The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon
for Palm Sunday, Year B

The Text: Mark 11:1-11


Around 520 BC Zechariah prophesied: "Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your King is coming to you; He is just and having salvation, lowly and riding on a donkey, a colt, the foal of a donkey.” The gospel reading for Palm Sunday from Mark 11 records the fulfilment of that prophecy: "When they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it, He sat on it. Many people spread their cloaks on the road, while others spread branches they had cut in the fields. Those who went ahead and those who followed shouted,

  "Hosanna! "

  "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!"

  “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!"

  "Hosanna in the highest!"

Hosanna is taken from the Hebrew: “Hosia” and “nah” which together means “O Lord, do help!” The crowd was using words from our Psalm for today: O LORD, save us; O LORD, grant us success. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD.” 

By saying “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” the crowd in our Gospel reading are making a confession. The word that they use for ‘blessed’ in the original Greek language designates a person as an object of blessing; one who has had blessing conferred upon them; one who has received beneficial power to be transferred to others. The crowd are publicly declaring that Jesus is the one upon whom the Father’s blessing rests. So Jesus, riding on a colt into Jerusalem, is the King whom the Father has appointed to bring salvation and peace to earth, bringing His Father’s blessing with Him to share with the whole world. 

By using words of acclamation and praise from the Psalms, the worship book of Israel, the crowd proclaim that Jesus is this Messiah promised by God in the Old Testament and worship Him as God their Saviour. Now the place of God’s blessing is no longer the Temple in Jerusalem, but the person of Jesus.

Our reading today shows us that praising Jesus is more than words. There are people in this account that praise Jesus by doing things in accordance with His mission. Jesus sends two of His disciples to go to the village ahead of them and find a colt tied there which no one has ever ridden, so that they can bring it to Him to ride on. So they go and do as Jesus says, finding the colt outside in the street, tied in a doorway just as He instructed. As they untied it some standing there asked, "What are you doing, untying that colt?" The disciples answer them just as Jesus told them to: “The Lord needs it and will send it back here shortly.” So one group of people go and do as Jesus says, another group offers a significant possession for Jesus and His disciples to use for His purposes.  

There are other acts of praise in our reading too, aren’t there? Once the disciples have brought the colt to Jesus they throw their cloaks over it, for Him to sit on. Many go and cut branches from their fields so that they have something to wave and herald Jesus’ arrival. Many people spread their cloaks on the road in an act of devotion, giving Jesus a carpet to ride over. 

As we commemorate these events the church has traditionally held a Palm procession at the beginning of the service. This is far more than to help us imagine what Jesus' entry into Jerusalem might have been like. It is to re-enact it and bring us into the story so that we too use our voices and words to praise Jesus today. And we use their very words with the reading we hear from Mark 11:  
  "Hosanna! "

  "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!"

  “Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!"

  "Hosanna in the highest!"

These cries of greeting identify Jesus with the promised descendant of King David, the ruler of a kingdom which will last forever. We too are declaring with the Palm Sunday throng that lined the streets of Jerusalem that Jesus is the One anointed by His Father to be the Christ, the Saviour of the world and indeed our own personal Saviour, and that His Kingdom will never end—a Kingdom not established through military might. His entry seated upon a humble colt was in keeping with the biblical thought of a royal personage coming in peace. 

In Jesus’ earthly poverty He even needed a borrowed animal to ride upon, and in just a week He would experience the greatest of poverty by surrendering His very life as another crowd, lining the street would shout “Crucify Him! Crucify Him!” Jesus’ Palm Sunday journey was ultimately to the Cross to take our place. The Father punished our sin in His Son so that the penalty for our sin would be paid for. Jesus gave up His body and shed His blood so that we could be declared to be forgiven and right with God through faith in Christ crucified. 

We join the first Palm Sunday crowd in shouting out “O Lord, do help!” “O LORD, save us” whenever we prepare to receive Jesus’ body and blood anew. We declare that He is present as our King to bring true freedom to us: forgiveness, life and salvation in with and under the bread and wine He serves us. And so together we say or sing: Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of hosts; heaven and earth are full of your glory, Hosanna in the highest. Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord. We are declaring that the King who has been appointed to bring blessing to us shares that blessing in His own body and blood which He first gave for the world just days after His triumphant entry, journeying to Jerusalem and to the Cross. 

And so like the crowd that lined the streets, we praise Jesus with our words. But we can also be like those in our text who praise Jesus by doing. We can also be like the man who loaned Jesus his colt. We can use what we own and add our voice and our words as we thank God that Jesus is our Saviour. When we use what you own to be a blessing to others, we are praising God because God also loves these others and wants their needs to be met. We can also use our smile, our kind words, our politeness, our deeds of love, to praise God. 

We praise Jesus with our words and works because of what He did for us. We join in the praise of the Palm Sunday crowd because Jesus rode in to Jerusalem to die on a cross, to shed His blood to purify us from our sins. And so Holy Week swings from one extreme to the other: from jubilation for the coming King Jesus, to agony, suffering and grief over His brutal death on the Cross. Palm Sunday is celebrated in the shadow of the Cross. Holy Week begins on a mountain—Jesus coming to Jerusalem and the Temple—and ending on a mountain—Jesus crucified on Golgotha. Holy Week begins with Jesus riding a colt never before ridden, and ends with Jesus being laid in a tomb never before used.

Because of this saving work of Jesus, our Palm Sunday praise of Him today is a forerunner to the unending praise in heaven. In Revelation 7 John says: “I saw a vast crowd …. standing in front of the throne and before the Lamb. They were clothed in white and held palm branches in their hands.  And they were shouting with a mighty shout, ‘Salvation comes from our God on the throne and from the Lamb!’” (Revelation 7:9-10).  

There is no sin that is greater than God's love for us.  There is no sin stronger than Jesus’ passion for us as he rode in to Jerusalem, carried His cross and was crucified and died for us. The victory Jesus won for us through His death and resurrection means that one day we too shall gather around the throne of God in heaven and shout, “Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honour and power and strength belong to our God forever and forever” (Revelation 7:11). Amen.
