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Today’s gospel reading begins with a warning from the Pharisees for Jesus about Herod’s plan to kill him. It is difficult to evaluate the motives of the Pharisees, to evaluate whether their warning is either sincere or representative of a real threat. The Pharisees are largely antagonistic to Jesus and Jesus to them. In Luke 7:36 and Luke 14: 1 the Pharisees invite Jesus into their homes and in Acts 15:5 we hear that some Pharisees had become Christians.  As a result, we cannot dismiss the Pharisees motives as necessarily being negative.

Their report seems problematic in suggesting Herod’s interest in Jesus was not in killing him, and when given the chance to condemn Jesus in the Passion account, Herod refuses to do so.  We cannot be sure of Herod’s status as he had both imprisoned and executed John the Baptist. Jesus uses the threat to make clear the nature of his upcoming death as part of his mission. Jesus is going to die, but, it will have nothing to do with the threat of Herod. His death is the completion of his present ministry. He characterizes his ministry as casting out demons and performing cures.
The significance of casting out demons for Jesus’ ministry is given in Luke 11: 20 as, “ But it is by this finger of God that I cast out the demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you”. Casting out demons is part of Jesus’ battle against the devil and part of the establishment of the kingdom of God. Performing cures is also a part of the fundamental character of Jesus’ mission.  To reinforce that Herod has no control over him, Jesus adds that he will be doing these things today and tomorrow and on the third day I will finish my work. It is not apparent by these words what he means.  The reference to “the third day” sounds to most readers like a reference to the resurrection. But, in Luke 13: 33, Jesus makes it clear that his death is primarily on his mind. He states that on the next day, he “must be on his way because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.”

It is important to note that Jesus’ death is in continuity with the rest of his ministry. “Today”, “tomorrow” and “the third day” all go together as Jesus’ death in not of a fundamentally different character than his ministry while he was alive. They are all about establishing the kingdom of God. Holding together Jesus’ life and death helps us to make better sense of both.

Jesus refers to Jerusalem as the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it. He then makes a compassionate and agonizing plea speaking to God stating that he longs to shelter the children of Israel like a mother hen does with her brood. Jesus ends with the recognition that Jerusalem will, at least for a moment, recognize him.  He refers to his triumphant entry on Palm Sunday.

Throughout lent we are preparing ourselves to experience Jesus’ cross by considering whether our lives lead appropriately to that cross. Are our lives part of the establishment of God’s kingdom in our world? Are we frightened from our mission by the threat of earthly rulers? Paul refers to the church as a temple, as the dwelling place of God’s Spirit.  How have we recognized God’s messages and kingdom?  How can we continue to do so?
