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Palm Sunday Sermon 2009:  “What Should I Say?”

Scripture Reading

John 12:12-27

“The next day the great crowd that had come to the festival heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. So they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, shouting, "Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord —the King of Israel!" Jesus found a young donkey and sat on it; as it is written: "Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion. Look, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey's colt!" His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that these things had been written of him and had been done to him. So the crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to testify.   It was also because they heard that he had performed this sign that the crowd went to meet him. The Pharisees then said to one another, "You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!"  

“Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks. They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, "Sir, we wish to see Jesus." Philip went and told Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus. Jesus answered them, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.  Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.  Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.”   

"Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say — 'Father, save me from this hour'? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.” 

Introduction: 

An artist asked the gallery owner if there had been any interest in his paintings on display at that time. "I have good news and bad news," the owner replied. "The good news is that a gentleman inquired about your work and wondered if it would appreciate in value after your death. When I told him it would, he bought all 15 of your paintings." "Wow! That's wonderful!" the artist exclaimed. "What's the bad news?" "The guy was your doctor."
Isn’t this the way it was for Jesus? While he was alive walking this earth, his work was not very much appreciated—except for those he healed and the persons who loved them. Only after he died and risen did persons begin to realize his awesome gifts and talents…not to say that they hadn’t placed their hopes in him—for they had—as today’s scripture passage from the gospel of John clearly shows. Continuous shouts of “Hosanna” and “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord—the King of Israel” rang through the air as Jesus entered the holy city on a donkey.  In Luke’s account of the scene, the Jewish leaders demand that Jesus make the people be quiet, to which Jesus responds: "I tell you this. If these were to keep silent, the stones would cry out." Indeed, it was a joy-filled day.  

But as we know, Jesus’ hopes were far different from those of the crowd that surrounded him and cheered him on. And after the moment of entry was over, things began to change rapidly. The excitement was over. Even Jesus’ mood changed. “Now my soul is troubled,” he said. “And what should I say?” This is the question for today. Let’s take a closer look…

It is Jesus’ last week of life on earth. 
The crucifixion is only six days away. 
The time has arrived for Jesus to enter Jerusalem--despite the danger.

Actually, his face has been set toward Jerusalem for some time now.

In order for prophecy to be fulfilled there are things he must say there, 
and things he must do. 
He would say many things in the week to come.
But today, he would not say much. He would do. 

He would do something that would speak much louder than words. 
He would ride a donkey into town.

The statement Jesus made by doing this has been remembered over these many centuries.

Christians all over the world celebrate the event.
The church has given it its own special day which we know as Palm Sunday.

Palm Sunday--that day when palm leaves are waved in the air as we cry “Hosanna.”

“Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!”

We cry out so the stones won’t have to
--because Jesus Christ, the King of Israel, is worthy of praise.

These are things that we already know.

So we praise our Lord continually--not only here in the church service but in our daily lives, as well.
But as we recall, one of the marks of a person who is saved is the desire to learn and grow.

So we ask ourselves today: “Is there anything new to be learned?”
“How might we all be changed by the things Jesus said and did on that day?” 

Well, one way to begin is by looking at the event from different angles.

 So far as we know,  Jesus had never ridden a donkey before. 
As far as we know from scripture, he, along with his disciples, walked wherever he went. 
He ate and slept and sweated in their midst. 
Oftentimes he drew apart from them for prayer, but he never expected any special privileges. 
But now he sends them to fetch a donkey for him to ride. 
For him, this is different.

And as we know, different” always draws attention when the person is a public figure.

For Jesus, entering the holy city on a donkey was a simple way to symbolize the truth 
that Jesus was, in fact, a king. 
He had already accepted the title, he was the one sent to set up his kingdom on earth

—as it was in heaven.

And now it was time to accept the people's praise. 
Those who knew the history of God’s people

would not have been surprised that he came on a donkey.

 When Solomon, son of David, became king, he rode his father's favorite mule 
into the city of Jerusalem during his inaugural procession.

And now, a far greater "son of David" also rides into the city of kings 
in similar fashion.

Those who did not know the history of God’s people or what kind of king Jesus was to be,

would have expected a different mode of transportation for this new king of Israel.

A conquering king would have ridden into the city on a fearsome warhorse, 
or in a gilded chariot. 
But Jesus was not that kind of king. 

Though he accepted the title, he refused to become the military messiah that the people expected 

and wanted.

The kind of donkey that Jesus had specified also contained symbolic meaning.

It was to be a young colt that had never been ridden, and this points to the sacredness 
of his journey: 
Only animals that had never been used as beasts of burden
were considered suitable for sacred purposes.

Clearly, this was not a political occasion, but a sacred one.

The disciples had longed for this moment, but must have wondered if it would never happen. 
 They were more than ready for him to restore the kingdom to Israel.

And now that they realized what was on his mind, 
they did all they could to make this a truly royal procession. 
They draped their cloaks over the donkey's back to make Jesus' seat more comfortable 
and to make the donkey look more presentable. 
The road was already crowded with pilgrims, and many of them knew about Jesus, 
so it was not hard for the disciples to stir up the crowd's excitement.
"Jesus has proclaimed himself king!"

Soon the road was jammed with pilgrims and locals alike. 
They joined the disciples in laying their cloaks across the path--like a red carpet in our day

--to show Jesus honor. 
They got branches from the palm trees and waved them in the air, and spread them on the road. 
It was a joyous moment filled with hope and expectation.

It had been over 100 years since Israel had been an independent nation.

On that day, some of them remembered, Judas Maccabeus had led them to victory 
and became their king. 
In fact, it was he who had adopted the palm branch as a symbol of his victory,

putting the image of a palm branch on his coins, 
and used them to decorate the rooms during temple feasts
to celebrate their victory over Rome. 
So, when the crowd rushed to get palm branches on this occasion, there was meaning behind it.

No wonder the people cried “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name 
of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!”…
…for the word "Hosanna" was none other than a cry for help! 

“Please save us, God" its literal translation.

 They had heard the words before.

Many centuries earlier, the prophet Zechariah had prophesied that this day would come, 
as we have heard quoted in this morning’s scripture reading:

“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout, daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you; righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”
So as Jesus entered the city of Jerusalem on the donkey that day, history was made
—and prophecy was fulfilled.

But, as we know, Jesus’ work on earth was not yet complete.

He still had much work to do, things to say, prophecy to fulfill.
The verses that follow this joy-filled scene show us that all is not well

--trouble is already brewing among the Pharisees,

…who say to one another 

“You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!”

And I especially like the way the version of the Bible entitled the Message
interprets the words in the language of today:
“It’s out of control. The world’s in a stampede after him.”

Jesus has made a big statement through his actions, and now all eyes are upon him

--wondering what comes next.
Even the disciples did not understand that Jesus was on his way to the cross


--even though he had talked about how they were to take up their cross and follow him.

Perhaps they heard only what they wanted to hear.

Nobody seemed to “get it” when Jesus talked about suffering and death.

By the time those Greeks came to him, Jesus was about done talking. 

Instead of engaging in conversation with them, he spoke once more to his disciples, saying:



“The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.”

The Message says it this way:  “Time’s up. Now listen carefully.”

And then, in a nutshell, Jesus sums up the whole cycle of life --how each person,

like a grain of wheat must fall to the earth and die in order to live forever.


It had been a long day.

And by the time he had finished saying these things, Jesus’ soul was troubled.

He had made it this far.

And yet, he had a long road ahead of him--a long, exhausting road



that would lead to an excruciating death.

For now, there was nothing more to say. 
“What should I say,” he asked rhetorically. 
“Should I say, Father, save me from this hour? 
No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.”

Jesus would not quit now.

It wasn’t that he had just accepted the future that was in store for him.

He was committed to completing what he had set out to do--save humankind.

And now his work on earth was nearing an end.

“Hosanna! God save us!” the people cried that day.

“Save us from this life of poverty, from the oppression we experience day by day, 

from the Romans who have no regard for the children of God.”

Little did they know that there was much more they needed to be saved from


--like their preoccupation with their own lives



--like their love for worldly things




--like…their sin.

They were so focused on their day to day existence on this earth that they were unable to hear 
Jesus when he talked about the future that awaited them--life that extends forever

in a world far beyond this present world.
What about us? Perhaps our souls are troubled too--troubled about the future



--and what is in store for us.

The truth is: None of us can know all that the future holds. 
We don't know how long we will be on this earth. 
But what we do know is that God has a purpose for our being here. 
The challenge each of continually faces is to determine exactly what that purpose is.

I cannot tell you what that purpose is for you specifically
but this I know for sure:

Jesus has called you to love God with your whole being

and to love one another as he has loved us.

In order to be truly saved, each of us must reach out beyond ourselves


and do whatever we can to make a difference in this world.

“Whoever serves me,” Jesus says, The Father will honor.”

 
There is a fable that portrays this beautifully. 
The lead character is the donkey that Jesus rode into Jerusalem that day.

And if we listen very closely, we may even catch a glimpse of ourselves.

The donkey awakened, his mind still savoring the afterglow of the most exciting day of his life. 

Never before had he felt such a rush of pleasure and pride.

He walked into town and found a group of people by the well. 

“I’ll show myself to them,” he thought.

But they didn’t notice him. They went on drawing their water and paid him no mind.

“Throw your garments down,” he said crossly. “Don’t you know who I am?”

They just looked at him in amazement. 

Someone slapped him across the tail and ordered him to move.

“Miserable heathens!” he muttered to himself. 

“I’ll just go to the market where the good people are. They will remember me.”

But the same thing happened. 

No one paid any attention to the donkey as he strutted down the main street in front of the market place.

“The palm branches! Where are the palm branches!” he shouted. “Yesterday, you threw palm branches!”

Hurt and confused, the donkey returned home to his mother.

“Foolish child,” she said gently. “Don’t you realize that without Him, you are just an ordinary donkey?”

Like all fables, the story has a moral:

Like the donkey who carried Jesus into Jerusalem, we are most fulfilled 

when we are serving Jesus Christ. 
When we lift up Christ for the world to see, we are not just ordinary people, 
we are key players in God’s plan to redeem the world.

“Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”

“Hosanna to the king of kings.” Amen.  

