Palm Sunday

Today we are celebrating Palm Sunday and I would like to begin with a short review of where the nation of Israel stood when Jesus rode into Jerusalem that day.  In the years that followed the close of the Old Testament the Jewish people remained subjugated to the Persian Empire based in Babylon.  When the Persians fell to Alexander the Great, the Greeks took control of Israel.  The Greeks aggressively promoted their own culture even forcing Jewish people to eat unclean foods and forbidding circumcision.  Israel became the front lines for warfare between two Greek kingdoms and changed hands many times until a Jewish revolt finally established an independent Jewish kingdom.  This kingdom proved very unstable.  The kings murdered and betrayed each other so much that there was no continuity of leadership.  Some kings were very harsh towards certain groups.  One Israelite king called out the Pharisees and then killed 800 of them in one day.  Finally, a neighboring kingdom appealed to the Romans to come and subdue Israel in order to assure peace in the region.  The Romans came and they occupied Israel and installed foreign kings once again.  


The Jewish people dreamed of the day the Messiah would come and set them free.  They were looking and searching for the messiah.  At the same time, they lived in fear of the Romans.  If there should be a revolt or even a riot, the consequences could be very severe and so everyone had to be careful.  The hope, though, was that the messiah would come as God had promised.  In this environment Jesus began teaching and performing miracles.  People talked of his miracles and were amazed at him.  People began wondering, “Is this the messiah?”  

One day a man named Lazareth died.  Jesus went to his home, comforted his sisters, and then asked to see the tomb.  He ordered the stone rolled away and called Lazareth out of the tomb and out he came.  This resurrection became the talk of the town and many believed that Jesus was the messiah.  The gospel of John tells us that the leaders of the nation determined to kill both Jesus and Lazareth to get rid of them.  In Jerusalem there were orders that anyone who saw Jesus should report him so that he could be arrested.  In the face of this hostile situation with the threat of murder in the air, Jesus arrived in a very public, very big way.  Read with me Luke’s account of that momentous day.


Luke 19:28-40 – After Jesus had said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem.  As he approached Bethphage and Bethany at the hill called the Mount of Olives, he sent two of his disciples, saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and as you enter it you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden.  Untie it and bring it here.  If anyone asks you, “Why are you untying it?” tell him, “The Lord needs it.”  Those who were sent ahead went and found it just as he had told them.  As they were untying the colt, its owners asked them, “Why are you untying the colt?”  They replied, “The Lord needs it.”  They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt, and put Jesus on it.  As he went along, the people spread their cloaks on the road.  When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”  “Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!”  Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, rebuke your disciples!”  “I tell you,” he replied, “if they keep quiet the stones will cry out.”  

This was a very bold move on Jesus’ part.  With orders out for his arrest and a plot afoot to kill him, Jesus made a very grand approach to the city.  The people who had witnessed Jesus’ miracles were ecstatic to see him approaching the city for good reason.  On the one hand, they had witnessed many miracles over the course of Jesus’ ministry.  According to the gospel of John, there were people present who had seen Lazareth raised from the dead.  These people were convinced that Jesus was from God.  On the other hand, they had another reason to rejoice at Jesus’ approach.  Hundreds of years earlier Zechariah had prophesied about this event.  


Zechariah 9:9-10 – 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.  I will take away the chariots from Ephraim and the war-horses from Jerusalem, and the battle bow will be broken.  He will proclaim peace to the nations.  His rule will extend from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the Earth.  


The people knew this prophecy and were looking for the messiah.  They knew that the king would arrive on a donkey and so they knew what this approach by Jesus meant.  This event was Jesus confirming for them that he was indeed the messiah!  Spontaneous praise erupted in the crowd and this upset the Pharisees who asked Jesus to tell his followers to tone it down.  A riot could bring the Romans.  A new king could bring destruction.  Instead, Jesus informed the Pharisees that the crowd was right in praising God and that the rocks would cry out if they didn’t.  


At this time Jesus showed himself to be the messiah and many people rejoiced at his coming.  However, things were not all well for Jesus.  While the crowds rejoiced the gospels all tell us that Jesus was not pleased as he entered Jerusalem.  


Luke 19:41-44- As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said, “If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace – but now it is hidden from your eyes.  The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side.  They will dash you to the ground, you and the children within your walls.  They will not leave one stone on another, because you did not recognize the time of God’s coming to you.”  

Jesus’ response to seeing the city amid such a joyful crowd is always striking.  As everyone praised God for the coming of the messiah, Jesus wept.  While everyone hailed him as the coming messiah, Jesus proclaimed that the city had missed the point.  He then prophesied that the city would be destroyed rather than saved.  In all the gospels the very next event to take place is Jesus driving merchants out of the temple and proclaiming that it is to be a house of prayer rather than a den of thieves.  Jesus was not pleased when he arrived in Jerusalem but no one seems to have noticed.  


As the people recognized the messiah riding in on a donkey they missed the point of the prophecy in Zechariah.  Zechariah declared that the king would come on a donkey to proclaim peace.  He was not coming on a war horse surrounded by armies but humbly, on a donkey, to proclaim peace to all the nations.  The people were thinking in terms that they understood.  Salvation to them meant a renewal of an independent Jewish kingdom.  They could not accept that God would have them continue in subjugation while he proclaimed peace and salvation to all people.  They only wanted independence so that they could live out their lives free of the Romans.  Jesus was offering peace with God and eternal life.  They recognized the messiah but their priorities were not in line with God’s.  They wanted a new nation, God wanted to save many nations.  They wanted a temporal home.  God wanted to give them an eternal home with him.  


The people were all for God working until he didn’t do what they wanted.  After only one week the crowds caught on that Jesus was not raising an army.  He was not promising national deliverance.  He was even speaking about his own death.  This was not what the people wanted.  They proclaimed Jesus the long awaited Messiah, but then they were not willing to adjust their expectations to what God was doing.  Rather, they could only see what Jesus was not doing.  As a result of their wrong expectations the people became disillusioned with Jesus and angry.  When the religious leaders needed a mob these same crowds that proclaimed Jesus as the messiah were ready to call for his crucifixion!  

What is worse, the wrong expectations of the people would eventually lead to them following false messiahs who promised physical deliverance from the Romans.  In response to a messianic uprising the Romans attacked and destroyed Jerusalem.  Later another man arose and was proclaimed the messiah.  He won an independent nation that lasted for two years before the Romans destroyed him and all of his followers.  Jewish people were banned from what was left of Jerusalem at this time.  Their insistence on God doing what they wanted resulted in much destruction.  


If you were living at the time of Jesus, would you have adjusted your expectations to follow the messiah?  After all the miracles and then the prophesied entry into Jerusalem, would you have been willing to give up your desires to adopt the priorities of Jesus?  Would you have given up your hopes for physical redemption in favor of spiritual salvation?


Today we know the messiah has come.  We recognize Jesus as that messiah and proclaim him our king.  How often, though, do we fail to accept his priorities as we insist that he do what we want?  


Like the Israelites hoping for physical deliverance we often come to the Lord hoping for the same.  We hope and we pray for physical healings.  We hope and we pray for jobs and money.  We hope and we pray for conflict to cease.  We hope and we pray for our nation even as we watch it seem to slip away.  We ask for this and that and often don’t receive.  We want to be rescued from the troubles of a fallen world and wonder what God is up to.


When those times come that God does not act as we wish, do we then concede that he is the king and accept it, or do we get angry?  Do we plow ahead intent to get what we want, or do we adjust our priorities to match his?  When we confess Jesus as our Lord do we also submit to his rule?


Let’s look at this a little more closely.  The Jewish people wanted a kingdom that would last for the rest of their lives.  Jesus wanted to give them eternal life in a new kingdom.  We tend to want our own little kingdoms now as well.  We want a house and a car and a family and all the things that are a part of the American dream.  The most common prayer requests we get are for physical needs.  There is nothing wrong with asking for those things however we must accept that they are not where God’s priorities lie.  When we don’t get what we want, will we still proclaim Jesus our king?  When things get bad for us, will we still proclaim Jesus as our king?  

In our world I see two major reasons things do not always work out the way we would like.  These reasons reflect God’s priorities and his sense of what is important.  If we proclaim Jesus as our Lord then we need to adjust our priorities as well.  First is that God is more interested in making us holy than he is in making us happy.  


Romans 8:28-29 – And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.  For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.


Rather than promising us an easy life now God promises to work all things for our good and to conform us to the image of his son.  At times this will mean things are easy and pleasant and, at times, this will mean hardship.  God’s priority is that we be conformed to the image of his son.  


When difficult things come into your life you have a choice to make.  Will you agree with God that the spiritual goals he is achieving are more valuable than physical comfort, or will you get angry and disillusioned as the Israelites who realized that Jesus would not be raising an army?  Will you submit to the rule of the one you have confessed as Lord or will you reject him for not doing what you want?  


The second major reason that difficulties come into our lives is that we live in a world tainted by sin.  Sin has damaged the entire created world and, because of it, we face many hardships.  Our world is not as it was meant to be and so it is right for us to long for God to come and set all things right.  Some people expect that coming to Christ will mean that he removes all the consequences of living in a fallen world.  They expect that God will heal every sickness and stop every enemy and prevent every difficulty.  Some people have a hard time when they realize that God has left them here in this fallen world now.  God does tell us the reason for this, however.


2 Peter 3:9 – The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.


Like the people of Jesus’ day we rightly proclaim him as king.  Now, however, as we continue on in this fallen world, will we accept his priorities or will we get angry that we are not spared every heartache?


God has not set all things right because he is patiently waiting for people to repent.  Because God did not end the world when Christian communities were being destroyed in the east, you and I have had the time to come to salvation.  Because God did not come in judgment when reformers were being burned at the stake, you and I have the promise of eternal life with God.  God’s patience means people rescued from hell.  Will you accept the king’s priorities?


What is more, as we recognize what the king is doing, will we adjust our own priorities?  Will we work as hard in our spiritual lives as we do in our physical lives?  Will you give your relationship with God the same energy and attention you give your job or your favorite hobby?  Will you endure hardship gracefully knowing that God is working to form you into the image of his son?  Will you join the king in what he is trying to do?

As God patiently calls people to himself, will you join him?  Will you pray for and look for opportunities to share the gospel?  Will you use your time and resources to display the gospel and to call people to God?  This doesn’t mean we all go out and become missionaries, but will you talk with those you work with and love?  Will you endure hardship well knowing that God’s patience with our fallen world means eternal salvation for many?  


The temptation is always to treat God as a divine service provider.  A service provider is supposed to serve.  A service provider is supposed to bend over backwards to give us what we want.  We get angry when a service provider fails to provide because we are paying for the service.  We get upset when our service provider doesn’t make us comfortable and happy.  We get discouraged when our service provider seems to ignore us.  We need to change our perspective of God if we see him as a service provider.  We need to follow the one we confess as Lord rather than demanding he follow us.

Like the people of Jesus’ day we rightly proclaim him as king.  Learning from the people of Jesus’ day, we must accept that kingship.  It is one thing to call someone Lord and another to submit to that person’s sovereignty.  Ask and pray for what you need but also be willing to accept what God is doing.  Trust that God’s ways are higher than ours and wait for his work.  Realize that God has left us in this place for a reason and adjust your priorities to match his.  Look for opportunities to share the gospel and so participate in God’s mission in the world at this time.  As you celebrate Jesus’ triumphal entry today treat him as the king he is.  
Let’s pray.
