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“Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in the highest heaven!” shout the disciples. 

And the Pharisees? “Quiet down!” 


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? 


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 March Madness. There is great anticipation and excitement.

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 – or, imagine the 4th of July with bands and food and excitement and people all around. They sing songs to God’s goodness, they are songs remembering how God delivered them from their enemies.

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.” 

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 disciples, 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. You have to keep a finger in Psalm 118 as you read about Palm Sunday; it informs what is happening. Psalm 118 talks about the people cutting down branches – palms – to line the path of the king. The arrival of the king in Jerusalem is the culminating 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! 

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 two quick things I want to note here:

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

· God is faithful to his promises

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

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. 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:

Remembering God’s promises draws us to the table. It draws us because it is here we find hope, it is here we find joy, it is here we find life; it is here that we join with all creation in praising God for the things he has done. 

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.

Invitation to table
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