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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Our text, Jesus says, “I must go on my way today and tomorrow 
and the day following, for it cannot be that a prophet should 
perish away from Jerusalem.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 We pointed out last week that knowledge of the Old 

Testament can sometimes give us a deeper appreciation for the 

New Testament. Today’s text underscores that, sometimes, we 

have a really hard time making sense of either Old or New 

Testament without the other. Certainly, one can read today’s 

Old Testament Reading and glaze over in its seeming 

irrelevance; but one can also read the Gospel Reading and 

bemoan the seeming obscurity of this argument between Jesus 

and the Pharisees. But seeing the texts together, we may 

rejoice in Jesus, the fulfillment and hope of Old Testament 

foreshadowing.   

 Let’s start with the Gospel reading, as it begins, “At that 

very hour some Pharisees came”… which sort of begs the 

question, “At what very hour?” Obviously, this points us back 

to what had immediately come before: Jesus had been 
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forewarning his disciples to enter through the narrow door, for 

there would be many false prophets, false gospels, false 

followers, those who even feigned to support our Lord’s work, 

saying “We ate and drank in your presence, and you taught in 

our streets.” And, Jesus had concluded his words this way: 

“In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth, 
when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the 
prophets in the kingdom of God but you yourselves cast 
out… And behold, some are last who will be first, and some 
are first who will be last.” 

 
It’s “at that very hour” of such teaching that the pharisees 

come and say to Jesus, “Get away from here, for Herod wants 

to kill you.” 

Notice, the immediate fulfillment of what Jesus had just 

prophesied – enemies feigning support. False believers feigning 

to love him and safeguard him because of that wicked King 

Herod, that Herod whose most fervent desire (and the word for 

desire –  – is a word we’ll come back to)… his most fervent 

desire, the pharisees warn, is to kill Jesus. 

 Jesus reads their hearts as an open book and responds 

with gentle resolve: “Go and tell that fox.” Already, there’s an 

interesting word-jousting at play that the English doesn’t 

convey: the pharisees, in saying, “get away” had used the same 
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Greek word as Jesus when he says, “Go and tell that fox.” It’s 

almost as if they say, “You, go…” and he, calling their bluff, 

says, “No, you go.” Go and do what? 

 “Go and tell that fox, ‘Behold, I cast out demons and 

perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish 

my course.” How similar this is to Jesus’ words to John’s 

disciples, “Go and tell John what you see, the lame walk, the 

blind receive sight, (and so on).” But, in this morning’s case, it’s 

not a testimony to encourage that the Messiah is here; it’s a 

testimony that the Messiah has a job to do and will not be 

dissuaded; he will work the work he was sent to do, even unto 

‘the third day’… as Jesus himself doubles down when he 

continues, “nevertheless, I must go on my way today and 

tomorrow and the day following, for it cannot be that a 

prophet should perish away from Jerusalem.” 

 Certainly, we can tie that second sentence back into the 

phrase, “the third day I finish my course” and say, “Yes, Jesus 

has set his face like a flint, with steely resolve he goes to the 

cross.” And that’s very true. But we really learn the heart of 

what Jesus is getting at when we learn the subtle references to 

the Old Testament… and it all centers around this phrase, “it 
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cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem.” 

What does this mean? 

 Way back in Deuteronomy 17, God Himself had decreed 

how Israel would be kept pure, purging all evil from its midst – 

including (and perhaps especially) the evil of false prophets. By 

God’s own decree, charges against these false prophets would 

be brought to a specific place where resided the Levitical 

priests and the judge who sat in office, and they would render 

faithful verdict to keep Israel purged from evil. In 

Deuteronomy, we read,  

“You shall arise and go up to the place that the LORD your 

God will choose. And you shall come to the Levitical priests 

and to the judge who in the office in those days, and you 

shall consult them, and they shall declare to you the 

decision. Then you shall do according to what they declare 

to you from the place the LORD will choose.” 

 

And what place did the LORD choose? Jerusalem. There would 

be the seat of priestly judgment, to keep Israel free from false 

prophets, false doctrine, false Christs.  

From Deuteronomy 17, fast forward 800 years and you 

come to our Old Testament Reading, in which Jeremiah is on 

trial in Jerusalem.  
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“When the officials of Judah heard these things, they came 
up from the king’s house to the house of the LORD and took 
their seat in the entry of the New Gate of the house of the 
LORD (that is, the temple of Jerusalem). Then the priests 
and the prophets said to the officials and to all the people, 
‘This man deserves the sentence of death, because he has 
prophesied against this city, as you have heard with your 
own ears.’” 

 
Do you hear what had happened: In the intervening 800 years, 

the very priests and judges who were to purge evil from 

Jerusalem had themselves become evil and faithless. And, 

when God sent true prophets to them – major prophets and, as 

we’re learning in Bible Study, the minor prophets – they 

rejected those prophets as false and evil. Time and time again, 

the LORD sent his true prophets to call Jerusalem to 

repentance; time and time again, the religious leaders refused, 

assuming they were doing God’s will. ‘The city, Jerusalem, is 

under attack from false prophets,’ they declared, ‘and we will 

purge this evil from our midst.’ 

 Friends, what happens when you become so sure of 

your righteousness that you refuse to be called to repentance 

by God’s Word and the ministers He sends? What happens? 

Jesus himself had said it this way: “The last shall be first and the 

first shall be last.” Those who know their sin and lament it will 
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be saved; those who believe they are doing and defend the 

Lord’s desire without sin (!), as if above the call to repentance 

(!), they will be lost forever. May the 800 years of self-righteous 

rebuke of God’s Word be our teacher, that we may not die 

supposing ourselves to be righteous, too proud to hear God’s 

call to repentance. For that stubborn refusal to repent also 

leads to our desire to destroy the Gospel.  

 How does Jesus say it in our text? “It cannot be that a 

prophet should perish away from Jerusalem.” The people’s 

stubbornness was so set, that the unthinkable sin of 

slaughtering one of God’s servants had just become the norm, 

as if Christ said: “It cannot be that a prophet should perish in 

any other way… I send prophet after prophet to my people, 

and prophet after prophet they cut down… as Jerusalem 

assumes her own righteousness, assumes she is doing the 

Lord’s will, and will die in her unwillingness to examine her sin 

and receive my mercy and live because of my Gospel.” 

 Rather than paraphrase his words, let’s just hear Jesus 

himself:  

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and 
stones those who are sent to it! How often would I have 
gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood 
under her wings, and you would not!” 
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If we’re not careful, he could be describing us. Do we assume 

that, just because Jesus desires our salvation, we can sin boldly 

and defiantly in any way that we please, and we can say to him, 

“I will gladly hear of your suffering and I’ll droop my head at 

your pain and feel really bad for you, but I will not confess my 

sins.” What a self-righteousness is ours if we come before even 

a wooden image of His suffering and take sin lightly and merely 

pretend that it causes us to ‘shed a tear.’ And yet, how much 

more, when ours is the true Jerusalem, when our God resides 

upon His altar in our midst, as he even here and now gathers us 

as a hen gathers her brood to feed us His gifts and forgive us 

and nurture us, and yet we would be comfortable in our sins; 

we would hide them, deny their danger, or even find ways to 

ignore or remove the Jeremiahs in our midst who are sent to 

show us our sin, so that we might flee to God for his mercy. 

May it never be that Jesus must say to us, “Behold, your house 

is forsaken!” 

 But, of course, Jesus does not delight in the death of the 

wicked, nor does He gather you so that He might forsake you. 

Rather, he comes as the fulfillment of the prophets who – if 

you consider the patient determination of Jeremiah – he 

recognizes that his own suffering and death is imminent and 
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yet faithfully desires the people’s salvation. Notice what 

Jeremiah says in our Old Testament Reading:  

“The LORD sent me to prophesy against this house and this 
city all the words you have heard. (In other words, ‘I have 
been sent with a divine task, and I have done it’… but now 
hear his resolve to share the Lord’s compassion:) “Now 
therefore mend your ways and your deeds, and obey the 
voice of the LORD your God, and the LORD will relent of 
the disaster that he has pronounced against you.” 

 
Friends, isn’t that the same gentle but firm admonition we’ve 

heard from God’s servants lately. From Paul: “You, Corinthians, 

are not limited by our preaching; you are limited by your own 

affections. Our heart is wide open to you; open your hearts 

also.” From Joel: “Return to the Lord your God for He is 

gracious and merciful, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast 

love… and he relents over disaster.” 

Yes, the call to repentance goes through all the 

centuries. As the Almighty God’s Holy Law is unchanging, so 

then must be the call to repentance… all those calls of the 

prophets who preceded the Christ being brought to their 

culmination in the Christ, He who no more warns Jerusalem of 

its pending doom, but now declares it: “Behold, your house is 

forsaken!” 
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And how tonedeaf are those who would be first, to not 

realize they are last… to not see how all that has been 

prophesied comes to fulfillment in Jesus. 

In fact, notice the final words of the Old Testament 

reading, when Jeremiah says, “Only know for certain that if you 

put me to death, you will bring innocent blood upon yourselves 

and upon this city and its inhabitants.” Isn’t that exactly what 

the impenitent, defiant crowds cry for as Christ stands before 

Pontius Pilate?: “His blood be upon our hands!” 

May God safeguard us from such a blind stubbornness 

and such a defiant refusal to repent of our sins. May we never 

be found to cry for his blood on our hands, but instead cry that 

His blood would cleanse our hands and our hearts from all 

unrighteousness. For, where we refuse to repent, we have no 

beneficial share in, and take no joy from, Jesus’ determination 

to come among us... as Jesus himself says to conclude our 

gospel reading, “I tell you, you will not see me until you say, 

‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’” 

 For Jerusalem, there was no beneficial share in, no joy 

because of, Christ’s Palm Sunday processional. And yet, 

because He is Lord of all, they still confessed His coming, and 

He still set his face like a flint and resolved to come, and did 
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come, to the cross for the benefit of those who, knowing their 

sins make them last, by Christ’s righteousness and God’s mercy, 

they become first. 

 With the same resolve, Christ brings the benefits of the 

cross among us each and every Sunday. Again, the refrain rings 

out, “Blessed is he, blessed is he, blessed is he who comes in 

the name of the Lord!” God forbid that – so near to the Divine 

Majesty so as to touch and taste our coming king – we would 

receive him in stubborn pride and refusal to believe that His 

servants would have any reason to call us to repentance. But, 

so also God forbid that we would fail to believe that for us is 

the Gospel proclamation His servants gladly and freely bring. 

For as sure is God’s judgment upon those who wish to be first, 

equally sure is God’s love and forgiveness upon those who 

repent that they are last.  

 In fact, this forgiveness is his very desire, isn’t it? We 

mentioned that word, desire (), in relation to Herod’s wish 

to kill Jesus. But, in his lament over Jerusalem, the word shows 

up again: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem… how often would I have 

gathered your children”… or, as from the Greek, how I have 

desired () to gather your children together.” There’s 

Christ’s natural desire, but the word means more than “desire”; 
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it also means “his determination, his purpose, his motivation.” 

Christ desires to save sinners; he sets his face to Jerusalem to 

manifest his divine compassion for sinners, as he says 

elsewhere, “The Son of Man came to seek and save the lost.”  

 Before looking away from that verse too quickly, notice 

the final phrase: “How often would I have gathered your 

children (how often have I desired it) … and you would not.” 

From the Greek, you desired it not, as if Jesus says to 

Jerusalem, “Your determination was to set yourself against the 

Lord’s Christ and claim yourself first in the kingdom, true 

defender of God’s people, righteous in nature and without 

need of a Messiah.” 

 Friends, if the people of God are so proud and defiant so 

as to desire a different gospel, all the while claiming to be first 

in and priestly judges over the kingdom of God, you will be last, 

forsaken, left where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

But, where you hear the call to repentance, admit your need 

for the Lord’s Christ, and rejoice in the proclamation of His 

coming, then you have every reason to eagerly anticipate again 

singing today, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 

Lord!” 
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Indeed, to us penitent sinners is freely proclaimed the 

tender mercies of our God, the sufficient and salvific sacrifice of 

Christ crucified, and His desire to gather us as a hen cares for 

her brood, His desire to relent over disaster and bring grain 

offerings and drink offerings for the Holy Sacrament and, 

flowing from it, our thanksgiving and fervent joy that he is 

gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in 

steadfast love.  

 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
March 13, 2022 


