
Who Is This?

Isaiah 50:4-9a; Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29; Philippians 2:5-11; Matthew 21:1-11

In the past century, a great concern for many was the rise of atheism—the belief that there is

no God to believe in. More recently, you may have heard of the so-called “New Atheism,”

propounded by people like Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins or in our own denomination

the furor raised by Gretta Vosper who claims to be an atheist minister. It’s as if these modern God-

debunkers say, “Hey educated, affluent, twentieth-century people, we told you that there’s no God,

that the idea of a supreme being is a superstitious fiction. Now we’ll tell you one more time: there is

no God.”

There have been a number of debunkers of the debunkers (the best of whom are Alister

McGrath and David Bentley Hart). Their best question to the atheists, old or new, is simply, “Who is

the God whom you do not believe exists?”

It’s an important question because with a little probing it is usually demonstrated that the God

in whom the New Atheists disbelieve is not the God of Jews and Christians anyway.

Part of the problem is that when we get into discussions or reflect on the word God, we think

we know who we are talking about. God is . . . (fill in whatever abstract attribute you think God must

have if God is to be worthy of your worship). God is . . . omnipotent, or has a plan for your life, or can

do anything God wants, and so on.

Conceiving of the problem in this way means that we all start thinking we know what we’re

talking about when we say “God.” Then all that’s required is an argument over which candidate for

the real, true God qualifies best for that position. Mohammed is more like God than, say, Vishnu. Or

the Buddha is a more benign definition of God than Thor.

But what if we don’t know who God is until God self-defines God? What if we just can’t get to a
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true, real idea of God on our own? If God is God and we are not, then our human capacity to

comprehend the truth about God is limited. We can’t get to God; God must get to us. Only God is

able truthfully to define God.

All of which is a long way to remind you that one of the reasons why this week before us will

end poorly for Jesus is that, in many people’s minds, Jesus just didn’t fit their definitions of God.

When some of Jesus’s disciples said, “We have found the Messiah” (and not all of his disciples

seemed sure of just who Jesus really was), the reaction of many (most?) people was, “That can’t be

the Messiah! The Messiah is . . .” (here they filled in their received definition of Messiah—a powerful

military commander, a great king, a divine, mysterious figure who descends from the clouds, and so

on).

This Sunday, after twenty chapters of Matthew’s Gospel and in spite of Jesus’s preaching and

numerous healings (maybe because of the unexpected things Jesus has said and done), people are

still encountering Jesus, scratching their heads and, muttering, “Who is this?”

Can you blame them?

Some in the crowd in today’s Gospel begin chanting, “Hosanna!” That’s an acclamation for

when the king comes to town. Others strip off their cloaks and spread them in the street in front of

Jesus. Again, that’s a gesture of honour for a famous person who enters the city.

“Blessings on the one who comes in the name of the Lord!” someone shouts. That’s a quote

from a royal psalm sung when the king arrives. “Son of David!” they call out. This Jesus is thought by

some to be one in the kingly lineage of David, Israel’s first great king. Perhaps some thought Jesus

was arriving to raise an army, run the Romans out of Judea, and establish a new government.

But wait. This “king” whom they hail is riding a donkey! A fuzzy, lowly beast of burden—not a

royal charger like Pilate would be riding in the procession at the other end of town. Jesus wears
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simple garments, not regal robes. There are no royal proclamations, no declarations of war against

Caesar’s minions. Just an unarmed rabbi from the hinterland who bounces in on the back of a

donkey.

Some in the crowd think they know who Jesus is. “It’s the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in

Galilee,” they shout. But a prophet who speaks not a word to the crowd? And a prophet from

Nazareth of all places? Can anyone good and great come out of such a backwater town?

Matthew says of this day, when Jesus entered Jerusalem, “the whole city was stirred up.”

Why? They are confused about who Jesus is. Is he just another Passover visitor to Jerusalem? Or is

he the long-awaited answer to our prayers?

“Who is this?” they ask. And well, they should. Hosanna! At last God has heard our prayer. At

last the savior has come! Now God will do for us what we’ve been waiting for!

But a humble, lowly man on the back of a donkey? Welcomed not by the mayor with the key to

the city but by a throng of ordinary people? Who is this? 

That was the question on everyone’s mind. Who is this? It’s a question that has been raised

about Jesus from the very beginning. Who is this?

Once again, Matthew is messing with our messianic expectations. We thought we knew God.

God is that divine being who can do anything God wants. God is all-powerful, strong, righteous, and

decisive.

Then God shows up among us as a gentle, humble rabbi on the back of a donkey. One who

preaches love more than power, who comes not with the power to coerce and force but rather with

an outstretched hand, reaching out to those who thought they knew all they needed to know about

God.

Who is this?
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For the rest of this Holy Week, as this one who rides into Jerusalem is rejected by the smart

and powerful, weeps over the fate of his beloved city, breaks bread with the very disciples who will

disappoint and betray him, is eventually arrested and then horribly executed— who even as he

breathes his last forgives those who crucify him—we will have many opportunities to stop and ask

ourselves, “Who is this?”

A great prophet? Yes, that and more. Down through the centuries, ever since this Palm

Sunday parade when our expectations for our salvation were so dramatically turned on their head,

crowds have asked, “Who is this?”

The saints, the faithful, those who are given eyes to see, faith to understand, have responded,

“This is none other than God with us, Emmanuel, the savior of the world!”

Let us walk behind him this Holy Week and see what we can learn about the truth of God. 

“Now a large crowd spread their clothes on the road. Others cut palm branches off the trees

and spread them on the road. The crowds in front of him and behind him shouted, “Hosanna to the

Son of David! Blessings on the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!”

And when Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred up. ‘Who is this?’ they asked. The

crowds answered, ‘It’s the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee’” (Matt 21:8-11 CEB).

Christology gives specific, unavoidable, prophetic content and necessary theological control to

pneumatology. Our imaginations are prone to fanciful constructions of God. Incarnational faith in the

Word made flesh regards “faith” as less interesting than “faith in whom?” Solid, interesting intellectual

content is precisely what is lacking in so many contemporary treatments of “spirituality.”

For Christians, “God is God, not in the mists of some transcendence, not on the basis of  their

own opinion, thought, or speculation, not in the form of an image projected by them, but in Jesus

Christ,” thunders Karl Barth.1
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In John, Jesus is big on words. But tonight, at the table, he doesn’t only say the good news; he

shows us as he enacts his gospel, embodies his sermons with basin and towel, simply and directly

commanding us to do the same. In other Gospels Jesus tells some memorable parables; tonight he

performs parabolically by kneeling at his disciples’ feet and enacting the gospel.

Will Willimon: “I remember conducting a workshop on preaching for Mennonite pastors. I showed

them a video of a sermon I preached on Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount. Mennonites, like Wesleyans,

are big on the Sermon on the Mount. In my sermon I skillfully, artistically (if I do say so) reframed the

Sermon on the Mount as a poetic vision of the future, not a list of rules for the present. I spoke of how

Jesus’s sermon is eschatological, pointing to God’s promised future.

After showing my sermon, I asked the gathered pastors what they thought of my creative

homiletics. A young Mennonite pastor asked, “Did it ever occur to you to say, ‘Just do it’?”

Just turn the other cheek? Just go the second mile? Just forgive enemies?

We have multiple means of avoiding Jesus’s claim upon our lives. Perhaps one way of

evading Jesus is a poetic, creative sermon! Perhaps all that needs to be said is “Just do it!” Thanks

be to God. Amen.

1. Karl Barth, The Christian Life, vol. 4.4 of Church Dogmatics, Lecture Fragments, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 93.
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