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It’s been a long time since I’ve been in school, but every once in awhile I still have “the dream” – a nightmare, really. There is an important test I need to take.  I cannot graduate unless I pass this test.  I have studied very hard; I am as prepared as I can be.  I pack up my books and head to class to take the test.  But when I reach the building, I can’t get in.  I try one door after another, but every door is shut tight.  I look around frantically to see if someone can let me in – a teacher, a janitor, a student, anyone – but there is not a soul in sight.  I bang on the door, I shake the door, I try to pick the lock, but nothing works.  I’ve been shut out.
Or have you ever had this happen to you – you are out in the community and suddenly you have to use a bathroom, and you have to use it urgently.  After a frantic search you breathe a sigh of relief when you see a “restroom” sign.  You scurry over, grab the door handle, and just about rip your shoulder out of your socket as you try to fling open a door that is locked shut.

At one time or another every one of us has been shut out by life.  You applied to eight colleges, colleges for which you are very much qualified, but for reasons they never explain to you, you’ve been shut out.  You’ve applied for one job after another, jobs you know you can do, jobs you would be very good at, but after months of looking, you’ve been shut out.  You’ve tried to get into a certain doctor, the one doctor, you have been told, who might be able to help you – “Sorry, we’re not taking new patients right now.”  You’re in a custody dispute over your kids, and despite jumping through every hoop and doing everything that has been asked of you, when you went to court, the judge, without explanation, denied your motion and increased the restrictions on your rights to see your own children.  To one degree or another we all know what it feels like to be shut out.
On the other hand, have you ever had someone save you a place?  When the movie “The Dark Knight” came out last year I asked a friend if he wanted to go see this latest film in the Batman series with me.  He said sure, he would meet me at the theater.  Since this was a popular movie that had just come out, I knew we would need to get there early to get tickets and to get good seats.  I assumed my friend would think the same way.  I got to the theater about 45 minutes before the show, which in my mind was when we had agreed to meet.  My friend wasn’t there, so I bought tickets for both of us.  I waited around for awhile by the ticket counter for my friend, but I noticed that the line into the theater was forming so I got in line myself.  My friend still hadn’t shown by the time they let us in, so I went in and got the two best remaining seats together.  The previews began; my friend still hadn’t shown up or called.  I finally went out into the lobby and called my friend:  “Where are you?” He was mowing his lawn.  He doesn’t like to go to movies early.  So with great patience and grace, I tried to explain to my friend that this wasn’t a movie you could just show up to at the last minute.  He finally did get there, at most two minutes before the movie began.  The show by then was sold out.  But my friend still got in and had a relatively good seat for the movie because I had saved him a place.
Now to be fair to my friend, he has bailed me out in numerous ways over the years, so he’s worth the occasional aggravation.  All I did for him was what friends do – we save each other places.  Of course even the best of friends can only do so much for each other.  There are places no friend can save for us, doors no friend can open.  But the good news of the Gospel is that when life shuts us out, Jesus can save us a place.
The Book of Revelation, the last book of the Bible, has a very interesting way of referring to Jesus.  In Revelation 3 an angel uses these words to describe Jesus: “These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David.  What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” (Revelation 3:7)   If Jesus wants a door open, it will be open.  Jesus can open the doors that life has shut in your face.  Did you want in but couldn’t get in?  Don’t worry, because Jesus – the one who knows how to save a life – has saved you a place.
This morning I want to revisit a familiar story in the Gospels to illustrate just what I mean when I say that Jesus has saved you and me a place, that Jesus has saved us a place in the house of God.  Matthew 21 records the story for us, a story that is recorded in each of the four Gospels, an event we call “The Triumphal Entry.”  And in this story, and in the events that happen immediately after Jesus arrives in Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday, we will discover just how big a heart Jesus has for those who have been shut out.  
The Messiah Enters
Matthew 21 begins with these words: “As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, ‘Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her.  Untie them and bring them to me.’” (Matthew 21:1-2)  Let me give you the bigger picture so we can appreciate the significance of what happened on that first Palm Sunday as Jesus rode into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey’s colt to cheering crowds waving palm branches.  
The first thing we need to know is the time of year.  It’s Passover season, one of three times during the year when the entire country gathers in Jerusalem to celebrate and to offer sacrifices to God.  There would have been hundreds of thousands more people in Jerusalem than normal, sort of like what happens to New Orleans during Mardi Gras or to Miami when it hosts a Super Bowl.  But for the Jewish people Passover was more than a strictly religious observance.  It was the time of year when they celebrated their liberation from 400 years of slavery to the Egyptians.  During the time Jesus lived, Passover was also a time of year when the people became more demonstrative about their longing to be free from Roman rule.  In fact historical records tell us that political leaders claiming to be a “messiah” had caused riots so often during Passover season that the Romans brought extra troops in to police the Passover celebrations.  So the atmosphere as Jesus approached Jerusalem would have been highly charged.

Second, we need a little background to appreciate the whole donkey thing.  Think for a moment – when you read about Jesus in the Gospels, how does he get around?  He walks, right?  Everywhere Jesus goes, he walks.  Jesus’ home was in Capernaum, in the Galilee area, in the north of Israel.  From Capernaum to Jerusalem was a walk of 120 miles, a walk made every year by thousands of Galileans.  But now as Jesus is just about to get to Jerusalem, what does he do?  He tells his disciples to go get him a donkey and its colt for him to ride.  After walking over 100 miles, for some reason Jesus wants to ride the last few hundred yards into Jerusalem on the back of a colt.  Oh, and those last few hundred yards happen to be mostly downhill, since he’s coming from the Mount of Olives, which is the highest point in Jerusalem at 2900 feet above sea level.  So why would he do that?  Is Jesus so out of shape that he just can’t make the last hundred yards or so on foot?
The answer comes from the Old Testament book of Zechariah, where the prophet tells the people of Israel how they will be able to recognize the Messiah: “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion!  Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem!  See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” (Zechariah 9:9)  Jesus very intentionally entered into Jerusalem on the back of a colt to symbolically and unambiguously lay claim to being the Messiah.  The Romans in the audience were likely unaware of what was going on, but the people would not have missed the symbolism.  This Jesus they had heard so much about, the one who had done so many miracles, was letting them know that he was the one they had been waiting for, that the Messiah had finally come to save them.  
Just to cement the point, we need to appreciate an important geographical note.  Before coming into Jerusalem, Jesus had come – Matthew 20 tells us – from Jericho.  Jericho is in the desert, about nine miles or so to the east of Jerusalem.  The Messianic prophecies from the Old Testament were very clear that when the Messiah entered Jerusalem he would come from the desert and he would come from the east.  In Isaiah 40:3 the prophet said the Messiah would come from the desert to the east of Jerusalem.  All good Jews of that time were well aware that the Messiah would come from the east.  In fact believing Jews of today still expect the Messiah to enter Jerusalem through what is called the Eastern Gate or the Golden Gate.  Muslims aware of this belief walled up the Eastern Gate in 1530 A.D. to prevent the Messiah from being able to use this gate; it is the only gate into Jerusalem that is sealed.  The Muslims also put a cemetery right in front of the gate, thinking that a Jewish rabbi would not set foot in a cemetery because that would make him ritually unclean; that cemetery is there to this day.  But the fact remains that Jesus entered into Jerusalem through that gate, coming from the desert, coming from the east, just as the prophecies said the Messiah would do.  So if you are wondering whether Jesus ever claimed to be the Messiah, the answer is yes.  On that first Palm Sunday, Jesus made the point as clearly as he could.
Let’s go back to the text; here’s what happens:

The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them.  They brought the donkey and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them.  A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road.  The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David!”  “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!’’ “Hosanna in the highest!”  When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?”  The crowds answered, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.”  (Matthew 21:6-11)  
So what does the word “hosanna” mean?  The Greek word “hosanna” comes from two Hebrew words which mean “help” or “save” and “I pray.”  “Hosanna” has become a word of praise, but at that time in history it was a cry for help.  The Hebrew word for “hosanna” is found in Psalm 118:25, which says, “O Lord, save us.”  Psalm 113 through Psalm 118 form what is called the “Hallel.”  Even today observant Jews recite these six psalms as part of their Passover celebration.  In Jesus’ day every one in Israel was familiar with the Hallel and every one in Israel understood the meaning of the word “hosanna” – “Save us, I pray.”  When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on the back of a colt, he was greeted by throngs of people crying out to him, “Save us, I pray.”  They were looking, as we are, for someone who knew how to save a life.
And what about the branches?  We call it Palm Sunday; John 12:13 tells us it was palm branches that the people were waving as Jesus entered into Jerusalem.  Well, it turns out that they weren’t using palm branches just because there happened to be a sale on palms at the time.  Palms were a very important symbol to the Jewish people, a symbol that had been placed on Jewish coins when the nation of Israel was free from foreign rule.  Palms were a symbol of Jewish nationalism, an expression of the people’s desire for political freedom.  So as Jesus enters Jerusalem from the east, from the desert, on the back of a donkey’s colt, making clear claim to be the Messiah, the crowds implore him – both in their words and with their symbols – to save them and to set them free.  Specifically, they want to be free of the Romans.  They want political freedom.  They think the Romans are the source of all their problems, that if they could just change the government everything would be alright.  
And sometimes we think the same thing.  The problem, we are convinced, is the government, or Wall Street, or the liberal media, or the conservative media.  If you’re a 49ers fan the problem is the Yorks and if you’re a Raiders fan the problem is Al Davis and if you’re a Warriors fan … well then you’re just being silly.  If someone could just save us from the current administration and its failed policies, we would be fine.
But Jesus knew that the Romans weren’t the real problem then, and our government is not our problem now.  Yes, Jesus is the Messiah; he was not trying in any way to hide that fact.  But as the Messiah his mission was not to save the people from the Romans; his mission was to save the people from their sin.  

Here’s one last piece of background we need to understand about Palm Sunday. That day – the Sunday before Passover – was known throughout Israel as “lamb selection” day.  It was the day when every Jewish family selected a lamb to offer as a sacrifice on the coming Passover.  And in a very real way Jesus, by entering into the Holy City at just that time and in just that way, was presenting himself for selection as the lamb who would be slain.  His purpose was not to defeat the Romans; his purpose was to die for our sins.  Yes, the Romans had shut the people out of power, but sin had shut the people out of the presence of God.  And that was the door the Messiah had come to open, for them and for us, the door into the presence of God. 
The Messiah Opens The Door
And to fully appreciate that point we need to look at the next three verses in Matthew 21, to see what happens immediately after Jesus enters into Jerusalem to the cheers of the crowds.  Look at what happens next:
Jesus entered the temple area and drove out all who were buying and selling there.  He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves.  “It is written,” he said to them, ‘My house will be called a house of prayer,’ but you are making it a ‘den of robbers.’”  The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them.  (Matthew 21:12-14)
Now this seems like a very odd thing for Jesus to do, if you ask me.  Jesus is at the height of his popularity.  All of Jerusalem is behind him, it would seem.  All he has to do is say the word and they would have fallen in line by the thousands to revolt against the Roman authorities.  But Jesus isn’t a bit interested in the Romans.  Instead he heads straight to the Temple and immediately proceeds to offend not the Roman authorities but the Jewish authorities.  In a matter of minutes Jesus seems to lose all the good will he has just gained.  So why does he do it?  What’s the big deal?
Here’s some more background.  A big part of the Passover celebration was the offering of sacrifices in the Temple.  God had originally instructed the people to bring sacrifices from their own flocks (Deuteronomy 12:5-7).  However the religious leadership established a market in what was called the Court of the Gentiles where the people could buy animals for sacrifice.  The Court of the Gentiles was the closest a non-Jew could get to the presence of God, the God who made his home, it was said, in the Holy of Holies.  There were four courtyards surrounding the Temple.  The courtyard farthest from the Temple was the Court of the Gentiles.  Next was the Court of the Women.  Separating these two courtyards was a wall and on this wall was a sign warning that any Gentile who tried to go past the wall would be killed.  After the Court of the Women was the Court of the Israelites, and then the Court of the Priests.  Then there was the Holy Place, and then a large and very thick curtain, a curtain that measured 60 feet tall and 30 feet wide, that separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.

In other words, if you were a Gentile, your area to worship God was essentially the boonies.  It’s like saying, “OK, all the Norwegians, you can come in here nice and close to worship God, but if you’re Irish you need to go out to the Costco parking lot – that’s as close as you can get.” At least the Gentiles had an area where they could seek God, where they could pray to God, but beyond that area the doors were very much shut.  And now, to make matters worse, the only area where you as a Gentile are allowed to worship God has been turned into a bazaar.  This is no longer a place to pray.  This is a place that is cluttered with sheep, goats, and worst of all, birds.  The place is loud, it’s crowded and it very much smells.
And it is into this particular place that Jesus enters, into the Court of the Gentiles.  There’s nothing going on in the Temple proper that bothers Jesus.  There’s nothing out of place in the Court of the Priests or the Court of the Israelites or the Court of the Women.  It is only what’s going on in the Court of the Gentiles, in the courtyard of the outsiders, that concerns Jesus.  And what does he do?  He goes ballistic, tipping over tables and driving out animals and scattering coins.  And why?  Part of it was because the money changers were charging unfair rates to exchange the money used to buy sacrifices, but that was only part of the reason.  The biggest reason was this – Jesus cleansed the Court of the Gentiles to save a place for those who were far from God to seek and to worship God.  This was their only place to do that.  They were shut out from every other place.  And now their place has been preempted, taken over.  It was as if the Jewish people were saying to the Gentiles, “You guys don’t really matter to God.  You aren’t important.  God doesn’t care about you.  God doesn’t want to hear from you.  Stay out.  We’re going to use your place to conduct our business so we can offer our sacrifices to God, because we’re the ones he really cares about – not you.”  And Jesus will have none of it.  He says, “This place – this Court of the Gentiles – is meant to be a place of prayer for all those people you have tried to shut out.  I’m saving this place for them.”
Now I want you to notice one last point before we try to apply this to our own situations.  Notice verse 14: “The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them.”  The blind and the lame had not been allowed to enter the Temple before this, based on a rabbinic interpretation of 2 Samuel 5:8, where it is said that the blind and the lame will not enter the palace.  Think of how hard life must have been in that time to be blind or lame.  Think of all the doors that would have been closed to you because of your disability. Think how hard it is even today for people with disabilities to get access to all the places many of us take for granted.  And then, to top it off, the doors to the Temple are closed to you simply because you’re disabled.  But Jesus saved a place for them, for the blind and the lame, in the Temple.  Because of Jesus’ bold actions, the blind and the lame have the freedom to come to him, and when they do Jesus heals them.  
And I hope you are getting a glimpse of Jesus’ heart for everyone who has been shut out.  Do you remember this description of Jesus in Revelation 3: “What he opens no one can shut …”  When life shuts you out, Jesus saves you a place.
In a little more than two months I will take on a new role in my life – the father of the bride.  I am very much looking forward to that day, but here’s something I’ve learned – a wedding can cost a lot of money.  Did you know that?  And do you know what costs the most?  It’s not paying the minister; I’d be OK with that.  It’s the wedding reception.  I was thinking about that.  A wedding takes how long, maybe 30 minutes?  How hungry can you get in 30 minutes?  Do we really need to feed people just because they sat and watched a 30 minute ceremony?  I can see passing out some snacks, some granola bars, maybe a little popcorn, but a whole meal?  
Now as we all know, not just anyone can walk into someone’s wedding and sit down for a meal at the reception.  What do you need to get in?  First you need to be invited.  Unless the couple is getting married at the Shark Tank, there is limited seating at a wedding, and all couples I know work very hard to develop an invitation list.  But just receiving an invitation isn’t enough.  You have to accept the invitation; you have to respond to the invitation; you have to commit to coming to the wedding.  Once you do that, the couple then does what?  They save you a place.  Many wedding receptions I’ve been to have a board when you walk in that tells you where you can sit, that shows you the place that has been saved for you.  But if you neglected, for whatever reason, to RSVP, there will be no place for you.  You will be shut out.
In Revelation 19 the Bible uses the analogy of a wedding reception as a picture of being accepted into God’s eternal kingdom.  The Apostle John writes, “Then the angel said to me, ‘Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!’” (Revelation 19:9)  You know who the Lamb is.  He is Jesus, the Messiah, the Lamb of God, who entered into the Holy City of Jerusalem on lamb selection day, what we call Palm Sunday, to offer himself as a sacrifice for our sin.  And by his sacrifice for our sin he has made it possible for us to come to the wedding, to enter into the Holy of Holies, to sit down and share a meal with Almighty God.  The door to heaven is wide open, opened by the blood of the Lamb of God.  The door is open to everyone – no matter what your IQ is; no matter how much you own or how much you owe; no matter your nationality, race or skin color.  God has the resources to invite the whole world to the wedding supper of the Lamb, and his heart goes out especially to all those who have been shut out of so much all their lives.  God aches for all who have been shut out to come in.
But there is one person who can still shut you out – you can.  Jesus has opened the door for you; Jesus has saved you a place in the kingdom.  But you still have to choose to accept the invitation; you still have to choose to open the door.  Here’s what Jesus says: “Here I am!  I stand at the door and knock.  If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” (Revelation 3:20)  This morning, on behalf of the Father, I would like to extend to you an invitation.  I would like to invite you to enter into the presence of God himself.  I would like to invite you to be saved from your sin and to partake of a meal of forgiveness and grace.  The door is open.  All you have to do is to accept the invitation and to open the door.  And you can do that right here and right now as we pray.
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