Palm Sunday 2017

“Not What You Think It Means”

John 12:12-16

In the classic comedy film The Princess Bride, Sicilian boss Vizzini repeatedly describes the unfolding events as “inconceivable.” (The way he says it, the word comes out “inconthievable.”) At one point, swordsman Inigo Montoya says to him, “You keep using that word, [but] I do not think it means what you think it means.”

I reference that because it reminds me of the original Palm Sunday. This occasion kicked off what has been described as “the week that changed the world.” Three of the Gospels devote a third of their content to reporting this week, while the Fourth dedicates its entire last half.
 While all four gospels record this event, I would like to read the account in John 12:12-16,

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. 

You may be very familiar with this story. The images of Jesus riding on a donkey through the street leading to Jerusalem and of the people waving palm branches shouting, “Hosanna!” are among the best known in the New Testament. Yet I would also suggest that this is perhaps the most misunderstood episode in the life of Christ, both then and now. As Inigo Montoya said, “I do not think it means what you think it means.” Let’s take a closer look.

They Were Mistaken as to the Time of Their Deliverance

First, they were mistaken as to the time of their deliverance. Consider the word most associated with Palm Sunday: “Hosanna!” This is a transliteration of the Hebrew hoshi’ah-nna, meaning, “give salvation now” or “give victory now.”
 By the first century the word may have lost its literal sense and was used, as it is today, simply as a shout of praise.
 Perhaps. But the literal meaning of the word is important, and, whether the crowds intended it or not, the literal meaning reflects their desire for deliverance.

Every Jew knew “Hosanna!” from Psalm 118:25, for Psalm 118 is part of the Hallel, a group of Psalms sung each morning by the temple choir during the Feast of Tabernacles. In fact, at the Feast of Tabernacles, every man and boy waved his lûlāb (a few shoots of willow and myrtle tied with palm) when the choir reached the Hosanna! in Psalm 118:25. The connection was so strong that many Jews referred to their lulabs as “hosannas.”

G. Campbell Morgan writes,

I have often wondered what they meant when they shouted “Hosanna,” and I am not quite sure until this moment. Hosanna is a combination of two words in the Hebrew tongue, the one meaning save, the other being always an exclamation, sometimes “Ho,” sometimes “Now,” but always exclamatory. Look at these people round about Jesus. Look at the children as they take up the song and make it ring in the temple courts. What is the thing they sing? “Hosanna, Blessed is He that cometh in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel.” It is an appeal. I think we are perfectly safe in saying it means save now.
 

I have always known that hosanna meant, “Save!” But I think it is significant that it meant, “Save now!” No doubt many of the Jews lining the streets and waving palm branches hoped that now He would defeat the Romans and set the nation of Israel free.
 

Scripture is clear that the Messiah will come as a mighty conqueror to deliver God’s people and to establish a physical kingdom on earth. But the people wanted it now. God was saying, “It will come, but not yet.” They were mistaken as to the time of their deliverance.

They Were Mistaken as to the Threat to Their Destiny

Second, they were mistaken as to the threat to their destiny. This is seen in two elements of this scene: what they did and what they said. 

What they did was wave palm branches. There was little difficulty obtaining palm branches: date palms were plentiful around Jerusalem, and still grow there.
 But what did it mean?

As mentioned above, palm branches, together with myrtle, willow and citron branches, formed the lulab, an object that was shaken at the recitation of Psalm 118:25: “O Lord, save us!” (Hebrew, Hosanna!) Palms were also a longstanding sign of victory in the Greek world, and Roman authors made use of them based upon this significance as well.
 From the time of the Maccabees palm branches were used as a national symbol. Palm branches figured in the procession which celebrated the rededication of the temple in 164 bc and again when the winning of full political independence was celebrated under Simon in 141 bc. Later, palms appeared as national symbols on the coins struck by the Judean insurgents during the first and second revolts against Rome after Christ. So well established was the use of the palm branch as a symbol for the Jewish nation that the Romans in their turn used it on the coins which they struck to celebrate the crushing of the Jewish revolts. On this occasion, then, the palm branches may have signified the people’s expectation of imminent national liberation.
 

So, as Jesus comes riding on a donkey (we’ll get to the significance of that in a moment) from the Mount of Olives to Jerusalem, the priestly establishment in Jerusalem would have no doubt caught the significance of the people waving palm branches in this parade: These were Jewish flags!
 This signaled nationalistic hopes that in Jesus a messianic liberator had arrived.
 

Yet, the basis of their desire was wholly wrong: it was selfish. They would crown Him, as they had attempted to do again and again, because they believed that if He were King they would be fed with material food, healed of physical disorder, brought into the place of material blessing. There is no spiritual passion in the cry, no deep sense of sin underlying it.
 They were mistaken as to the threat of their destiny. Their problem was not Roman occupation; it was their sinful condition! The crowd shouted, “Help!” and “Save!” and Jesus has come precisely to help and save them, though not through the political liberation they expected.
 

They Were Mistaken as to the Type of Their Deliverer

Third, they were mistaken as to the type of their deliverer. Warren Wiersbe points out that this was the only “public demonstration” that our Lord allowed while He was ministering on earth.
 Certainly there were other times where the crowds wanted to make Him king, but He resisted their efforts. He knew what they had in mind, and He also knew that what they wanted was not what they needed.

The type of deliverer they wanted is seen in the phrases, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” and “Blessed is the King of Israel!” That first phrase seems innocent enough; in fact, it has been described as a Jewish phrase for welcome: “Welcome in the Lord’s name.” is the idea.
 But there was more to it than what we see in the English translation. These words are also drawn from Psalm 118:26, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” This originally conferred a blessing on the pilgrims heading up to Jerusalem. But in time the Jewish rabbis shifted the focus of the phrase. The Midrash (or rabbinic teaching) on Psalm 118 understood this line as messianic: the one who comes is the Messiah.
 By the time of Jesus, “the one who comes” was technical language for the Messiah.

The next phrase, “Blessed is the King of Israel!” which John alone records, reveals this understanding of the crowds.
 They had their own clear ideas of what the King of Israel would do—He would conquer the Romans and establish Israel’s national independence. Jesus, without repudiating the title which they gave him, repudiated the military and political ideas which they associated with it by his following action. His riding into Jerusalem on a donkey was an acted parable, designed to correct the misguided expectations of the crowds and to show the city its true way of peace.
 He rode into the capital not on a prancing war charger as a military conqueror, but on a docile donkey as the Prince of Peace.

Jesus did not need to ride the last couple of miles—He was used to walking long distances, and would have been physically fit. No, Jesus’ action made a statement.
 He did not want the nature of His Kingship should not be misunderstood.

The quotation of verse 15 is from Zechariah 9:9, where the Lord is portrayed not in a militaristic fashion mounted on a war-horse but as a king of peace on a donkey. In fact, the following verse, Zechariah 9:10, says he will take away chariots and war-horses from Ephraim and Jerusalem, and proclaim peace to the nations. In conscious fulfilment of this prophecy Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey to show he was the King of the Jews, not the militaristic Messiah of popular expectation but the universal prince of peace.

In the ancient Near East, the donkey was not thought of as a beast of burden, as we think of it today; instead, the donkey was the preferred mount of princes, kings, and leaders who mingled with the people in a peaceful manner. Since horses were most often linked with chariots as instruments of war, it is significant that the Messiah will not enter Jerusalem mounted on a horse; that is, Jesus will not come the first time as a conqueror. Moreover, these verses allude to Jacob’s blessing given to the line of Judah in Genesis 49:10-11, where the “one whose right it was” is described as “tether[ing] his donkey to a vine, his colt to the choicest branch.” The Ruler promised in Genesis 49 will come mounted on the colt of a donkey (i.e., a purebred, not born of a mule).

The minds of the crowd were filled with a kind of mob hysteria. Here was the One who was to come. But they looked for the Messiah of their own dreams and their own wishful thinking; they did not look for the Messiah whom God had sent. Jesus drew a dramatic picture of what He claimed to be, but none understood the claim at the time.
 He was indeed king, but not the sort of king they have in mind.
 Jesus accepted their enthusiasm but tempered their expectation. They hailed him as the messianic King. He came as the Prince of peace.
 

And so on this Sunday that would become known as Palm Sunday, Jesus made His baldly public entry into Jerusalem. It was the end of all privacy and safety, and the beginning of what would be an inevitable collision course with the priestly and political authorities. His irrevocable step was taken deliberately, with every consideration for the consequences, for otherwise He might simply have slipped unceremoniously into the city along with the thousands of pilgrims.

Some of these pilgrims had felt for some time that Jesus’ teaching and miracles showed Him to be the Messiah. But until now He would not make the claim. He would never set himself up as King. When on this occasion He did not reject their acclamation, their enthusiasm knew no bounds. He was now doing, they thought, what they had always wanted Him to do.
 

And yet with how Jesus handled Himself that day, He seemed to say, “You keep using this word, ‘Hosanna!’ but I do not think it means what you think it means. You call me King, and I am the King, but not in the way you think. I have come to offer salvation, but not in the way you think it means.” As one writer puts it so well, “Our Lord did not cease to be Israel’s King because He was God’s suffering servant.”
 In fact, it was only by being God’s suffering servant that Jesus could truly save the world.

Even the disciples misunderstood the significance of what Jesus was doing, according to verse 16!
 They did not comprehend the nature of Jesus’ kingship (though they may well have thought of him as in some sense the messianic King). They thought of him as King in a wrong sense. Only after His glorification did the disciples think of Him as King in a right sense.

They were mistaken as to the time of their deliverance. They wanted salvation now. They wanted the crown without the cross. In our words, they want their cake and eat it, too. 
They were mistaken as to the threat of their destiny. They thought their biggest problem was political and military occupation by the Romans. Jesus knew that their biggest problem was their sinful condition. The heart of the problem was the problem of the heart. Unless the change happens on the inside, all attempts to change from the outside is nothing more than rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic. It doesn’t matter!
They were mistaken as to the type of their deliverer. They wanted a conquering King who would whip all their enemies and give them peace and prosperity, providing for their every need (and want). They saw deliverance as political power; He saw deliverance as personal peace. Jesus was indeed King, but on His terms, not theirs. As Morgan concludes, “Do not let us be led astray by any demonstration that seeks to put Him on the throne in any other way than that of His own appointment.”
 

Now before we are too hard on the disciples and the crowds of the first Palm Sunday, are we any better? How many times do we want God to work in our lives the way we want, rather than praying in all honesty, “Not my will but Yours be done”? How often do we want Jesus to be King on our terms?

We want God to answer our prayers now. Like the disciples, we are puzzled when Jesus delays as He did when He heard that Lazarus was ill. Like Martha and Mary, we get upset when Jesus does not do what we believe He can do. We sometimes only see one possible way for our problems to be solved, and can’t understand why God doesn’t see it our way, too.

We want God to fix the problems we see as most important. When we are sick (or someone close to us is ill), we want physical healing. When there is a material need, we want money. When we consider the condition of our culture, we focus on the outward symptoms of the problems and not the root causes, and we want God to fix them.

We want God to be our King…or do we? You see, “King” is not the same as “Genie in a bottle” that we take off the shelf when we need Him and demand that He fix whatever situation we are in. Jesus said to His disciples in Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” I wonder how many of us He would ask the same question. Would He say, in effect, “You keep using that word ‘King,” but I do not think it means what you think it means”? 

As we close, I remind you of the words of Isaiah 55:9

As the heavens are higher than the earth,

so are my ways higher than your ways

and my thoughts than your thoughts. 
Jesus rode into Jerusalem that day as King of the Jews, and the people recognized Him as such, just not in the way they thought.

Jesus wants to be Lord and Savior of your life. You may recognize Him as such, but will we let Him be our King in the way He wants to be?

Let’s let God be God.

Let’s let Jesus be King.

Let’s live accordingly.
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