the heart of a lion—courage. He trusted God to be with him, he took on Goliath. He also a poet and a lover’s heart. They say he played the lyre and composed the psalms. He danced in procession before the ark. He fell in love with a woman, not his wife, when he saw her bathing in the moonlight. That was trouble. Bathsheba. 

But their son—their second child—was Solomon, the other great king of Israel. If David was the great warrior and conqueror, Solomon was the wise builder and ruler. David founded Jerusalem, but Solomon built the Temple. His wisdom was proverbial—and so the proverbs are credited to him. He had the family eye for beauty—and was said to have a thousand wives and concubines. Many were simply for strategic alliance—but his wisdom led him astray there, for their import of idols led to a diversity of cultic places that defiled the land set aside for the one God, Yahweh. His wisdom failed him also in preparing his sons to rule—for they fought and then the kingdom split in two, shortly after his death. And then began the long sad saga of unfaithful and unjust kings that led, inexorably, to the ruin of the kingdoms, exile and the end of a sovereign nation for the Jews (until sixty years ago!). The rule of the house of David came to an end.

But the prophesy remained, that one day an heir to the throne of David would arise. Could Jesus be the one? That is what the many hoped, and the few in power feared.

But Jesus was not to be a king like David or Solomon—conquering by the sword, ruling through craft and politics.

Perhaps he was a king like Melchizedek—a rather obscure figure in the scripture, the king of Salem (ancient ancestor or Jerusalem), who met Abraham and thanked him for his role in defeating two unjust kings. He offered prayer in the name of the High One—a prophetic foreshadowing—and accepted a tithe from Abraham. He was something different, both king and priest (a combination that Saul l earned to his dismay was not easy to pull off). And so the learned author of the letter to the Hebrews makes the case that Jesus was a king and priest after the manner of Melchizedek. His priesthood was not in the lineage of Aaron, yet his sacrifice and offering, his rebuilding of the Temple was effective in ways far beyond the repetitive round of the priestly class. His was once and for all. His rule was to be king of kings. He was the great high priest and king.

Was this something Jesus was thinking? Who knows? Yet he certainly was thinking of being a king after the manner of David or Solomon. He called himself the Son of Man—and was known to be the son of Mary. His descent from David was through adoption—for the genealogies all go back through Joseph. So he, in a way, was another David, a usurper. he was not born to the purple, but to the plain linen swaddling cloth. Not  born in a palace but a stable. Not raised as a prince, but a carpenter. Not ruling as one who comes to be served, but as one who comes to serve. Earthly king, of earth made, from womb delivered, and he was sent to the pretender’s death, to the rebel’s crucifixion. King of the Jews? In his dreams.

Yet, of course, he was king, and not only of the Jews. He was son of Mary, Son of Man—and yet also Son of God. His kingdom, he said, was not of this world—and by that he meant this world of false and passing power, ruled by self striving, lost to chance and death, the kind of kingdom Solomon in his great age saw as vanity, vanity, all is smoke. 

But King of kings, Lord of lords. Making his noble sacrifice, fulfilling the prophecies of ancient days, he died on that cross we remember today. Passing through the gate of hell he descended even to those imprisoned there—and proved himself lord of all. Releasing the captives—a kingly mercy. Breaking the chains, a powerful warrior. Ruling through the wisdom that created the universe, ruling through the power that binds all things, that rebuilds all ruins, that conquers all enemies—love. King of heart and mind, noble in thought and deed, yet humble and meek, of earth and yet of heaven.
His is the warrior poet’s heart of David, fighting evil, sin and death—suffering apparent defeat this day, only to rise victorious Easter morning. His the wisdom of Solomon—and far greater, for he is the Word spoken in the morning of creation, and he will be the Judge on the last day. He is great High Priest and King, offering himself as a sacrifice, united with the Father in Spirit, and sending the Holy Spirit to comfort and guide us even now. He was the Son of Man, of common stock, yet noble lineage (for are we not all Children of Adam, who, as Luke notes, was a son of God?). Not born to the purple or raised to rule, yet he commanded by his presence even the storm, even the demons, even death. For truly this man was the Son of God, King of kings and Lord of lords. Who even on the cross was glorified. Who rules in our hearts if he let him. I pray you to let him rule your life, for he is meek and seeks only our good. His rule is based on love, not fear. His subjects are free and destined for glory—though theirs too is the way of the cross.  

Yes, he was the king of the Jews. And he is our king too.
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