THE DIVINE WARRIOR KING
Sermon for Palm Sunday, March 16, 2008

Readings: Philippians 2:5-11; Matthew 26:36-54

Sermon text: Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—ever death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every names, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  Phil 2:5-11

 “All glory, laud and honor, to thee Redeemer King!” –so we sang as we entered the church. 

An appropriate Easter song—if a bit premature as we enter Holy Week—when far from being lauded and honored, Jesus was quickly betrayed and abandoned by his friends, rejected as messiah (after their initial frenzy)by the common people and executed as a rebel and blasphemer by the combined efforts of the Jewish religious authorities and the Roman overlords.

If that were the end of the story only specialists in Jewish history would conceivably know his name. But of course we know how the story really ends (for so we genuinely confess and believe). The hero ends by conquering all: sin, Satan and death itself. He is the Divine Warrior King who snatches victory from within the very belly of death and the pit of Sheol. This is not a tragedy but an epic victory.

Something to think about even as we prepare to remember the passion and the cross.  

But also this; the nature of Jesus victory, the nature of his identity as warrior king. 

Remember how he began his ministry after the baptism by John. He went into the desert to fast and pray. There he was met by Satan who tempted him three times. Remember the temoptations, which we diligently studying in our CF2 class: to feed his hunger by turning stones into bread; to demonstrate his true identity as beloved son of God by throwing himself from the temple mount, and to become king of the world by worshipping satan.

Well, consider these as the enemies he has overcome in his epic battle. First, the instinct for self-preservation. Instead of giving in to his hunger he overcame it in the desert. In the Garden of Gethsemane, he prayed to the Father that the bitter cup of suffering and death be taken from him if there any other way to accomplish the will of God. But if there was no other way, then, thy will be done. Three times he prayed this. The answer was three times the same—he had to do it. And he had do go through it alone—his friends could not even stay awake to pray let alone stand fast in the moment of trial. 

Of course we are familiar with the self-sacrifice of heroes—that is practically the defining characteristic. The captain in Saving Private Ryan, the lover in the Titanic, the many ones who shout you go on—I’ll slow them down. 

What else did Jesus overcome. The second temptation is to power. Jesus could easily have followed up his triumphant entry into Jerusalem with a call to arms. Acclaimed as Messiah, heir of King David, he could have rallied the thousands of pilgrims present in Jerusalem for Passover to overwhelm the Roman legions. Indeed just an event occurred in the year 70 when a man named Bar Kochba, acclaimed as messiah by none other than the famous Rabbi Akiba, started a rebellion against Rome. They quickly took Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside, wiping out the Romans. But then Rome gathered a counterstrike force and came in and destroyed the Jewish army, destroyed the Temple and razed the city. It could have been done. Easily. But Jesus declined the opportunity. He said he could have called 10,000angles, but he didn’t. He could have let his disciples fight the arresting police—but he told them to sheath their swords. For he who lives by the sword will die by the sword. There was a better way.

And what was it? Perhaps he would stage a dramatic rescue by the hand of God, demonstrating his claim to be in fact the Son of God. That’s what the people wanted to see: come on, Jesus, if you are the Son of God, come down from that cross. Save yourself. The final temptation: to call on the Father to save him. And what temptation it must have been as he died in great agony, thirst, loneliness. Perhaps even God had forsaken him, he felt, as he struggled to heave himself up his nailed hands and feet to take another breath. Yet he didn’t cry out, Save me, Father, save me!

He knew the way to victory was through the dark door of death. 

He died for us in a supreme act of self-sacrifice, he renounced political violence as a means to freedom and peace—if the world could only learn that lesson!—and he refused to use his power as God to claim the victory before he went all the way through death and hell. 

He emptied himself of the glory and power of God—even the reputation of a holy person—even his claim for life and justice. So that we might be saved.

I invite you to meditate on this threefold victory over temptation and the powers of this world and the world below as you prepare to celebrate a week from today. How are these temptations present in your life; to do anything in order to survive. How often do we see a perverse honoring today of those who are “survivors”—no matter how dishonorable are the means of staying alive (I mean of course in the sense of the reality show not the sense of those who have fought against cancer and other diseases). What wouldn’t you do to stay alive? Would you sacrifice others for your own benefit and survival or would you insist on living to your highest code of honor even if it meant death?

How about power and violence? Our American mythology is deeply woven of the strand scholars call redemption by violence. The shootout at the OK corral, high noon, Rambo, Matrix—the list goes on and on. But Jesus shows a different way, doesn’t he? How could his way be integrated into a successful response to political struggle or acts of crime—consider the Amish or the renunciation of vendetta led by Nelson Mandela and the empowered African National Congress.

Finally, how far do we trust the providence of God? If a loved one dies despite all our prayers, do we feel betrayed and abandoned by God? Wasn’t Jesus? Yet in fact his death was part of a much greater strategy of ultimate victory—this life is not the whole story. Death is not the finish line. God will save you—though the way of the cross is part of the way of peace.

In Christ’s name, Amen.
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