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“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell? 
Therefore I am sending you prophets and wise men and teachers. Some of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town. 
And so upon you will come all the righteous blood that has been shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar. 
I tell you the truth, all this will come upon this gene​ration.



“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing. 
Look, your house is left to you desolate. 
For I tell you, you will not see Me again until you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.’”


Jerry called me up a few weeks ago and wanted to talk about spi​ri​tual things.  He was down on his luck, he said, and needed to get right with God.  So I dropped everything and went over to talk with him.  It took about twenty minutes, because I played slow to understand.  Jerry didn’t really want to talk about spiritual things, he didn’t want to talk about Jesus.  No, Jerry wanted money.  Specifically, he wanted me to handle his hotel bill for a couple nights.  He was expecting a social security check on the first of the month, last Tuesday, but he had drunk up his last check, and needed help to make it through.


Now, maybe I was wrong, but I couldn’t see how my paying his motel bill would be good for him.  I would only be enabling him to drink up what he had left.  I didn’t see how I could help him.  He didn’t want to talk about spiritual things at all.


Let us say that you know someone who needs help.  How do you help them?  You know the help they really need, and you are willing to provide it.  How do you get them to accept the help you want to offer?  How do you get them to see that the help you are offering is exactly the help they really need?  Realize, of course, that the person you want to help has ideas of their own, and think, like Jerry, that they need something entirely diffe​rent, that what they really need is to be enabled to go on enjoying their life of sin.


Can we see ourselves in the person who needs to be helped?  God wants to help us.  He knows exactly what we need.  He was there to make us in the beginning.  He was there to watch our first parents fall away from Him into sin.  He was there to make them the gracious, totally-undeserved offer of His own Son as their Savior from sin.  He was there to see faith in a few, very few, and to see rejection of His wonderful offer in most.  He was there to cleanse the world of those who rejected the Savior at the time of the flood.  He was there to renew and detail His offer of the Savior.  He was there to see that offer rejected again and again by people who wanted nothing other than to sin.


Now, at the time Jesus spoke these words, the Savior has come in fulfillment of all those prophecies, and is preparing to make the ultimate sacrifice on the cross.  He has spread His wonderful offer of forgiveness all around, and seen a few, very few, who believed Him, and many, all too many, who rejected Him.  His greatest outward success—feeding five thousand at once—led to the largest mass rejection of Him by people who wanted nothing from Him in the future except more food.


He has entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, and He is teaching the people in the temple courts on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday.  On Thursday night, He will be arrested, and crucified on Friday.  He will lay down His life in payment for the sins of the world.  He has to wonder, humanly speaking, if it will all be in vain.  Will there be anyone who is benefited by that?  Will there be anyone who believes?  Or will He make the ultimate payment for sin, and no one will want it?  Everyone will only want the freedom to sin all they want, the one commodity available nowhere.


So Jesus speaks the words He does in the portion of God’s Word before us.  They are harsh words, no doubt about it.  But they are also words we can un​der​stand, words spoken in ultimate frustration.  They are words that bring out so very clearly the total difference between God and us.  Why are we so different?  We were created in the image of God, to look like God on the inside, but now we look so very different from God.


Consider how Jesus speaks here about killing, crucifying, flogging, and stoning, appealing to our violent nature.  We certainly have plenty of violent movies to watch, mirroring the violence on the news shows we watch.  Here’s a movie scene I’m sure you’ve seen: After much struggle, the hero finally comes face to face with the villain.  There is a long, drawn-out battle, and finally the hero is victorious.  He spares the life of the villain.  As he turns to walk away, the villain makes one final attempt to kill the hero, and that’s when the hero violently ends the villain’s life.  We sort of kill vicariously, empathizing with the feelings of justifiable revenge.


God is not like that.  God wants to protect and cherish.  God wants to love and help.  Listen to Jesus’ words!  “How often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings!”  Is there a clearer picture of cherishing anywhere?  The hen gathers her chicks together under her wings for their own protection, not for her pro​tection.  Under her wings, they are safe from the chicken hawk, which is threatening to swoop down and take one home for breakfast.  So God wishes to cherish and protect us, interposing Himself between us and our enemies.  That is what God is like.


Jesus’ words are a stern warning to the people of Jerusalem and to us that the end is fast approaching when God’s attitude toward them will change.  Finally, God’s patience will end, and judgment will come.  That is what has happened in the past, when God destroyed the world with the flood, when God allowed one nation after another to be destroyed because of its rejection of the Gospel.  The Last Day is coming, and there will be no second chance.


Now, to look at Jesus’ words in detail, He says, “You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?”  Understand what He is saying.  The devil came to Adam and Eve in the form of a snake and turned them in an instant from children of God into children of the devil, which is what “brood of vipers” means.  There is only one way for them to escape being condemned to hell, and that is God’s gracious promise of the coming Savior.  He is our only hope as well.


Jesus says, “Therefore I am sending you prophets and wise men and teachers. Some of them you will kill and crucify; others you will flog in your synagogues and pursue from town to town.”  This is the his​tory of the Old Testament.  God sent one messenger after another to call people to repentance, to relay to them one more beautiful promise of the coming Savior.  Just before this, Jesus had told His parable of the tenants.  A man planted a vineyard, hired farmers to care for it, and went away.  At harvest, he sent messengers to receive his share of the harvest.  But the farmers beat and killed his messengers.  Finally, he sent his son, whom they also killed.  God sent prophet after prophet, and finally His own Son, whom they crucified.


Jesus says, “And so upon you will come all the righteous blood that has been shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar.”  Since they are the same kind of people who killed the prophets in the past, since they agree with those murders, they will also receive the punishment for them.  When Jesus speaks about Abel to Zecha​riah, He is saying the same thing we would say with the words “Genesis to Revelation,” except the New Testament was not yet written.  Abel was murdered by Cain in the first book of the Old Testament, and Zechariah was murdered in the last book of the Hebrew Old Testament, 2 Chronicles.  With those words, Jesus also recognizes all of the Old Testament inclusively as God’s Word.


Jesus says, “Look, your house is left to you desolate. For I tell you, you will not see Me again until you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.’”  The people had spoken those words when Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, a few days previous.  Those words will be spoken again when Jesus returns on the clouds on the Last Day.  Then, it will be too late for repentance.  But those words will still be spoken by those few, very few, who still believe and trust in Jesus the Savior.


If Bill Gates came to us and offered to set us up for life, no strings attached, I think we would immediately ask, “Where’s the catch?”  He could tell us that he just picked us out of the phone book at random, and wanted to do a random act of kindness, and so he wants to set us up for life.  Would we accept his offer, or would we still be suspicious?  I suggest that we would proceed cautiously, still looking for the catch.


God has come to us and to all people in the world with an even bet​ter offer.  He will set us up for life here and for life there.  There is no catch.  There is simple acceptance of His gracious offer.  The price, the incredibly high price, has already been paid by His Son, Jesus.  Here is our gift of eternal life.


Why do so many people say, “Not now. Now I’m busy with life. Now I’ve got to earn my nest egg. Maybe when I’m old.”  “Not for me. I want to enjoy life. I want to sow my wild oats. Maybe later.”  “Not me. I don’t take hand-outs. I’ll earn my own way.”


What can God possibly do differently than He has done to get people to accept His offer?  He lets it remain a gracious offer, and doesn’t force it on anyone.  He allows us the privilege of sharing in Jesus’ sufferings.  He does turn us away from the slimy misery of sin, where we have begun to feel at home.  He does invite us to share in His love, and to turn away from the violence we crave.  Listen to Jesus’ words, spoken to you and to me: “How often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings!” Amen.
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