“Look, The World Has Gone After Him!”

John 12:12-19

Palm Sunday, March 28, 2010
Read John 12:9-19

Oh, what a celebration it must have been. Oh, how exciting to be in the crowd, rejoicing, shouting, cheering. Wonder of wonders, the king has come to save us! Hosanna! Save us!  

Save us from what? How and why was a crowd there at all? There were people from all across Israel in Jerusalem. They had come to Jerusalem for the celebration of Passover. Passover was one of the three major annual festivals in Jerusalem. The activities and celebrations lasted for an entire week. Our closest equivalent would be something like the week leading up to Mardis Gras in New Orleans; the week before the Superbowl in the host city; or Washington, D.C. the week prior to the inauguration of a new president.  The hustle and bustle, the heightened security and crowd control, the sidewalk vendors and the crowds – all of it making the city abuzz with energy.
Passover was different than the other festivals. 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.

Part of the celebration of the Passover week involved the ritual of singing songs – particularly the songs recorded in Psalms 113-118. They are known as the hallelujah psalms. These were songs of God’s sovereignty, praising God for his eternal purpose and plan. When we lived in Escondido, we would go to Grape Day Park on the 4th of July. The military band would play the John Phillip Sousa marches, then wrap up by playing a medley of the songs of each branch of the armed services. Men and women who had served – some young, many old – would stand up, often saluting, and there were tears in eyes all around knowing what these songs mean. It was the same on the pilgrimage to Jerusalem for Passover.
The pilgrims were Jewish, living under Roman occupation. Thus, these songs were a statement of defiance. They shared the hope and confidence that Yahweh will be victorious. They are prayers reminding God of his promises. 

 Add to the anticipation of the pilgrims the reports of a miracle man – Jesus. The word was spreading that he had commanded a dead man to come out of a tomb. Lazarus had died and yet now was walking around Bethany. For a while now, Jesus had been out in the country and the reports have come in that he has been doing signs of power – signs that God is coming to deliver the people like he did with Moses. God’s anointed one is coming to Jerusalem!

As they stood in lines, they repeated the rituals from as long back as they could remember. They sang songs. Someone would sing the first line, then they all joined in. A call and response takes place. 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.

As John points out, the crowds had gone from Jerusalem to Bethany to see what Jesus had done in raising Lazarus from the dead. The symbolism of the people moving away from Jerusalem was not lost on the religious leaders. The people were leaving the establishment and going to Jesus. And now, Jesus was coming into Jerusalem. He was coming and the people were treating him like a king.
The symbolism of the palms – why there were palms being waved and why it is a big deal – was from the Maccabean revolt from 150 years before. It was the sign of the revolution. It was like waving a huge American flag in the face of the Romans. The nation’s liberator was at hand, the King of Israel had come! God has saved us! “Save us,” is the meaning of the word Hosanna!

The religious authorities had to put a stop to him. The time was not ripe for a revolution against Rome. The Romans were too strong, too scary, to think of going up against them. Things had gotten out of control. The Pharisees had to regain control. They were going to put an end to the movement by killing Jesus and Lazarus – take away all the physical evidence of what God was doing. When their plans were frustrated, you read their great fear expressed at the end of the narrative, “You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!”

“Save us!” the people cried. “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord – the King of Israel!”

And save, Jesus would. But not in the way they were cheering.

We do Palm Sunday each year. It is fun to wave palms and the kids seem to like it. There is a child-like innocence to the celebration of Jesus. Given the way it is described in the gospels, Jesus enjoyed it, too. He did not rebuke the crowd or the cheers or the waving of the palms. He received all of it. In Luke’s recounting of this event, the religious leaders urged Jesus to stop the revelers; he responded, “I tell you, even if these were silent, the stones would shout out.” (Luke 19:40) Celebrating God’s goodness, God’s saving character, God’s sovereignty is good. 

The religious authorities tried to stop the people from worshiping God; Jesus affirmed their actions praising God. Can you imagine that? Can you imagine if you all were so happy and so excited and so moved that you were singing out hymns of praise – and  you did not care that I was up here waving my arms to be quiet?

There’s a lesson to be had in Palm Sunday. Praise God. Even if someone tells you to be quiet, God affirms your prayers and praise. Praise God – even if the world tells you to stop. 


We have the opposite problem. We are afraid to start praising God. Presbyterians have suffered the nickname “the frozen chosen” for a number of generations – and that’s not a good thing.

Many people are afraid that they will look foolish if they really worship God. They do not want to get to emotionally involved. Why? What is so different about God that it causes this hesitation? The same people who do not want to get too emotional or involved with God will invest their time and money to watch Tiger Woods’ return to golf at the Masters. They will flock to see a movie on opening night and brag to their friends about it. They will celebrate a promotion or pay to go on vacation at some exotic locale. They will talk about all of that – and still feel uncomfortable in worship singing about Jesus or even saying his name.

When it comes to worship, we turn into a bunch of Siskel and Eberts. We are all critics. We give worship thumbs up or thumbs down. The music is too loud, it is not loud enough. There is too much emotion, there is not enough. We evaluate whether the worship was good or not; standing back as if we are an “objective” reporter – avoiding being directly involved. We forget that it is God we are seeking to please, not us. When we approach worship this way, we wonder why we go away with an empty feeling. Somehow, we have not made the connection with God we were hoping to make. 


Look, worship is personal. It can be sloppy and messy. The tax collector who beats his chest and says, “Lord, have mercy on me a sinner,” would stand out in worship this morning. But he connected. Laying down our deepest fears, our deepest failures, our deepest hurts at the foot of the cross are acts of worship. We cheat ourselves – it is not God who is cheating us – we cheat ourselves when we keep reserved. 

Now, please hear me correctly. I am not saying that we should be different than who God has called us to be. There is an order and decency appropriate in worship. However, we need to understand that the order and the decency are designed to encourage us to praise God, not to protect us from praising God. We need to recognize the freedom to engage God in ways that are real and cut through our destructive self-defenses. 


So, when you start feeling self-conscious about praising God; if you find yourself holding back because you do not want to be odd or have your neighbors look askance at you – remember whom you are worshiping and let him make it right. It may not make sense at the time; but there are things we do in faith, trusting God will make it right. Which brings me to the other point we are going to consider this morning.

Palm Sunday teaches us that we have to live trusting that God knows what he is doing. 
Palm Sunday helps us realize that “doing it right” is not as important as “doing it.” The shouting for the king, the expectation of deliverance, the palms as a sign of the revolution – all these were the right pieces, but for the wrong conclusion. Jesus does one simple thing to put it all right: he finds a donkey and rides in on it. 

A donkey was a symbol of peace. A donkey was deliberately not a political revolutionary. A donkey represented humility. Remember, Jesus did not scold the people; he simply took their worship and made it right. Because, ultimately, it was not about how they performed their worship, it was about whom they were worshiping. 

In the large and the small, in the good and bad events of life, we often will not understand what God is doing until later.  John is clear about this: the disciples did not understand what was happening on Palm Sunday until after Jesus’ resurrection. Only then did they remember and put things into perspective.

Much of the life of faith is this very struggle. Being faithful often does not make sense as we look forward. We can only make sense of things by looking back. Unfortunately, we do not live backwards. We do not like “not understanding” or not being let in on the bigger picture. It makes us feel out of control. Well, guess what? We are not in control. It probably is worth reminding ourselves of that fact: we are not in control. Our perspective of what is best often is not the same thing as God’s. Faith means we have to trust God to be God – and not just when things are going well for us. 

It is difficult to trust God in hard times. Yet those are the times when we need to trust God most. When our health fails us, we tend to ask, “Why me?” When our financial fortunes reverse, we ask, “God, what did I do to make you mad? Why can’t things get easier?” We want to have more faith, we want to trust God more – we just do not want the opportunities that help us grow in faith and trust. We want to bury our talent in the back yard rather than risk it out in the world. 

Nope. It does not work that way. Friends, more often than not, growing in Christ means being stripped of other things that we treasure. It often means doing things that do not make sense if we trust ourselves more than we trust 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.

Consider faith in the context of Jesus’ week. Looking forward, Jesus knew that he was headed towards a deadly confrontation. He was going to endure unimaginable suffering. He would be deserted by his friends and followers. He would be judged and treated as a vile criminal. Taking on the sins of the world, he had to trust that he would be vindicated and that God would raise him from the dead. Looking back, sure, we can see Jesus had reason to be trusting; but looking forward into that moment? Could you put your life in God’s hands like that?
The writer of Hebrews says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.” Jesus may have known – conceptually – that he would rise from the dead; but he also knew our doubts and how difficult it was to be faithful, obedient, and in no position to guarantee the ending. He had to trust the Father.

Faith, as again, the writer of Hebrews says, “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 

Only looking back did the disciples realized what happened on Palm Sunday. On this side of the resurrection, it all makes perfect sense. As they were going through it, the disciples must have thought the path to the cross seemed like a real-life slippery slope from glory to disaster. On Good Friday, the triumphal entry must have seemed like a bitter joke. Only later – a history changing, unimaginable event later – could they see the glory of Lord revealed in Jesus’ ride. 

As we come to a close this morning, remember all the things that you have seen God do in your life. When I did that exercise, I found myself thinking, “Oh, that’s why this happened.” Or, “I never would have done this if I had not been stopped from doing that.” In going back through my life with the lens of seeing what God was doing, I have more confidence God is trustworthy. I am sure that the next step of faith will be scary, but I can make it with more confidence because I know that I am not supposed to be in control; I am called to trust that God is in control.

Conclusion

What is the take-away from Palm Sunday?

Praise God, because God is worthy of our praise. God will make our praise right, even if we are off. 

Trust God because God is trustworthy. Sometimes we will understand what God is doing only much later. 

Join with the crowds because their testimony is true: Hosanna! Save us! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord – the King of Israel!

8:45 prayer/invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to the offering
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