Palm Sunday 2019

“The Rest of the Story”

selected Scriptures
Palm Sunday is one of the best-known holidays on the Christian calendar, always celebrated one week before Easter. Palm Sunday begins what is called “Holy Week,” seven days that changed the world. Yet I believe it is the most misunderstood of all of our holidays.

Perhaps that is because we haven’t heard the whole story.

The Festive Celebration

The familiar part of Palm Sunday is the festive celebration 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.

Earlier in chapter twelve John identifies this as five days before Passover. Not long before this, Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead in nearby Bethany, a suburb of Jerusalem. The reaction to this miracle was mixed, as John 11:45-50 records,

Therefore many of the Jews who had come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put their faith in him. But some of them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. Then the chief priests and the Pharisees called a meeting of the Sanhedrin.

“What are we accomplishing?” they asked. “Here is this man performing many miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” 

Then one of them, named Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, spoke up, “You know nothing at all! You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish.” 
Publicly, verse 57 reveals, “the chief priests and Pharisees had given orders that if anyone found out where Jesus was, he should report it so that they might arrest him.” We may, in fact, have some idea of how the arrest notice read. A rabbinical tradition recorded in the Talmud spells out the indictment against Yeshu Hannosri (Hebrew for “Jesus the Nazarene”). Combined with the New Testament, the notice can be reconstructed as follows:

WANTED: YESHU HANNOSRI

He shall be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Anyone who can say anything in his favor, let him come forward and plead on his behalf. Anyone who knows where he is, let him declare it to the Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem.

According to legal custom at the time, a court crier had to announce publicly or post such an official handbill in the larger towns of Judea about forty days prior to a trial. Small wonder that there was some debate over whether Jesus would dare to appear in Jerusalem for the next Passover, as seen in verse 56.
 With all of this happening, few would have expected Jesus to even show up in Jerusalem in the days leading up to Passover. No one would have expected how He showed up.

In the spirit of a tickertape parade, Jesus rides into the city on a donkey, with large crowds waving palm branches (equivalent to a Jewish flag) and shouting, “Hosanna!” (a Hebrew word meaning, “save us!”); “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” and “Blessed is the King of Israel!” These were all consistent with the Jewish hope for the Messiah to appear.

The Farsighted Prediction

Why would the people make this connection? In this case, it was because of the farsighted prediction of Zechariah 9:9-12,

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. I will take away the chariots from Ephraim and the war-horses from Jerusalem, and the battle bow will be broken. He will proclaim peace to the nations. His rule will extend from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth. 

Zechariah identifies the rider as “your king,” yet riding on a donkey colt. Leon Morris explains the significance of his 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.

This is underscored in verse 10, “He will proclaim peace to the nations.” Yet this wasn’t exactly what the average Jew in Jesus’ day had in mind when they thought of the Messiah appearing. Most thought of the very next line, “His rule will extend from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth.” They saw the Messiah as a political and military deliverer.

What they missed in the farsighted prediction is the emphasis on why the Messiah came in the first place. It is easy to miss it in verse 9, “See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” Our attention is drawn to the words “king” and “donkey,” so we may overlook the word “salvation,” which was the purpose of Jesus’ coming. Even the statement, “He will proclaim peace to the nations,” reflects this emphasis. The Hebrew word for peace is shālôm, which one scholar calls a synonym for salvation, “denot[ing] not merely the absence of strife and enmity between man and God but also the positive blessings that develop in a state of reconciliation.”

Moving down to verse 11, the Lord says, “As for you, because of the blood of my covenant with you, I will free your prisoners from the waterless pit.” Notice the phrase, “the blood of my covenant.” How similar to Jesus’ words in the upper room, Luke 22:20, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.”
Yes, the Old Testament predicted that the Messiah would be a king from the line of David who would restore the glory to Israel. But His first and foremost mission was to provide eternal salvation, not political independence or military victory.

The Future Culmination

This becomes evident as we see “the rest of the story,” as Paul Harvey would put it, in the future culmination in Revelation 7:9-12

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” 

All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying: “Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!” 

We could call this, “Palm Sunday II” or “Palm Sunday, the Sequel.” This is the only other place in Scripture where palm branches are used in this way. But notice who is waving them: “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language.” There is nothing political or military or nationalistic about this; the crowd is multinational and multicultural.

And what are they crying out? “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” On Palm Sunday the people cried, “Hosanna! Save us now!” On this occasion the redeemed will cry, “Salvation is complete! We are saved!” The mission of the Messiah has been accomplished through the blood of the covenant.

John continues in verses 13-17,

Then one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who are they, and where did they come from?” 

I answered, “Sir, you know.”

And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Therefore, “they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them. Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” 

Once again, our eyes are drawn to a phrase—“out of the great tribulation”—and we overlook what follows—“they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” 
Many have the mistaken notion that Palm Sunday was a monumental failure; that Jesus offered a political kingdom to Israel, but the Jews rejected Him. Some even go so far as to suggest that the same people who cried, “Hosanna!” on Sunday cried, “Crucify Him!” on Friday. Others believe that no one was more surprised to see Jesus nailed to the cross than Jesus Himself, who fully expected to be crowned as king. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Jesus knew why He had come to earth. Listen to His own words:

· From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. (Matthew 16:21)

· “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45)

· “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep… The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.” (John 10:11, 17-18)

· “But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die. (John 12:32-33)

Jesus knew that He would die, when He would die, how He would die, and why He would die. His death was no tragic accident; it had been planned before the creation of the world! It was the only way for a fallen creation to be redeemed.

What was the purpose of Palm Sunday? Jesus presented Himself to the people as a king, but a certain kind of king. Rather than riding into Jerusalem on a war horse, challenging the Roman authority and leading the Israelites to a military victory, Jesus came humbly as a man of peace. Instead of demanding that His subjects serve Him, Jesus came to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for their souls. He came to fulfill the Old Testament prophecies—all of them, not just the ones His contemporaries wanted Him to fulfill.

Palm Sunday I was all about anticipation. In another sermon I called it “just a dress rehearsal.” Palm Sunday II is all about accomplishment. The theme to both is salvation, and what happened in between these two events made salvation possible. We look ahead to the events of Holy Week—the Last Supper, the arrest, trial, and execution of Jesus on Good Friday, and His resurrection from the dead on Easter Sunday—as God’s answer to the cries of the people: “Hosanna! Save us!”

Just as the people of Jesus’ day—even His disciples—did not fully appreciate what was going on at the time, so many in our own day—even many Christians—will not fully appreciate what we celebrate this week. Our culture has added so many other things to the Easter celebration that the death and resurrection of Jesus can be lost in the shuffle.

Wave the palm branches and shout, “Hosanna!” Cry out to God to save us now. And watch as the perfect, predicted plan of salvation is worked out in the events of the week to come.
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