Palm Sunday 2014

“Just a Dress Rehearsal”

John 12:12-16; Revelation 7:9-17

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?

Notes

Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday represents one of the most significant public events of his ministry. Each of the four Gospels records this incident, though with distinctive details (Mt 21:1-11; Mk 11:1-10; Lk 19:29-38; Jn 12:12-15). Central to each report is Jesus’ deliberate choice to enter the city riding upon a donkey. Scholars have noted three significant points regarding this chosen mount. These aspects are not mutually exclusive, and each contributes to a more complete appreciation of the meaning of Jesus’ symbolic action and its decisive consequences:

 

· The donkey was a traditional mount for kings and rulers in the ancient Near East (Jdg 10:4; 12:14; and 2Sa 16:2); Jesus was therefore making an implicit claim to be the king of his people.
· The act of riding into Jerusalem on a donkey near the time of the Passover celebration invoked a central image of Messianic expectation, linked to key Biblical texts such as Genesis 49:10, Isaiah 62:11 and Zechariah 9:9. Two of the four Evangelists explained the significance of Jesus’ entrance explicitly as the fulfillment of Scripture (Mt 21:5; Jn 12:15). In Jewish literature and teaching, moreover, the image of a king on a donkey approaching Jerusalem was consistently understood to signify the arrival of the Messianic King. Thus, Jesus was claiming to be the Messiah and proclaiming that the age of restoration was dawning through his own person.
· In light of the frequent Old Testament association of horses with war and human pride, the donkey may have presented an image of peaceful humility. Jesus, in this interpretation, was making a statement regarding the nature of his kingship (cf. Dt 17:16; cf. 2Sa 15:1; Ps 20:6-9; 33:16-18; 147:10-11; Pr 21:31; Zec 9:9-10).

The East Gate (Neh. 3:29) led directly to the temple and is probably what we know today as the Golden Gate. Tradition says that Jesus entered the temple on Palm Sunday through this gate. In the sixteenth century, the gate was sealed up with blocks of stone by the Turkish sultan, Sulayman the Magnificent. Jewish and Christian tradition both connect the Golden Gate with the coming of the Messiah to Jerusalem, and Muslims associate it with the future judgment.
 
Presentation of the King (v. 9). This prophecy was fulfilled when Jesus Christ rode into Jerusalem on what we traditionally call “Palm Sunday,” and the event is recorded in all four Gospels (Matt. 21:1–11; Mark 11:1–11; Luke 19:29–44; and John 12:12–19). This is the only public demonstration Jesus allowed during His ministry, and He did it to fulfill Scripture.
 
Well-meaning preachers have often said that the crowd that on Palm Sunday shouted “Hosannah!” turned right around and shouted “Crucify Him!” on Good Friday. However, it was two different crowds. The Palm Sunday crowd came primarily from Galilee where Jesus was very popular. The crowd at Pilate’s hall was from Judea and Jerusalem where the religious leaders were very much in control. If the Galilean disciples had had their way, they would have revolted and delivered Jesus! 
 
Our Lord did not however cease to be Israel’s King because He was God’s suffering servant. On the contrary it was precisely in witnessing to the truth of the love of God for sinners in His own suffering that His Kingship lay. It was nevertheless important that the nature of His Kingship should not be misunderstood. So when the Jerusalem crowd went out to meet him on Palm Sunday carrying palm branches and crying, ‘Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel,’ He deliberately, so St. John’s narrative seems to imply, found a young ass, and sat upon it so that He might ride into the holy city as Zechariah had foretold that one day a King would come, not mounted upon a war-horse but ‘just and having salvation, lowly and riding upon an ass’. (John 12:12-15; Zech. 9:9).
Our Lord’s Kingdom was in reality a kingdom in which He could reign over men’s hearts just because He was their perfect High-Priest, who established for them a new covenant with God, ratified by the shedding of His own blood.

A Royal Reception
Early Sunday morning, Jesus made his baldly public entry into Jerusalem. It was the end of all privacy and safety, and the begin​ning of what would be an inevitable collision course with the priestly and political authorities in the land. His irrevocable step was taken deliberately, with every consideration for the conse​quences, for otherwise he might simply have slipped un​ceremoniously into the city along with the thousands of pilgrims.
The word was out. Crowds had started gathering even in Beth​any for a glimpse of the rabbi from Galilee as well as the Lazarus whom he had revived. In the neighboring hamlet of Bethphage, a she-ass was waiting to transport Jesus, according to his own specifications. And then the triumphal procession began, accom​panied by shouting and singing from the throngs of people lining the roadsides. They threw down their garments on the pathway to cushion his ride—an Oriental custom still observed on occa​sion—as well as palm fronds, the symbol of triumph, paving his way with nature’s green.
“Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the Highest!” The exultant shouts accompanied Jesus along the entire route down the Mount of Olives, which is still used each Palm Sunday by a procession of Christians carrying palm branches. Just skirting the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus and his entourage finally crossed the Brook Kidron and entered Jerusalem, probably via the Golden Gate, the northeastern portal of the Temple enclave, which has since been walled up.
What did it all mean? Had Jesus perhaps arranged for the donkey because he was tired? Hardly. It was morning, and on other occasions he was a tireless walker. It was a gesture of humility, many have suggested, for the ass was the common beast of burden of the time in contrast to the superior horse or gilded chariot used in Roman triumphs.
If so, the gesture quickly conferred a quite opposite flavor to the occasion. The prophet Zechariah had foretold the arrival of the Messianic king in Jerusalem via this humble conveyance (Zech. 9:9), and here the crowd was according a wildly triumphant reception to one whom they hailed as “the son of David,” a loaded name used at a loaded place, for many Jews expected the Messiah figure to be declared as king on that very Mount of Olives.
The priestly establishment in Jerusalem witnessed the pro​cession also, catching and perhaps enlarging on any political overtones in the demonstration. Might not the waving of palm branches be symbolic, since the palm was the national emblem of an independent Palestine? These were Jewish flags! What if Jesus should actually claim to be heir of King David in a restored Judean monarchy? After all, the multitude was lavishing such dizzying phrases on him as “the King of Israel.”
Caiaphas, the high priest, must have cast a worried glance westward in the direction of Herod’s palace, where the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, had just arrived to be on hand for the Passover in case any demonstrations—such as this one—might get out of hand. He must also have marveled at the brazen effrontery of the rabbi from Galilee: the very man for whom arrest notices had been posted across the land was coming directly into Jerusa​lem in the most obvious manner possible.

How many sermons have been preached on “the fickle mob that could shout ‘Hosanna!’ on Palm Sunday and then ‘Crucify him!’ on Good Friday.” This interpretation, however, would seem faulty. To be sure, some people may have changed their minds about Jesus, but the shouting multitude in front of Pilate’s tribunal consisted primarily of the priest-controlled Temple staff—their police alone numbered 10,000—whereas some of the Palm Sun​day people were just now getting the news about Jesus’ convic​tion and rushing to the roadside in tears, as in this scene.

The branches of the date palm appear in the symbolism of Greek, Roman and Jewish cultures:

 

· Palms were a longstanding sign of victory in the Greek world, and the Roman authors Livy, Virgil and Cicero made use of them based upon this significance as well.

· Palm branches were associated with the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles (Lev 23:40).

· Together with the myrtle, willow and citron, they formed the lulab, an object the rabbis tell us was shaken at the recitation of Psalm 118:25: “O LORD, save us!” (Hebrew, Hosanna!). In John 12:13 the crowds waved their palm branches while shouting this same verse.

· The Maccabees used palm branches as part of the rededication ceremony for the temple (2Mc 10:7) and minted coins picturing palm trees along with the inscription “For the redemption of Zion.”

· These symbols were also employed by the Jews of the failed Bar Kokhba rebellion when they attempted to overthrow the Romans and set up a Messianic kingdom. 

 

Palm branches thus vividly depicted God’s victory and the deliverance of his people. Revelation 7:9 portrays Christians who have overcome the persecutions of this world as waving palm branches and wearing white robes. The symbolism of the palm branches would have been meaningful to any ancient reader, but especially to one familiar with the place of palm branches in Jewish tradition and worship.
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