
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Palm Sunday 
The Text: Philippians 2:1-11

I like Palm Sunday. I like the smell and the look of the palms and branches and I like to sing the same words those very excited people of Jerusalem once sang – Hosanna! God, save us!” “Here comes the King!” “Yippee!!”

Yes. We know this King. He is Jesus. We are his people and he our Saviour. He has altered the course of our lives. We were once heading for a lifeless death in God’s judgement because of our sin. But now we are heading along Jesus’ way from life to everlasting life and because of him we can dare to dream that life will be good, that we will be better people, and the church will thrive and our children will learn and grow in faith and love. Yes, Yippee, alright!

This Jesus is to be held in the highest regard because he has earned that respected place, says St Paul. His name is to be honoured above all others and above our own names. At his name we bow and pay deep respect. His name is a name that brings good things and we love his name – Jesus. We pray in his name. We worship in his name. We don’t use his name carelessly or as a swear word because it is this name to which all people will eventually bow and have to say – this man is THE SON OF GOD!  

Paul says that this Jesus has been highly exalted, not by mere mortals alone but by God the Father, the One who has created and sustains all of life. High praise indeed! But why is Jesus so highly regarded? Why is his name to be held in such great awe?

Are we to deeply honour Jesus because of his power? He commanded the natural elements. He calmed the ocean and held back the sun in his life on earth. He had command over human disease and even genetic disorders and he displayed that command throughout his ministry. He knew the human mind and emotions. He knew its complexity and its malfunctions and he healed people with the worse kinds of psychological disorders. Not only did he do miracles but he did the greatest miracle of all: he not only raised someone from the dead, but was raised from death himself! Are we to deeply respect and give the highest praise to Jesus because of his power?

And what about the wisdom of the man? He seemed to operate on a level that those around him could hardly ever get. It wasn’t his intellect so much as his grasp on human life and how relationships work and he seemed to know what people would think and he could direct them to a new discovery so skilfully. He did this time and time again with his friends. Are we to give him the highest place in our words and actions because of his wisdom?

Jesus was indeed wise and powerful. But St Paul says that there is only one reason why Jesus is to be held in the highest place and his name treated with the deepest respect and affection. What is that reason?

“Jesus, being in the very nature God, did not consider being equal with God something that he should grasp at, but instead made himself of no great note and took on the very nature of a servant….

He humbled himself and became obedient – even to death

THEREFORE, God exalted him and gave him the name above every name

that at the name of Jesus, every knee in everyplace at all times should bow, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord and Master of all things… 

(Philippians 2:1-11)
Why are we to deeply respect and honour him at all times in how we behave and in what we say? Was it because of his miracles, or his command of the weather or his personality, or his wise words? NO. We are to highly esteem and honour Jesus Christ because he served people in humility and obedience to God. He did humble service to people in his living and his dying and even in his rising again – it was all to serve people – not to ‘big note’ himself. 

I suppose at this point we all sense that humble service is often not the way we want to go! Emptying ourselves of importance and raising the level of importance of other people does not come naturally or easily to us. Everything in our culture screams out, “Look after yourself!” “Don’t give up your own rights!”

But even in the church, things get away from living a life of humble service to others. Go to a Christian bookstore and see what you are supposed to do and be as a Christian. You are supposed to have spiritual power and the forthrightness to use it on people. The goal of the Christian life is to be “spiritual” not to be a servant of others. 

Eugene Peterson, the Presbyterian Christian author and teacher writes very illuminating things about this shift of value among Christians. People have said that God has given him a gift to be able to help Christians recapture the humble joy and full life that is given through serving people in all humility. 

Peterson says “I've been a pastor most of my life, for some 45 years. I love doing this. But to tell you the truth, the people who give me the most distress are those who come asking, "Pastor, how can I be spiritual?" Forget about being spiritual. How about loving your husband? Now that's a good place to start. But that's not what they're interested in. How about learning to love your kids, accept them the way they are?”
An interviewer suggests that Peterson makes spirituality sound so mundane. Peterson replied:

“I don't want to suggest that those of us who are following Jesus don't have any fun, that there's no joy, no exuberance, no ecstasy. They're just not what the consumer thinks they are. When we advertise the gospel in terms of the world's values, we lie to people. We lie to them, because this is a new life. It involves following Jesus. It involves the Cross. It involves death, an acceptable sacrifice. We give up our lives….”

The interviewer than asked: “So how should we visualize the Christian life?” Peterson replied:
“This church recently welcomed a young woman with a baby and a three-year-old boy. The children were baptized a few weeks ago. But there was no man with her. She's never married; each of the kids has a different father. She shows up at church and wants her children baptized. She's a Christian and wants to follow in the Christian way. So a couple from the church acted as godparents. Now there are three or four couples in the church who every Sunday try to get together with her.”

 (from an article, “Spirituality for All the Wrong Reasons”, Christianity Today magazine, interview by Mark Galli, posted 03/04/2005 09:00 a.m.)
A community of people who highly honour and deeply love the name of Jesus by their simple but profound words and actions of kindness, forgiveness, concern, and basic human help shows the joy of the Christian life. There is joy and vision and hope and strength in people humbly serving their Lord and Saviour by loving people in words and actions. 

This is the Christian life according to Jesus. He lived in humble obedience to his Father’s will and we live our lives in humble obedience to him and this is not some great awful joyless burden, but the way of serving is freedom and joy and knowing that we are on the highest road, the most helpful way, the best track.

May we give up our self and place others before us. May we serve people in humble obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ in the hope that those we serve will come to love and honour his name as we honour and serve him. All honour to Jesus, the Suffering Servant! 
Amen
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