Palm Sunday 2006

“Just a Dress Rehearsal”

John 12:12-28
It was a week that would change the world.

Not too many knew it at the time. Perhaps nobody knew on that Sunday morning when they awoke that the next seven days would alter human history in a most significant way.  Certainly no one could foresee the strange turn of events that would char​acterize those seven days, henceforth known throughout the ages as “Passion Week.”
Well, one person knew.  And He was the center of attention that whole week.
It all started on a Sunday morning that began like most Sunday mornings in Jerusalem.  This was not a completely typical Sunday, however, for it was Passover Week, and there would be many more people in the city than usual.  The Roman soldiers were there, headed by prefect Pontius Pilate, who spent only this week every year in Jerusalem.  They were in place to keep the peace in this land where insurrection was commonplace.  There were the citizens of Jerusalem and surrounding Judea, who openly hated the foreign occupation.  Add to that the foreigners of Jewish descent who made their annual trek to the Holy City for this most holy celebration.  And there were the Galileans, the rednecks of first-century Palestine.  No one quite knew what to expect when the Galileans came to town.
In fact, it was probably the Galileans who started all the commotion that Sunday.  From the outskirts of the city began a noisy processional that grew in volume as it neared the city. People were waving palm branches and shouting joyously.  The object of their attention seemed to be a Jewish man riding a donkey.
At this the Roman soldiers must have grown restless. But before events got out of hand, it all stopped rather suddenly. There was no insurrection, no attacks on the soldiers or their fortress in the city. The festivities just stopped.
What must have been even stranger was that five days later, the Jewish leaders brought this same man before the Roman gover​nor, accusing Him of instigating rebellion against Rome!  The prefect, in Jerusalem to stop such an event, was seen defending this man!  But in the end, this man was crucified as a common criminal.
A strange week indeed!  How did the first-century residents and guests of Jerusalem understand these events?  How are we?
Some have become imaginative in their quest for meaning. They claim that Jesus really believed that He was the Messiah, but then the tables were turned and He was killed, much to His surprise.  Christians reject this as inconsistent with the rest of the gospels, where Jesus claims over and over that He will be killed, and rejects several attempts to make Him a political king.
But if He knew that He would die the horrible death of crucifixion, why did He allow the events of what we know as Palm Sunday take place? Why did He parade into Jerusalem unmistakably as the promised Messiah?  How can we understand this day, and how it fits into the whole week culmi​nating with His death and resurrection?

The Preview: Christ’s Reception

What may add to the confusion surrounding this event is that Jesus planned for it in advanced. The other three gospels spell out how Jesus sent two of His disciples to the other side of Jerusalem, where they would find a certain donkey that they were to bring back to Him.  They obeyed, and found everything just as Jesus said it would be.
John 12:12-16 then tells us of the reception Christ received as He rode the donkey into the city.

The next day the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. They took palm branches and went out to meet him, shouting, “Hosanna!” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Blessed is the King of Israel!” Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it, as it is written, “Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt,” At first his disciples did not understand all this. Only after Jesus was glorified did they realize that these things had been written about him and that they had done these things to him.
The people knew what was happening.  They had heard of this teacher from Nazareth who had performed many miracles and con​founded the religious teachers of the day.  And they were anx​iously awaiting the coming of the promised one.  Leon Morris explains the significance of Christ’s entrance,

Now a king on a donkey was distinctive. The donkey was the mount of a man of peace, a merchant or a priest. A king might ride a donkey on occasion, but he would be more likely to appear on a mighty warhorse. Zechariah’s prophecy saw Messiah as the Prince of peace.

How did the people respond?  By picking out palm branches, which was the national emblem of an independent Palestine—Jewish flags, as one commentator writes
—and lining the streets to welcome their hero.  This was an ancient tickertape parade!  They shouted, Hosanna, which means, “Save now!”  They were quoting from Psalm 118:25-26, which was definitely messianic in character.

How did the religious leadership of Jerusalem respond?  As would be expected, they were very upset.  Luke 19:39 states that some Pharisees in the crowd actually called for Jesus to halt this demonstration and silence the cheering crowd.  They did not want the Romans to interpret this as a threat to their dominance.
How did Jesus respond?  He silenced the critics instead of the crowds and permitted the procession to continue.  For Jesus was always conscious of whom He was.  He did not “become” the Son of God, or the King of Kings, as though promoted for meritorious efforts.  Jesus Christ was God Almighty from the night He was born in Bethlehem—and even before.  He knew that He was the Messiah, and He allowed the joyous crowd to acknowledge the fact.

The Priority: Christ’s Ransom

But how does this stand in comparison to other events, in Jesus’ ministry when crowds wanted to acknowledge Him as king, and we are told that He resisted all of these efforts?  Jesus did; not change His mind on Palm Sundays and decide to become their political king.  While He knew who He was, and that He was de​serving of such treatment, He also knew God’s priorities/ and timetable.  As He said of Himself in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Wan did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
Jesus had a divine sense of timing throughout his life and ministry.
  This is displayed throughout the gospel of John.  At the time of Jesus’ first miracle we read His words to His mother in John 2:4, ‘“Dear woman, why do you involve me?’ Jesus replied, ‘My time has not yet come.’” He would act according to His own timing, not the timing of anybody else.
The Greek word used for “time” (and occasionally translated “hour”) is kairos, which is a term to denote “the right moment,” as opposed to the term chronos, the generic word for time.
  Jesus used this word to mean “the appointed time” or “the predestined time.”

Other passages in the fourth gospel show the importance of timing to our Lord, John 7:6 records, “Therefore Jesus told them, ‘The right time for me has not yet come; for you any time is right.’”  Two verses later, Jesus underscores this point, “You go to the Feast. I am not yet going up to this Feast, because for me the right time has not yet come.”  Further in that same chapter, we read in verse 30, “At this they tried to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him, because his time had not yet come.”
John 8:20 also demonstrates that not even Jesus’ enemies could violate the divine timing of His life: “He spoke these words while teaching in the temple area near the place where the offerings were put, yet no one seized him, because his time had not yet come.”
This thought changes, though, in chapter twelve. We read Jesus’ words immediately following this exuberant reception in John 12:23-28,

Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me/ and where J am, my servant will also be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. Wow my heart is troubled, and what shall J say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!”
This is then repeated in Jesus’ prayer, as recorded in John 17:1, “After Jesus said this, he looked toward heaven and prayed, ‘Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.’”  As Paul Maier writes, “Rippling across the…[Gospel] records is a sense of inevitability about this life: Jesus of Nazareth was a man born to die—not merely in the normal sense, but with some special significance.”

True, Jesus was the Messiah, the promised King.  But His priority was the ransom of His life for the whole world.  This is explained beautifully by the apostle Paul in Philippians 2:6-8,
being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness, and being found in appear​ance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death — even death on a cross!

The Promise: Christ’s Return

This is not the end of the story, however.  Paul continues his train of thought in Philippians 2:9-11,

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
Jesus will take His rightful place as King when He returns to earth  one day.  The final culmination of the promise is seen in Revelation 19:11-16.
I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True, with justice he judges and makes war, His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns, He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God, The armies of heaven were follow​ing him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to stride down the nations, “He will rule them with an iron scepter,” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty, On his robe and on his thigh he .has this name written; King of Kings and Lord of Lords.
Jesus Christ is King of Kings and Lord of Lords! He was at the time of His royal reception in Jerusalem, He was when He has nailed to the cross on Calvary, and He will be when He returns to earth one day.
But the most important question on this Palm Sunday deals with each and every one of us: Is Jesus Christ my Lord and King, right now?  Have I turned the control of my life to His rule? Have I acknowledged Him as my King, as my God?

Utilizing the same sense of “time” which we saw in the life of Christ, I conclude with a challenge from 2 Corinthians 6:2, in which Paul quotes from the Old Testament and then applies it to his audience, “‘In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.’ I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.”
Today can be the time of God’s favor and the day of salva​tion for you. We must first recognize the fact that our lives are marked by a refusal to live under God’s rule.  (This is one meaning of what the Bible calls “sin.”)  Then we must turn from that lifestyle, and allow Jesus Christ to be our Master, the One we will follow by obeying His Word.  He will forgive our sinfulness and wipe out the guilt that comes along with it.  And He will enable us, through the Holy Spirit who takes up residence within us, to live in a manner that pleases God.

The time is now.  The decision is yours.  Who is Jesus of Nazareth to you?
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