
Palm Sunday 2018

“Hosanna!”

selected Scriptures

Hindsight, they say, is 20/20.

Sometimes that’s true, but I think there is one instance where hindsight has been largely wrong.

That instance is what we call Palm Sunday, or the Triumphal Entry of Jesus. You are probably aware of the story. On the Sunday before His crucifixion, Jesus rode into the city of Jerusalem on a donkey while folks waved palm branches and shouted, “Hosanna!” Of course we also know that before that fateful week had ended, Jesus was arrested, tried, condemned, and crucified. Then, on the following Sunday, He rose from the dead on what we now call Easter.

With hindsight, scholars and preachers have developed the following position on the events of Palm Sunday:

· “By this action, He presented Himself officially to the nation as the Messiah and Son of God.”

· “This was, or should have been, the crowning day.”

· “His triumphant entry was His last appeal to Jerusalem to recognize its King.”

· “He had come to offer Himself to His people Israel as a King, in accordance with Old Testament prophecies. He knew they would reject Him on the terms He offered, but legally, this offer had to be made to Israel.”

· “That same crowd that said ‘Hosanna’ on one day said ‘Crucify Him’ on the next day.”

The Palm Sunday crowd is depicted as ignorant at best, misunderstanding Jesus’ intentions as taking over as a political king and driving the Romans out of Israel, and at worst very fickle, shouting “Hosanna!” on Palm Sunday and “Crucify Him!” on Good Friday. Such is simply not the case.
 These were two totally different crowds in play. The cheering crowds on Sunday were largely Galilean and definitely supporters of Jesus, while the jeering crowd on Friday was made up of the priest-controlled Temple staff—their police alone numbered 10,000—calling for the release of Barabbas and the killing of Jesus.

In fact, the four gospels show that Jesus’ popularity went up after Palm Sunday, not down. In the days following His triumphal entry, Jesus purged the Temple of the money changers, silenced the Pharisees and Sadducees who tried to trick Him, and spoke to large crowds in Jerusalem. Why do you think the Temple leaders arrested Jesus at night? Why break a number of their own laws by holding secret trials at night? Why rush to Pilate after dawn to convince him to crucify Jesus? It would seem these steps were necessary because they feared the crowds who supported Jesus! 

This morning I want to take a new look at Palm Sunday, not with the negative eye of hindsight but from the gospel accounts of what actually happened on that day and, in particular, how Jesus reacted to it. 

Warren Wiersbe correctly points out, “This is the only time that Jesus permitted a public demonstration on His behalf.”
 On other occasions in His life people wanted to make Him a King, but He always rejected such attempts. Here Jesus not only permitted a public demonstration on His behalf; He planned it! Matthew, Mark, and Luke all record how Jesus sent His disciples ahead to get the donkey for Him to ride. Was He tired? Hardly. It was morning, and on other occasions He was a tireless walker.
 No, this was for a very different reason.

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. Both Matthew 21:2-7 and John 12:12-15 refer to the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9-10 in their depiction of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.

And so, early Sunday morning, 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 in the land. 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 other pilgrims.

The reaction of the crowd was unmistakable. We read in Matthew 21:8-9, 

A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Hosanna in the highest!” 

John records that the “great crowd” took palm branches and waved them as they cheered Jesus. At no point does Jesus reprimand or rebuke the cheering crowds. In fact, when the Pharisees demanded that Jesus silence His followers, He responded in Luke 19:40, “I tell you, if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.”
Maybe the Palm Sunday crowd had it right. 

Maybe we can learn from them.

Their Expectant Attitude was Proper

First, their expectant attitude was proper. While Jesus had made rather detailed preparations regarding the donkey, there is no indication in any of the gospel accounts that the multitude had to be instructed how to act. Contrary to the popular opinion that this crowd didn’t know what they were doing or saying, they seemed to realize the significance of Jesus’ actions.

As Jesus came riding on the donkey, they welcomed Him as the messianic king promised by God. They shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” and “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” Both of these statements come from psalms regarding the anticipated messiah. They waved palm branches and spread their coats on the ground to express their acceptance of Christ as their king.
 (We’ll explain their actions in a moment.)

The crowd hailed Jesus as King. Yes, they may not have fully understood the kind of King that Jesus was (even the disciples did not grasp the full significance of this event until after the resurrection, when they could look back with hindsight), but they were right on the money when they understood Jesus of Nazareth to be more than just another itinerate preacher.

In a sense, the cheering crowd on Palm Sunday is like the shepherds of Christmas. They were common folk, but when they heard that a Savior had come, they immediately went to see Him for themselves. The Pharisees, both at Jesus’ birth and this parade, had the information about the Messiah coming out their ears, yet would not acknowledge that this man Jesus was, in fact, the fulfillment of all God’s promises.

The regular people got it right; the religious people got it wrong.

Their Expressive Actions were Proper

Second, their expressive actions were proper. As the triumphal procession began, the people threw down their garments on the pathway to cushion his ride—an middle-eastern custom still observed on occasion—as well as palm fronds, the symbol of triumph, paving His way. They also waved palm branches as Jesus passed. What did that signify? The palm branch was the national emblem of an independent Palestine. These were Jewish flags they were waving!

Yet I want you to notice what the crowd was not chanting or shouting. There were no cries of, “Down with Rome!” or “No taxation without representation!” There was not even a cute sign that said, “Take your Pilate and fly back to Italy!” As much as I have heard preachers and scholars claim this crowd wanted political and military deliverance from their oppressors, I don’t see anything of the sort from the gospel accounts. And, had this been a political demonstration, there is no way Pilate’s soldiers would have let it go on! Instead, Jesus’ followers lined the road leading into the city with palm branches and clothes, shouting “Hosanna!” which means “Save us!” Their praise drew inspiration from Psalm 118, a messianic psalm.
 They recognized Jesus as their Savior.

Their Enthusiastic Acclaim was Proper 

Third, their enthusiastic acclaim was proper. Whatever else was present, the dominant note was enthusiasm.
 And it was unanimous praise on the part of the crowd. Luke 19:37 says the “whole multitude” lifted their voices in praise. Oh, how different that is from our churches today! If you had the view I have from the pulpit on Sunday mornings, you would be amazed at the folks who never open their mouth to sing praise to God! He doesn’t require us all to be beautiful singers, but He does expect us all to “make a joyful noise” in praise. Can there be much witness from a heart that feels no need to join with others in praise and song to God?
 Oh, we can cheer ourselves hoarse at a ball game or a political rally, and we can even sing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” during the seventh-inning stretch (even off key!) but we can’t sing praises to our God?

Consider the last several verses of Psalm 118, from which we get their cheers:

This is the day the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. O Lord, save us [Hebrew, “Hosanna!”]; O Lord, grant us success. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. From the house of the Lord we bless you. The Lord is God, and he has made his light shine upon us. With boughs in hand, join in the festal procession up to the horns of the altar. You are my God, and I will give you thanks; you are my God, and I will exalt you. Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever (Psalm 118:24-29).

How many of our hymns and choruses are based on those verses? Again, I don’t see where the cheering crowds got it wrong on Palm Sunday! Their enthusiastic acclaim of Jesus was very proper! To prove my point, I want to focus our attention to Luke’s account of this scene. Beginning in Luke 19:35 we read, 

They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt and put Jesus on it. As he went along, people spread their cloaks on the road. When he came near the place where the road goes down the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen: “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!” 

Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, rebuke your disciples!” 

“I tell you,” he replied, “if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.”
Luke is the only one of the four gospels to record the last two verses. Apparently not everyone in the crowd was happy about what was going on. Some of the Pharisees (who else?) objected to the festivities. They would have objected to the enthusiasm on general principles and they certainly did not want to see Jesus proclaimed as Messiah.

So we have the “squint-eyed and sour-faced” Pharisees, trying to find something to criticize.
 They saw the shouting and singing as sacrilege, and appealed to Jesus to stop the whole thing. What does Jesus say in reply? “I tell you, if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” The Lord’s response affirms the “sacrilege” of His followers. He replied, “If I silence the people, My other created things will take up their praise.”

Some see this as a strong claim of deity, since Scripture often speaks of inanimate nature praising God.
 Psalm 96:11-12 state, “Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth be glad; let the sea resound, and all that is in it; let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them. Then all the trees of the forest will sing for joy.” Psalm 98:7-8 similarly say, “Let the sea resound, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it. Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy.” This is echoed in Isaiah 55:12, “You will go out in joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and hills will burst into song before you, and all the trees of the field will clap their hands.”
Others believe Jesus is referring to Habakkuk 2:9-11,
 which states, “Woe to him who builds his realm by unjust gain to set his nest on high, to escape the clutches of ruin! You have plotted the ruin of many peoples, shaming your own house and forfeiting your life. The stones of the wall will cry out, and the beams of the woodwork will echo it.”

The whole of creation is under the authority of its Creator. It does his bidding and He intends it to bear witness to His goodness, justice and truth, as Jesus himself asserted on Palm Sunday, when His followers in Jerusalem hailed him as Messiah and King but were condemned by the Pharisees: “If these were silent, the very stones would cry out.”

Let’s stop and think about this for a moment. As I mentioned in the opening of this message, many preachers and scholars are critical of the Palm Sunday crowd as they waved palm branches, shouted, “Hosanna!” to Jesus, and laid their cloaks on the path of Jesus’ donkey. Yet, when we return to the original accounts of this event, we find that the only critics of the crowd are the Pharisees, while Jesus accepts the praise and adulation while defending the crown to the Pharisees. I ask you, on whose side do you want to be in this matter: the Pharisees or Jesus?

But there is more to this than our view on what happened that day. I agree with one pastor’s observation: “When I look at the Scripture before us, it makes me ask why there are not more ‘amens’ and ‘hallelujahs’ in the midst of our worship and in the midst of our daily life.” He went on to conclude, “Those of us who have been rescued from the kingdom of night and set down in the kingdom of light ought heed Nehemiah as he commands, ‘Stand up and bless the Lord your God!’ and the Psalmist as he calls us to ‘make a joyful noise unto the Lord’ and ‘Bless the Lord O my soul and forget not all His benefits!’ If God’s people will not praise Him, the stones will!”
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