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The issue last week, Passion Sunday, was "Is Jesus God?" This week's issue, on Palm Sunday, is "Is Jesus King"? "Is Jesus God?" and "Is Jesus King?" are not the same question. First-century Jews were looking for an anointed one -- a Messiah -- a Christ --a King. They had no particular reason to think that man would also be God. We saw last week that their reaction to Jesus' claim to be God was to say he was committing blasphemy. 
The idea the Jews had that the Messiah would be an earthly king came directly from the prophet Isaiah. "The government will be upon his shoulder ... of the increase of his government and peace there shall be no end, upon the throne of David." 
The issue of whether or not Jesus was the Messiah-king came up as early as the first days after his birth. The reason King Herod wanted to kill Jesus was that the wise men said that a new king had been born in Israel. Herod knew he himself was not the legitimate king, so he had every reason to fear the one who might be. 
In Chapter Six of St. John's Gospel, Jesus feeds five thousand people with a small amount of food. This miracle shows, among other things, that he is not bound by the normal laws of economics -- supply or demand. That makes him attractive as a political leader. So, just after he describes the miracle, St. John writes, When Jesus therefore perceived that they would come and take him by force, to make him a king, he departed again into a mountain himself alone." 
Later on, in Acts, Chapter 17, St. Paul preaches in Thessalonika in Greece. The Jews there are enraged at what he is doing, so they haul him and the Thessalonian believers up before the Roman officials in the town. The Jews say, "These that have turned the whole world upside down are come hither also ... these all do contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, one Jesus." There is another king, one Jesus. 
The issue of whether or not Jesus is God and whether or not he committed blasphemy by saying he was God could be written off even by serious people as just silly spiritual speculation. The question of whether or not he was a king was a rather different matter. A claim to be king could result in actual warfare and rebellion and serious disturbance of the peace. The claim moved Herod to kill babies. The claim is what animates today's lessons. 
The way Jesus rode into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday was a clear claim to be the king of Israel, just as saying "Before Abraham was, I am" was his clear claim to be God. He fulfilled a prophecy from Zechariah quite intentionally. The prophecy says, "Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Sion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy king cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass." 
What he tried to do worked perfectly. He rode the donkey into the city. The crowd rejoiced and shouted. The problem was that by Friday he had not done what the people were sure a king would do. Jesus had made no hostile threats against the Romans, and he had given no indication that he was going to try to raise an army and fight them. The problem that faced the Jews after they had evidence that Jesus had committed the capital crime of blasphemy was that the Romans did not let them execute anybody. They knew the Romans would dismiss the charge of blasphemy as a meaningless theological squabble. They had to come up with a capital crime under Roman law of which they could accuse Jesus, and then get the Romans to kill Jesus for them. 
That is where Jesus' claim to be king came in handy. The Jewish leadership was able to manipulate Pontius Pilate into crucifying Jesus by telling Pilate that Jesus had set himself up as a rival to Caesar. Pontius Pilate is the Roman governor of Palestine only to serve the interests of Caesar. 
That is why St. Matthew tells us this morning that Pilate asks Jesus, "Art thou the King of the Jews?" When the execution is going forward, the soldiers mock Jesus by making a burlesque of his kingship, putting on him a crown of thorns and giving him a reed instead of a royal scepter. 
The Roman form of capital punishment was intended to deter people from committing the same crime. Victims were crucified on the roads into cities so anyone who was coming to town to make trouble could get a preview of the consequences. The victims also had their crimes written on signs placed above their heads. Jesus' crime sign said, "This is Jesus the King of the Jews." The implication was, "This is what happens to people who set themselves up as rivals to Caesar." 
Jesus' claim to be king is not just one aspect of the dreary drama we hear about every year around this time. Jesus' claim to be king has to do directly with you. How you react to his claim determines whether you are saved or not, and whether or not you are going to go to heaven. 
Who is your king? Whom do you obey? What imperative do you follow? It can't be both Jesus and making money. It can't be both Jesus and catering to your children. It can't be both Jesus and excusing yourself from obeying God. It can't be both Jesus and anything else. The Jews screamed, "We have no king but Caesar." God asks "What about you?" 
The Collect: ALMIGHTY and everlasting God, who, of thy tender love towards mankind, hast sent thy Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ, to take upon him our flesh, and to suffer death upon the cross, that all mankind should follow the example of his great humility; Mercifully grant, that we may both follow the example of his patience, and also be made partakers of his resurrection; through the same Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
[This Collect is to be said every day, after the Collect appointed for the day, until Good Friday.] 
The Epistle. Philippians II: 5 
The Gospel. St. Matthew 27: 1-54 
