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Palm Sunday 2010 – “Are We Cheering Jesus For the Right Reason?”

Scripture:  John 12:12-19

Date:  March 28, 2010

Read John 12:12-19

 
The book, "When The Cheering Stopped”, tells the story of President Woodrow Wilson and the events leading up to and following WWI. When that war was over President Wilson was an international hero. Even in the countries where the War was fought, there was a great spirit of optimism and happiness. People actually believed that the world’s last war had been fought and the planet had been made safe for democracy. 

On his first visit to Paris after the war, President Wilson was greeted by cheering mobs. He was actually more popular to the French than their own war heroes.  The same thing was true in England and Italy.  
 
The cheering for President Wilson lasted . . . about a year. Then things went bad.  In Europe, the political leaders were more concerned with their own agendas than they were a lasting peace. At home, the Senate stopped the President’s beloved League of Nations. Under the strain of it all, his health began to decline.  And in the next election his party was soundly defeated. So it was that Woodrow Wilson, a man who barely a year or two earlier had been heralded as the author of Democracy and Peace in our time, came to the end of his days a broken and defeated man.
  
It’s a sad story, but one that is not unfamiliar to us.  It happened that way for Jesus too.  During his ministry of miracles and healings, the masses crowded to get near him wherever he went.  On this day, a day that would later be called Palm Sunday, hoards of people lined the streets as he came into Jerusalem.  Leafy palm branches were waived and spread before him.  There were shouts of “Hosanna!  Hosanna!”Huge crowds came to hear him preach in the temple’s outer courts early in the week. A wave of religious expectation swept the holy city.
 
But the cheering didn’t last for long. There came a point when the tide began to turn against him.. His critics began to attack him publicly. That was something new. Earlier they had been afraid to speak out for fear of the masses.  But they began to perceive that the public was turning on him. Soon the opposition began to snowball. They accused him of treason, took him to the Roman governer, and watched with glee as the Romans did what they did to traitors – they hung him on a cross to die.  Standing below Jesus, as he died on the cross, crowds who cheered him on Sunday laughed at him on Friday.  

What happened?  Why did the people turn against him?  Well, I guess you’d have to ask each person who was at the entrance gate to Jerusalem, on that first Palm Sunday, why they were cheering for Jesus in the first place, as he rode into the city on a donkey.

To be honest, some were cheering him because they were cheering every pilgrim who came to Jerusalem for the Passover.  The words, “Hosanna!” and, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” were greetings that everyone who had come to for the Passover received that day. So, to these people, Jesus was just another pilgrim approaching the holy city, and they didn’t expect anything from him.  He was just one pilgrim among many that day.  Nothing special.
Many people today look at Jesus in the same way.  Though they’ve never actually studied other religions, they’ve heard about them.  And they equate Jesus to Mohammed, or Buddha or Krishna.  He’s nothing special.  Just another teacher of religion.

Many years ago I made my first visit to the campus of Edinboro University.  I had a District meeting in the old auditorium there.  And I was so impressed with the ceiling in that auditorium.  And on the ceiling are the names of all of the great writers and teachers of history:  Isaac Newton, Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, Plato.  All the greats are there.  And it’s difficult to find.  But I kept looking for the name of Jesus.  And it’s up on that ceiling too.  And I remember thinking that day, “Hmmm.  I guess in the minds of those who made this auditorium that Jesus is equal to every other great teacher in world history.”


This may be how you look at Jesus – as just another great teacher.  Maybe to you he’s even the best teacher who ever lived, and that’s why you cheer and wave your palm branches today.  I mean, who else but Jesus taught the world to value children, in a day when children were expendable?  That’s good!  Who else but Jesus taught us to turn the other cheek?  To love others as you love yourself?  Who else but Jesus could have made a whole mob of men drop their stones and walk away, just by saying, “Let him who without sin himself throw the first stone?”  That was brilliant!  Jesus was the most amazing teacher ever!  And that’s worth cheering.  

Jesus was a teacher, yes.  The most amazing teacher who ever lived, yes.  But isn’t it interesting that the symbol of our Christian faith is not . . . [Get lectern]  a teacher’s lectern?  For the cheers given to a teacher will fade away, once the teacher’s lessons start repeating themselves, or the student outgrows the teacher.  Maybe that’s why they stopped cheering for Jesus as the week went on.  He didn’t come just to be one teacher among many.

Others in the crowd that first Palm Sunday had other ideas about Jesus.  Dangerous ideas.  Seditious ideas.  John remembers, (in v. 13), that part of the crowd shouted, “Blessed is the King of Israel.”  That’s no greeting for a Jew to shout at just anybody.  No, that was a greeting a Jew saved for someone who he thought could become his king!  Could it be that there were some in the Palm Sunday crowd that day who thought Jesus had come to the holy city to take it over, to push the Romans out, and become the new King of Israel?  You betcha!  Look at what they were waving, for pity sake (as my mom used to say).  John tells us that they were waving palm branches.  Palm branches!  Did you ever ask yourself why they were waving palm branches?  I mean, when’s the last time you saw a parade go by and you ran out to some tree, cut off a branch, and waved it at the fire trucks as they passed?  Who waves tree branches at people?  The Jews did, 2,000 years ago.  Because ever since the Jews kicked out the Romans the last time they invaded Israel, (about 190 years before, under their leader Judas Maccabeus), the palm tree had been the symbol of the nation of Israel, just like the bald eagle is the symbol of America.  Look at Jewish coins of the day and what do you see?  Palm trees are on the coins, like we have the American eagle on ours.  Palm branches were the national symbol of Israel.  And now that the Romans are back, and since the Romans won’t allow any Jewish flags to be flown, there’s been a rise of palm branch waving.  


And here comes Jesus, talking about his “kingdom” that’s coming.  Coming when?  When will he rally his people and overthrow the Romans?  Today!  This must be the day!  Wave your palm branches, boys!  Our new king is coming!  Forget the fact that Jesus is riding into Jerusalem on a donkey, a symbol of peace.  He must have forgotten that.  This is it!  Forget the fact that Jesus clearly taught, “All who draw the sword will die by the sword.”  This is the day!  Forget the fact that Jesus also taught, “My kingdom is not of this world.”  He was just being symbolic.  You know how those revolutionaries are.  This is it!  Our king has come!   “Blessed is the King of Israel.”  

Do you see?  With their words and with their actions, Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday was (for this part of the crowd) a political rally.  
Those palm branches were their flags!  These people were expecting Jesus to be their King, to be their national liberator against the Romans!  That’s what they expected from Jesus.  Liberation.  Political liberty.  Freedom from the chains of this world!
Many people, even many Christian people, will wave their palm branches today for the same reason.  They are expecting Jesus to give them victory over whoever, or whatever, is oppressing them; to set them free.
I remember at one of my previous churches, this guy named Bill started bringing his family to church.  Now, Bill was great to have in your church.  He was popular in the community.  He was athletic – one of the best basketball players I’ve ever played with.  And he had a wife and three children.  I mean, look up in the minister’s handbook “Ideal Family”, and there’s Bill and his crew.

I talked with Bill one day about how he started coming to our church.  And this is what he said, “Well, Pastor Dan, you know how hard it is to raise kids today.  And my teen-age daughter is beginning to get some bad influences in her life, hanging around with the wrong kind of people.  And she’s gotten . . . hooked on drugs.  All kinds of things:  pot, heroine, cocaine.  I figured, ‘Get her in church.  Get her with the right kind of people.’  It’s gotta help, right?”

What do you think I said?  Do you think I told him that we’re a church, and not a drug treatment center?  Are you kidding me?  I wanted Bill and his family in our church!  So, with all of the confidence I could muster up, I said, “Yea, Bill.  Being in church will definitely help your daughter.  We have a lot of good, clean, activities here that she can get involved in.”  

She didn’t.  And it probably wasn’t two months after that, that Bill and his family started slacking off in their worship attendance.  I had heard some rumors about Bill’s daughter, getting into more trouble.  I don’t know if they were true.  But I do know that, soon, they were gone from church forever.  I learned a valuable lesson that year.  Don’t make promises to people on God’s behalf that he hasn’t made himself.  I mean, did Jesus ever say, “I have come to set teenagers free from drug addiction?”  No, he did not.  Of course, God wants all of our children to stay clean and pure, and not let the wrong people influence them in the wrong ways.  But even Christians have children that hang out with the wrong people, take the wrong turns, get addicted to the wrong things.  

Jesus wants to set us free from all the things that enslave us, yes.  He wants to set us free from drugs, and from the stupid pursuit of success, from fear and worry and host of other would-be-masters.  And he will, if we let him.  He will set us free from whatever is oppressing us.  But isn’t it interesting that the symbol of our Christian faith [get set of chains] is not a set of broken chains?  For the cheers given to a liberator will fade away, once the enslaved learn that THEY have to work harder than they’ve ever worked before to be set free.  Maybe that’s why they stopped cheering for Jesus as the week went on.  He didn’t come just to set them free.
Still others in the crowd were expecting something else from Jesus on that first Palm Sunday.  Did you notice it yet, in John’s story?  John tells us towards the end, in verse 17 –

“Now the crowd that was with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to spread the word.   Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him.”
Do you see it?  Why was this part of the crowd cheering for Jesus that day?  Let me read it again:
“Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him.”
“Hey!  Jesus the healer is coming!  Did you hear that he brought a guy back from the dead yesterday?  Maybe he’ll heal you!  Or your sister!  Jesus!  Over here, Jesus!  Will you take a look at my back?”

A large part of the Palm Sunday crowd was there that day because they looked at Jesus as a healer.  
“He healed Lazarus, didn’t he?  Just yesterday!  I was there!  And he healed that cripple who hung around the pool of Siloam, didn’t he?  He’s made blind people see, hasn’t he?
“Jesus, will you lay your hands on my sick mother?”

Many people, even many Christians, will wave their palm branches today for the same reason.  They are expecting Jesus to answer their prayers for healing, either for themselves, or for someone they love.

I remember when I was in college and a friend of mine named Mary had a sick friend back home, in Pittsburgh.  She asked me, and others, to pray for her friend.  I prayed really hard.  And I was sure that God was going to heal her.  I told her so, the next time I saw her.  I said, “Mary, I just have this feeling that God is going to hear our prayers, and heal your friend.”  She thanked me a lot.  But the next time I saw her I learned that her friend had died.  And my faith, the faith of a 19 year old freshman Religion Major, had a huge reality check.  I mean, I prayed really, really, hard for that person to be healed.  I prayed with 100% faith.  And I asked myself, “If Jesus can’t heal every sickness that we really, really, pray for him to heal, then what good is he in my life?”

It’s a fair question.  Surely, Jesus still heals today.  We see evidence of that all the time.  Almost every Sunday we gather, we hear some praise of a healing of some kind or another.  I believe with all of my heart that Jesus still heals today.  But isn’t it interesting that the symbol of our Christian faith is not [get post of the Caduceus] the symbol of healing – this thing called a “Caduceus”?  For the cheers given to a healer will fade away, once one person isn’t healed, or once someone healed in the past gets sick again.  Maybe that’s why they stopped cheering for Jesus as the week went on.  He didn’t come just to be a healer.
Why are we here, today?  Are we cheering for Jesus for the right reason?  Many in the crowd on that first Palm Sunday weren’t – and their cheers eventually turned to jeers of “Crucify him!  Crucify him!”

Are we cheering for Jesus today for the right reason?  
Why DID Jesus come to Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday?  Why did he come to earth on Christmas Day?  What was his mission here?  To teach?  To liberate?  To heal?  No.
The scriptures tell us plainly:

“You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.”

 (Romans 5:6)
 “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”
 (Romans 5:8)

“Christ died for our sins 
according to the Scriptures.”
 (1Corinthians 15:3)

“We are convinced that one died for all.” (2Corinthians 5:14)

“Christ died for sins once for all.”
 (1Peter 3:18)
This is why Jesus was born on Christmas Day.  Yes, he was the world’s greatest teacher.  Yes, he wants to set us free from whatever has us in chains.  And, yes, he still heals today.  But the symbol of our Christian faith is this [get cross]  – a cross.  That’s why there are over 450 crosses just in our sanctuary alone (including those on the outside of our hymnal covers and light fixtures).  This is why Jesus came.  This was his mission.  This is why we cheer today!
Have you heard about how the world is supposedly going to end on December 21, 2012?  Something about that day being the end of the Mayan calendar.  Have you heard about this?  There are a ton of web sites about it.  If you go to www.december212012.org you can read all about it.  They even have an online shop where you can buy cute teddy bears and t-shirts that say “2012 THE END”.
The world is going to end, they say, 998 days from now.  (They have a countdown clock at the top of their homepage.)   But wait.  Will we make it to December 21, 2012?  I did 14 funerals last year, and 4 this month.  Who knows if the next one will be mine, or yours?  Who knows when the end of our earthly lives will be?  None of us.  Not even the Mayans.  But the truth is, we will all die some day.  And then what?

Then begins our real life – eternal life, living forever in the presence of God.  IF we are sinless.  IF we are pure.  For heaven is only for the sinless.  And that’s why Jesus came, to take our sins, and the sins of the world, upon himself.  That’s why God sent him here.  Jesus made it possible for us to go to heaven when we die.  That’s why he came to Jerusalem, 2000 years ago.  That’s why we wave our palm branches!

John 3:16 says it best:

"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

 (John 3:16)

Do you know Jesus in this way yet?  Do you believe that God sent him to our world to die in your place on the cross?  I want to invite you to do that today – because the truth is, none of us knows when it’s our time to leave this world.  That’s why the Bible says:
“Today, if you hear his voice,

do not harden your hearts.”
 (Psalm 95:7)

and:
“Now is the time of God's favor, 
now is the day of salvation.”
 (2Corinthians 6:2)

[Evan. appeal.]

Jesus, our Savior, has come!  So, let us praise him!  Let us wave our palm branches, to the one who died that we may live forever:   Jesus, our Savior and Friend.
