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“Hosanna,” cried the crowds. “Hosanna to the Son of David.”

 
“Who is this?” asked the shaken crowd.


Palm Sunday is a turning point. As Jesus enters Jerusalem, he enters into the most important week of his life; he enters into the most important week in our life. 


But what happened, really? What’s the big deal about a parade?


Looking back now, from the safe distance of almost 2,000 years, we know that Jesus entered Jerusalem with the fanfare of Palm Sunday; then, within a few short days, is arrested, crucified, and buried. We also know that three days after his crucifixion, he rose again from the dead. We know these things from the safe distance – however, in order to walk this road with Jesus, in order to understand what it all meant to Jesus, we have to hold off on our rush to get to the celebration of Easter Sunday. For today, we even have to hold off on what we know about the rest of Jesus’ Passion Week in Jerusalem. 


We should set the scene: The day begins with crowds gathering to get into Jerusalem. They have come from all over the country to arrive in Jerusalem for Passover. This is one of the three major annual festivals in Jerusalem. It will last a week and – to us – would look a lot like a major convention or the week before a Super Bowl. The number of people would remind you of San Diego Freeways – pick whichever one you want – at rush hour. There is great anticipation and excitement.

For some this is the first time. For others it has been something that they have done annually for years. Rich and poor, urban and rural, elite and lowly; they all come. There are thousands upon thousands of people ascending into Jerusalem. The crowds are everywhere; and while the local merchants were happy about it, other local citizens must have grumbled at the inconvenience.

As they are standing in lines, they repeat the rituals from as long back as they can remember. They sing songs – songs we have now as Psalms 113-118, the hallelujah psalms. They all know these songs, kind of like how our children know Christmas carols. Someone sings the first line, then they all join in. A call and response takes place. To get an idea of the atmosphere, imagine Independence Day with bands and food and excitement and people all around. When each of the themes plays, when each one of the psalms is sung, people tear up from deep inside. These songs go to the core of who these people are. These Psalms remind the people of the sovereignty of Yahweh. They are songs to God’s goodness, they are songs remembering how God delivered them from their enemies.

Passover itself was a festival different than the others. The other two major festivals were based upon celebrations of agricultural themes: first fruits and harvest. Passover celebrated God’s deliverance from the oppression of Egypt – how God showed that he was more powerful than Pharaoh, more powerful than the gods of the most powerful nation on earth.

This puts an edge on the singing. The pilgrims are Jewish, living under Roman occupation. Thus, these songs were also a statement of defiance. They share the hope and confidence that Yahweh will be victorious. They are prayers reminding God of his promises. 

Politically, the Jewish leaders recognize that this Passover celebration tests the limits of Roman tolerance and patience. As long as the crowds simply sing old patriotic songs, there will not be any problems. As long as the crowds follow the old traditions, the Romans will not intervene. Even so, the number of people and the reason for their gathering are cause for concern and anxiety. Crowds can quickly turn into mobs – contemplate the leaders – and that would not be good for anyone.

Into this mix we find Jesus. Jesus and his disciples have been traveling to Jerusalem for some time and word has gone out before him. Jesus tells his disciples to go ahead and to get a donkey. In doing so, they are to answer anyone who has questions, “the Lord has need of it.” 

The language, his reputation, and the event all raise the excitement to a new level. Instead of seeking to quiet the crowd, his actions actually increase the energy. Jesus’ instructions to the disciples sets the scene with very specific imagery – Jesus is drawing on the prophetic language found in Zechariah 9; that of the conquering king of peace. It was the imagery of the Messiah, the Chosen One, the individual who would lead Israel in a bigger, stronger way than Moses had. In taking this ride, in this way, during this time, Jesus was making a claim to be the promised Messiah. 

The crowds, already excited, begin to get euphoric. They are getting frenzied. The call goes up for Psalm 118 – and the crowd starts singing with a new fervor. Psalm 118 – even though it was traditional – is a psalm announcing the coming of a king. It remembers God’s goodness to the dynasty of David. It is the culminating psalm of the procession, beginning outside the gates and wrapping up inside the temple. “Hosanna” they cry out, meaning, “O Lord, save us.” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of Yahweh!” Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD! 

The psalm records the thoughts of the king: “Open for me the gates of righteousness; I will enter and give thanks to Yahweh. This is the gate of the LORD through which the righteous may enter. I will give you thanks, for you answered me; you have become my salvation.” In the psalm, the people respond, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone; the LORD has done this, it is marvelous in our eyes. This is the day the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.” “Hosanna in the highest!” the people respond.

The shouting of the crowd, the Messianic appearance of Jesus riding on a colt, the approaching Passover, the energy – it all adds up to the whole city being stirred – shaken, nervous, anxious, upset – and asked, “Who is this?” Who is this who claims to be the Messiah? Who is this who comes as King? Who is this?

Friends, this is the question that Jesus posed to his disciples only a few chapters before, when he asks, “Who do you say that I am?” It is the same question he asks you and asks me. Not hypothetically, but with full awareness of the cost of the answer. 

Now, we also get this interesting little confrontation. Luke 19:39, “Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, rebuke your disciples.’” The Pharisees, refusing to recognize Jesus as Messiah, break the protocol of Psalm 118. The call and response in the psalm includes a blessing from the priestly class as he enters Jerusalem; but they refuse to do so. Jesus then answers them, “’I tell you,’ he replied, ‘if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” 

The very stones will cry out in celebration of the arrival of Yahweh’s Messiah into Jerusalem. All of creation rejoices in the fulfillment of God’s promises.

So what does it all mean? There are only a couple of quick things we should note here:

· God’s faithfulness often looks different than we expect.

· Experiencing God in action upsets us.

· God is faithful to his promises

1. God’s faithfulness often looks different than we expect.

Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem was designed to raise messianic expectations. It was designed to focus the attention of the people on the promises of God, to remember that God is sovereign, and to suggest that a manifestation of power was about to happen. It did all of those things – and yet, as well look at Palm Sunday, we realize that the people had expectations about how God was going to act and those were not realized.

The people are cheering the Messiah – accurately – yet completely misunderstood Jesus’ mission and purpose. They expected God to do better than he had with Moses, that Rome’s army would be wiped out and that there would be a re-establishment of the throne of David in Jerusalem.  The crowds celebrated his arrival with the expectation that God was going to do something really big. 

Then, when Jesus appeared before them in a few days beaten, captive, and alone – they were angry and easily led into chants of “crucify him! Crucify him!” They thought they had been duped and that Jesus was an imposter. Yet, in Jesus, God was doing something really big. He was fulfilling the promises of the Messiah – in a different way than they could ever expect. 

What happens when God does not answer our prayers in our time and in our way? If you are like me, you begin to wonder what is wrong with God. Some of the gravest disappointments in my life have happened when I thought I had God all figured out. Then, when events unfolded differently than I expected, I experienced bitterness and anger. I wondered, “How could God do this to me?”

Only later, in retrospect and seeing other events take place, did I see God’s plan and purpose for me. God’s leading in my life looks very different than when I direct my life. And, for what it’s worth, God’s way is better. 

How many of us, looking back at our lives, can see where God led us in ways we did not expect, we could not predict, and for which we were not prepared – only to find that our prayers were answered with “yeses” nonetheless. 

2. Experiencing God in action upsets us.

In fact, the truth of the matter is that just having an encounter with the living God upsets our world. This is not to say that “upset” is bad, but it is always transforming. Luke’s description of the people of Jerusalem could be applied to us. Even people of faith are stirred – are shaken, are made anxious – when God begins to act.

We spend most of our lives trying to keep things under control. 

When God acts, we learn quickly that we are not in control. When the people in Jerusalem saw Jesus riding in, they knew something was up.  They were shaken by the sudden, unexpected fulfillment of centuries old prophecies. “Who is this?” they ask. They may have known about Jesus, they may have heard about his reputation; nonetheless, seeing God’s prophecies played out before their own eyes was disconcerting. 

C.S. Lewis’ “The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe” has a good way of helping us to understand the unsettling experience of encountering the living God in action. Most are familiar with this story either through the Chronicles of Narnia books or the recent move. In the story, Peter, Susan and Edmund have gone through a magical wardrobe into the land of Narnia. They are hosted for an evening meal by Mr. and Mrs. Beaver, talking animals. The Beavers keep referring to someone named “Aslan”, who is the Christ figure in this story. The children ask Mr. Beaver about Aslan. 

Mr. Beaver says, “Aslan is a lion – the Lion, the Great Lion.”



“Ooooh,” said Susan, “I’d thought he was a man. Is he – quite safe? I shall fear rather nervous about meeting a lion.”

“That you will, dearie, and make no mistake,” said Mrs. Beaver; “If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”

“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.

“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.”


Jesus’ ride into Jerusalem could also be described this way, “ Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.” 

Jesus working in your life and in mine can be described this way, “Who said anything about safe? ‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.”

3. God is faithful to his promises.

This is one of the important themes in the Bible. The Passover celebration – the reason the crowds were there in the first place – remembers God’s powerful victory over the Pharaoh. Psalm 118 – the song that the crowds were singing – remembers how God promised good things to King David – and celebrates God’s goodness as the king processes into Jerusalem. Then, Zechariah’s prophecy was centuries old, and yet, when Jesus parades into Jerusalem riding on a donkey – the very picture of the Messiah, the conquering king of peace – we see God’s promise fulfilled.

You can almost see the people of Jerusalem rubbing their eyes. “Can I believe my eyes?”

Centuries old promises fulfilled in a moment; that is difficult for us to comprehend. Whether we comprehend or not, Jesus tells the Pharisees that all of creation will sing out in praises to God for the things that God has done. Creation rejoices when God does what he promises.

This is why it is so important to intentionally remember what God has done – it gives us solid reason to hope, to hope that God will continue to be faithful to his promises. Remembering is particularly important when times are tough: when illness, hardships, and even the approach of death make us question, “Where is God?”  In those times, we hold onto the hope that we have in Scripture: that while we may not yet see how God is going to do it, we have confidence that God will be faithful.

Conclusion:

So, Palm Sunday, with all its pomp and wonder, poses the question the people of Jerusalem ask, “Who is this?” 

It is the question that the people will ask, the Jewish leaders will ask, the Roman officials will ask, the soldiers will ask. And it is not only them, way back then, who ask: we ask ourselves the same question. Will we be like the Pharisees urging Jesus to keep quiet? Or will we be like the Roman Centurion, who sees the crucified Christ and says, “Truly this man was the Son of God.”  

On Palm Sunday, let us join in saying, “Hosanna, God saves. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD.”

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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