Palm Sunday 2020

“Save Us Now!”

Matthew 21:1-11
Parades are a common sight in modern America. Citizens line the streets and cheer as their heroes pass by on the street. Confetti falls from nearby buildings. Marching bands play lively tunes. Candy is tossed to children from the participants of the parade.

Other than those that mark a particular holiday, parades are usually associated with victory. Generations ago parades were held for victorious soldiers returning from war; now parades are usually held for victorious athletes after winning a championship.

I want you to imagine a different kind of parade this morning. Picture a city of streets lined with citizens…but instead of joyous people celebrating victory, they are desperate people calling out for deliverance. “Save us!” they cry. “Save us now!” 

This year it is not hard to imagine such a scene. Replace victorious athletes with medical professionals and first responders tossing masks and gloves and medications instead of candy to folks scared to death of death…not hard to mentally picture, is it?

Today is Palm Sunday, and on this day we remember and celebrate what is often called Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem, less than a week before He was condemned and crucified as a common criminal. All four gospels depict the scene that strikes many as reminiscent of a modern-day parade. One author suggests that, “In this final trip into Jerusalem, Jesus finds himself as the centerpiece of the Independence Day parade,” likening the Jewish Passover to the 4th of July in the United States.
 The palm branches that give this occasion its name was at that time the national emblem of an independent Palestine—in essence they were Jewish flags.
 The people lining the streets cheered Jesus with enthusiasm.

Yet there are other elements to this story that don’t quite line up with the notion of a patriotic or victory parade we are used to seeing. As we will see, Jesus did not ride on a war horse—not even a Mustang convertible!—but on something that gave a completely different vibe. And what the people were shouting—Hosanna! is probably one of only a handful of Hebrew words most Christians know—probably does not mean what you think it means. British preacher 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 [shua] meaning save, the other being always an exclamation, “Ho,” meaning “Now”… It is an appeal. I think we are perfectly safe in saying it means “save now.” 

I want us to consider Palm Sunday from an unusual vantage point this morning. Our world’s mood is not festive; it is frantic. They are not cheering on champions; they are crying out for a cure. On that original Palm Sunday, as the people yelled, “Hosanna!” they were actually saying, “Save us! Save us now!”

Our world is saying the same.

What is our answer to them?

The Anticipation of Palm Sunday

Let’s begin with the anticipation of Palm Sunday. While this exuberant event seems to be spontaneous, the truth is that elements of this day had been building for some time. We should understand that among the crowd who came up to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover there were many from Galilee who had been impressed by His teaching and His miracles. The Roman occupation was unpopular, and some patriotic souls must have thought it possible that Jesus would form the spearhead of a movement in opposition.
 

At the end of Matthew 20 we are told that Jesus and his disciples are not traveling alone to Jerusalem. By now the “large crowd” of Matthew 20:29 has become a “huge crowd” in verse 8, and in verses 1–9 we read of the approach of this pilgrim crowd toward the city from the Mount of Olives which overlooks it on the east.
 

These were not all Galileans, however, that were excited about Jesus. In John 11 we read that Jesus brought Lazarus back to life after he died in the nearby town of Bethany. Miracles done in the backwoods of Galilee would not impress folks around Jerusalem, but a raising from the dead in their own backyard was quite another matter. What Jesus had done in Bethany had clearly become known, at least in some quarters in Jerusalem.
 Most residents of Jerusalem, however, are still unconvinced about Jesus, as we will see in this passage.

These two groups are important to distinguish in the events of Passion Week. One scholar points out that Jesus does not actually enter Jerusalem until verse 10. This makes the traditional title for this event, “the triumphal entry,” a bit misleading: Jesus’ entry follows the royal acclamation, in which the people of Jerusalem are not yet involved. What happens in verses 8–9 is outside the city walls, and the people who hail Jesus as the Son of David are specifically described as Jesus’ traveling companions, “the crowds, both those who were going ahead of him and those who were following him.” (9) It is only in verse 10 that we are introduced to the people of the city, and their reaction is specifically contrasted in verses 10–11 with that of the enthusiastic Galilean crowd. It is surprising how many readers have failed to notice this element of the story, and so continue to talk and preach about the fickleness of a crowd which could shout “Hosanna!” on Sunday and “Crucify Him!” a few days later. That is an unfortunate misreading both of the texts and of the historical situation: the Jerusalem crowd on the morning of Good Friday were not the same people as the pilgrims who had escorted Jesus into the city.

The Acclamation of Palm Sunday

The emphasis of this passage is the acclamation of Palm Sunday. Jesus was acclaimed by thousands of people as He approached the holy city, Jerusalem. The Roman military road from Jericho to Jerusalem passed near the village of Bethphage (meaning “house of figs”). The village stood on the southeastern slope of the Mount of Olives so Jesus’ route would take Him over the mountain’s brow and down the west slope.

That descent would afford Him a spectacular view of the city, rising to the heights of the next, slightly lower hill, the hill of Zion; but equally it would enable watchers in the city to detect His approach. So great was the enthusiasm for Jesus that crowds rushed out of the city to meet Him, joining the pilgrims that clogged the road all around Jesus. The fever pitch of a great religious festival was raised even higher by Jesus’ presence.

Jesus’ approach to Jerusalem is “deliberately dramatic” according to one author.
 We read in Matthew 21:1-3,

As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her. Untie them and bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, tell him that the Lord needs them, and he will send them right away.”

This is so unlike that of His usual low-key entrances into Jerusalem and His normal practice of discouraging popular demonstrations. In this case, though, the Lord did not just yield to the clamor of the crowd; He actually caused the clamor—for the purpose of fulfilling prophecy.
 Matthew identifies the prophecy in verses 4-5, 

This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: “Say to the Daughter of Zion, ‘See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’”

Only in this Gospel do we find it said that Jesus did what He did in fulfilment of the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9. Though Matthew speaks of what was spoken through “the prophet,” he actually combines words from two prophets, Isaiah 62:11 and Zechariah 9:9. The Isaiah passage is addressed to “the daughter of Zion,” an expression that means the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and it goes on to refer to “your salvation” as coming, which enables Matthew to move over smoothly into the Zechariah passage, where we read that “your King” is coming. But the important point in the prophecy is that this King is meek. When the prophet says that he comes riding on a donkey, he is contrasting him with “the chariot,” “the war horse,” and “the battle bow” in Zechariah 9:10. In antiquity a king would not normally enter his capital riding on a donkey; he would ride in proudly, on a war-horse, or perhaps he would march in at the head of his troops.

So Jesus rode to Jerusalem not on a white charger, but on a lowly beast of burden, not on a horse as a symbol of power, but on a colt of a donkey as a symbol of humility. He is the peaceful King of the people of God, not a revolutionary with political interest.

Verses 6-7 record, “The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them. They brought the donkey and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them.” Only Matthew mentions two animals, and it is sometimes supposed that he has deliberately exploited the double mention of the donkey (by Hebrew parallelism) in the Zechariah quotation which follows in order to introduce a second (fictitious) animal. It can hardly be supposed that Matthew of all New Testament writers failed to recognize Hebrew parallelism, and it is hard to see what he would gain by deliberately separating the two parts of the poetic description to produce two animals. But if he had reason to think there were in fact two animals, then to notice a ‘hint’ of this in the poetic repetition would be in character. Moreover, Mark tells us that the colt had never before been ridden (Mark 11:2), so that it would be only prudent to bring its mother as well to reassure it among the noisy crowd.

Some are confused by Matthew’s words, “Jesus sat on them.” Is he suggesting that Jesus sat on both animals? No, the plural “them” refers to the cloaks Jesus sat upon, not the animals! As one commentator notes, “The authors of Scripture did not write nonsense, and Jesus did not ride on two animals at once!”

Others, we are told, “spread their cloaks on the road,” clearly to make a kind of ceremonial carpet over which the King should ride, as well as “cut branches from the trees” and spread them on the road. These acts were to honor Jesus and welcome Him into the city,
 and are still observed on occasion in some Middle Eastern cultures.
 This was considered a royal honor, as when Jehu had been anointed king of Israel in 2 Kings 9:13.
 The tree branches and clothing on the road also kept the dust down as the processional made its way toward Jerusalem.

Matthew describes the crowd as “huge,” an unusual use of the Greek superlative literally meaning “the most.”
 The people acclaimed Jesus as their King both by their words and their deeds.
 They shouted, “Hosanna!” which means, “Save us now!”
 They cried out for the establishment of a Kingdom, for the authority of a King, for deliverance from their yoke of bondage, for the dawning of a new day of light and life and peace.

In addition to “Hosanna!” they people shouted, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” from Psalm 118:26. To come “in the name” of anyone was to come in some sense representing him and to come in order to set forward his purposes.

Psalm 118 was sung at every Passover: “Hosanna to the son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” Jewish tradition says that Psalm 118:25-28 was chanted antiphonally as the people of Jerusalem welcomed pilgrims coming for the feast. The citizens of Jerusalem chanted the first clause of each verse and the pilgrims answered with the second clause. When they reached the last verse of the Psalm, both groups blended their voices to sing it in unison and then added Psalm 103:17 as a conclusion.

Matthew, however, by his addition of verses 10–11, has more clearly drawn the reader’s attention to the opposing views of the Galilean pilgrims and of the people of Jerusalem. As mentioned previously, it is surprising how many readers have failed to notice this element of the story, and so continue to talk and preach about the fickleness of a crowd which could shout “Hosanna” one day and “Crucify him” a few days later. That is an unfortunate misreading both of the texts and of the historical situation: the Jerusalem crowd of Good Friday were not the same people as the pilgrims who had escorted Jesus into the city on Palm Sunday.

This acclamation 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.

For all their enthusiasm, though, the crowds missed the point, taking insufficient notice of the significance of Jesus’ riding on a donkey.
 This event is not a “triumphal entry” in the sense of Roman triumphal processions after victory on a battlefield; it is the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy of a meek and peaceful king.

Some still try to claim that Jesus rode into Jerusalem offering a political and military kingdom to the Jews. They are also missing the point. Jesus never gave that as a possibility, as evidenced by the donkey He rode. Christ’s first coming to Israel was in meekness and peace, on a lowly beast of burden, and resulted in national rejection, suffering, death, and resurrection. His second coming will be in power, riding on a white horse, to judge, physically conquer, and will result in the Messiah’s earthly reign.
 But that is yet future. Jesus has a more important agenda to fulfill.

The Application of Palm Sunday

And that leads us to the application of Palm Sunday. What does it mean today? Is it simply a historic event for us to understand, or is there some relevance this episode of the life of Jesus has for us today?

Let’s return to our opening illustration. Imagine Jesus riding through the streets of New York City with people lining the streets—at a six-foot distance between them, of course—shouting out, “Save us! Jesus, Son of David, save us now!”

My question would be, “Save us from what?”
“Save us from this virus!” many would cry out. “Save us from the sickness and death that it brings!”

Others would yell, “Save us from the stress that comes from fear, isolation, and an uncertain future!’

Still more would scream, “Save us from the economic disaster this pandemic is causing! Save my business! Save my job! Save my home and possessions!”

A few might call out, “Save our freedoms! Save us from governmental officials who cannot put aside their partisanship long enough to lead our country!”

While all of these are legitimate concerns, none of them are what we really need. Oh, sure, each would help in the short run, temporarily abating our problems so we could get back to a sense of normalcy.

But that would be the real tragedy.

For us to come so close to eternal realities—that life is fragile, death is inevitable, and eternity is an awfully long time to be spent in agonizing isolation—only to return to life as normal would be a tragedy indeed. 

I am not saying that we don’t need to be saved—far from it! We just need to realize what we need to be saved from.
Our biggest obstacle is not physical, psychological, political, or economical. Our biggest opponent is spiritual. In the immortal words of Walt Kelly’s cartoon character Pogo, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”
 Yes, we need to be saved from self.

You see, deep within each one of us lies a disease more deadly than COVID-19. We’ve had it since birth; we got it from our parents. It is called sin. I know that is an outdated term for many today. Popular preachers don’t use the word for fear it may turn off their listeners. Many people have a variety of definitions for this term, which only adds to the confusion around it.

Here’s a simple one: sin is selfishness.
Sin is that idea that the whole world revolves around me. It’s what causes a baby to cry at ungodly hours of the morning. It’s why many baby’s second word spoken (after “ma-ma”) is either “Mine!” or “No!” It’s why children fight over toys. It’s why adults fight over bigger toys. It’s why people rush to the store and buy enough toilet paper and hand sanitizer to last five years…without a single thought about the needs of anyone else. It’s why people say, “I don’t care what anybody else says; I’m going to do as I please!” It’s why some will put others’ health and safety at risk in order to do their thing. It’s why we have to have rules and laws in place—because mankind is selfish to the core.

So if we were to line the streets and cry out, “Save us! Save us now! Save us from our sins!” we would be right on track. Especially if were to cry out to Jesus.

You see, the words Hosanna and Jesus are closely related in Hebrew. As we have seen, Hosanna in Hebrew combines ho meaning now and shua meaning salvation. The name Jesus in Hebrew is Yeshua, combining Yah the shortened form of Yahweh, the name of God, and shua, meaning salvation. The name Yeshua literally means “salvation from Yahweh.” And, as Matthew 1:21 states, “You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”

This Palm Sunday, if you cry out “Save us now!” Jesus will save you. Now.
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