
I pondered the phrase, “two sides of the same coin” this week and had an epiphany or revelation.  While most of us tend to live out two separate lives to save ourselves, when God came to earth and openly displayed both sides, he was killed. I then looked at our portrayal of superheroes who have secret identities or masks to hide who they really are.  They take subtle joys in hearing about people’s feelings toward their secret identities.  Then I looked at normal everyday people and realized we do the same.  We have our public face and our private face.  Or there is how we act to the wider world and what is really going on within us.  We spend our days running around in fear of the idea of, “What if someone really knew who I was?”

This reality of how all of us live or want others to think how we live causes tension and conflict within us.  In the passage out of Matthew today, we see Jesus live out that balance gracefully and eventually triumphantly, but with a cost.  Jesus’ ability to live that openness of who he is came at the cost of his life.  However, that cost gave him and us new life.


Matthew fills these 11 verses with phrases that hold Jesus twofold existence in tension.  Jesus is fully man.  Jesus is fully God.  A little bit trickier combination than millionaire and crime fighter.  

The description of the setting starts off the tension.  Bethphage, the place where he rests means, “House of Agony” or “House of Unripe Figs.”  It is here, later in the chapter that Jesus will curse the fig tree for not having fruit to satisfy his hunger.  It also describes what may have been going on as Jesus prepared to go forward with his calling and the agony that awaited.  Bethphage was also on the Mount of Olives, the route it was believed the Messiah would travel.  Between naming Bethphage and the Mount of Olives, Matthew has established Jesus’ humanness in suffering and hunger and his divinity as the coming Messiah.


Verse 3 has the next example of tension with the phrase, “The Lord needs.”  Lord quickly attaches us to the idea of a God figure.  But that claim is put into conflict by the word, “needs.”  What could the maker of the whole universe from the beginning of time possibly need that he can not make himself?  A donkey, really?

What Jesus came to fulfill is not what or how we would expect our God to come.  Yes, scripture from Zechariah said he would come on a donkey, but what kind of Messiah is that?  Kings rode on donkeys for entrance into civil affairs and horses for military affairs.  However, they are usually a breed of eastern donkeys trained for smooth transportation, not common beasts of burden as the one Jesus selected.  This new King rides in humbly or meekly.  

Matthew’s editing of the passage from Zechariah reinforces this.  If you compare what the call to worship says versus what Matthew quotes, you will notice a line missing.  “Triumphant and victorious is he” is missing.  This is because the King is not yet triumphant or victorious.  It is not until he is lead out of Jerusalem to his crucifixion that Jesus is triumphant and victorious.  But at both his entry and exit, he is humble.
This word humble is a loaded one.   It is translated humble, meek, gentle, or lowly, depending on your translation.  It is the same word Jesus uses in the beatitudes when he tells us that blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.  The disposition of our King tells us he is not just to be the King of Israel, but the King of the whole earth.  Meekness toward God is that disposition of spirit in which we accept His dealings with us as good, and therefore without disputing or resisting.  Gentleness or meekness is the opposite to self-assertiveness and self-interest. It stems from trust in God’s goodness and control over the situation. 

That is what we celebrate today.  The triumphal entry of our servant King.  The one who comes ready and willing to give up his life to be our King, or as we proclaimed earlier, in the name of the Lord.  Thus we worship a humble and earthly minded God.  
What better way could Jesus proclaim his true identity to us, than in this way.  Amidst the ticker tape parade he is not riding in a convertible to show class, nor a fire engine to show power or safety, but on the tractor of the day, a donkey to show his humanness.  He is saying, I am God and I am with you.  You can call me Jesus or Emmanuel, God with us.
That is why the crowd is ahead and behind him, because Jesus is in the middle, in the midst of the people.  When you are among people, both sides of who you are come out, because there is no place to hide them.  What happened when people were able to see both sides of Jesus, this God man?  Jerusalem was shaken.  When was the last time Jerusalem was described as being shaken?  When the Magi came asking where the king was born.  When will be the next, when the King dies on Good Friday.  Then again, three days later, when the humble king is placed upon his throne on Easter Sunday after he is resurrected from the dead.

Praise God for Jesus, the King of two natures living, dying, and being raised to life in one person, Jesus Christ, Emmanuel, God with Us.  Let us follow that calling.  Amen

