St. Andrew’s (Scots Kirk Colombo)
Sermon for Palm Sunday, 17 March 2008

“Premature or prophetic palms?”
Text: John 12 verse 16

“His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified; then they remembered these things which had been written of him and had been done to him.”
On behalf of Patricia and myself, may I begin by saying how good it is to be back among you. I am grateful to those who have served you Sunday by Sunday in my absence - Captain Andrew Payne, Mrs. Hester van Briemen, the Youth Group under the leadership of David Verboom. Last weekend, along with our Session Clerk, Mr. Graham de Kretser, I was in Fuengirola on the south coast of Spain, attending a meeting of the Presbytery of Europe. We are happy to report that as a result of that meeting, we are one very large step closer to securing the future of St. Andrew’s within the Church of Scotland. The remainder of my time away was spent on leave in Scotland, surviving and, sometimes, enjoying the cold and damp of the winter weather in northern Europe.

A return to one’s native land provides an insight into what belonging to that particular part of the world involves. For example, I was able to watch a couple of rugby matches involving the Scottish national team. Seeing Scotland struggle to defeat in one and a squeeze a narrow victory in the other helped me to see again the wisdom of celebrating victory in advance of, rather than as a result of, the outcome. 

That is what seems to be happening in Jerusalem two thousand years ago on that first Palm Sunday. Set before Jesus is the cross with all its suffering and shame. Beyond it lies his glorious and, at the time it happened,  almost undetected resurrection. And here we are, less than a week before these awful and awesome events celebrating victory with a triumphal entry into the city. It all seems a bit premature. So much that has yet to be accomplished still lies before Jesus. So much that has still to be experienced still lies before his disciples. And so we are challenged again to reflect upon these events and to apply their significance then to our lives now.

The first thing we must recognize is that Jesus triumphal entry into Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday was that it was fully consistent with his own teaching. How often he had stressed with his disciples the alternative structure of his kingdom – one in which the first would be last and the last first, one in which the least would be the greatest and the greatest least, one in which the servant would be the master and the master would be the servant, one in which the person who saved his life would lose it and the one who lost his life would save it and one in which only the adult who was prepared to become childlike in his faith would be truly mature in his discipleship. How else might the King of that unusual upside down kingdom chose to enter his domain. First, he must enter in victory before the battle had been finally joined and second, he must enter in peace before that victory had been secured. 

But why should this be so? Why should Jesus kingdom be so alternative? How can it be that the natural order of things must be reversed? Well, there are several answers to that question. The most significant of these is that Jesus view of his kingdom is entirely consistent with God’s way of doing things, the same God who had said to the prophet Isaiah, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord, for as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts that your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55 verses 8 and 9).
Jesus triumphal entry into Jerusalem is recorded in detail by all four gospel writers. Strangely, John’s account, the one which was read to us earlier in the service is the shortest. Even in its brevity, it is apparent that the underlying them is the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy. Now, the extent of that fulfillment would be sufficient to constitute the thesis for a doctorate. We can only identify the essence of it.  First of all there is the setting. Jesus rides into Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives which sits on the hillside facing Jerusalem to the east. According to the prophet Zechariah (chapter 14), it is on the slopes of the Mount of Olives that the Lord will stand on the day on which his kingdom shall be established on earth. Then there is the activity, the triumphant entry of an all-conquering king. This is indicated by the donkey upon which Jesus is riding. Again, according to the prophet Zechariah, (chapter 9), the everlasting king of Jerusalem shall enter the city on the foal of a donkey, a sure certain sign that all warfare is ended and that the reign of peace has begun. There is no longer any need for the mighty war horse. An eternal peace has been secured. And then there is the response of the people. As if with one voice they declare, “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord – the King of Israel!” The word “Hosanna” means “Save us” and the whole expression comes directly from Psalm 118, the very words which we used together earlier in the service. This is combined with the spreading of garments and the waving of palm branches – the reason why this day is so named. The spreading of cloaks is anticipated in 2Kings 9 verse 13 and the waving of palm branches in the books of the Maccabees. These are part of what we call the Apocrypha – other contemporary scriptures not included in the canon of the Old Testament. There, we read that “Carrying ivy-wreathed wands and beautiful branches and also fronds of palm, they offered hymns of thanksgiving to him who had given success to the purifying of his own holy place” (2 Maccabees 10 verse 7).

So, there is no passage in the gospels so steeped in the significance of prophetic fulfilment than this. God’s chosen one, his champion, his Messiah has come into his kingdom. The seeds of victory have been sown and the harvest is guaranteed. The sowing of those seeds recalls Jesus parable of the wheat and the tares in which good and evil are allowed to grow together but Jesus’ triumphal entry not only fulfils past prophecy. It also evokes present resistance. John tells us at verse 19 that “The Pharisees then said to one another, ‘You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!” The coming of the king into his kingdom obliges his enemies to make themselves known, they are flushed out from the holes in which they hide. Either they must identify with his claims to kingship or they must resist. 

All of this happened a long time ago. These truths remain valid. Old Testament prophecy is fulfilled  and the opposition is provoked to action. But what more is being said to us today? Above all things, a celebration of Palm Sunday is a call to faith. We know what happens next. Those opposed to Jesus determine that he must die and within five short days his body is broken and his spirit crushed. And we know the next part also, how on the third day he rises to lead us into the new age of resurrection glory. And yet, and yet, the battle is still not over. Two thousand years later the world is as wicked as it was then only it has much more power with which to pursue its wickedness. We are called again then to believe that despite everything else which is happening around us, the victory has been won and an eternal peace between God and man is secure. With our human eyes we can only catch glimpses of that reality. It is only with the eyes of faith that we can enter the bigger picture and begin to see something more, believing that one day, one day, with the disciples who were with Jesus on that first Palm Sunday celebration, we shall see it all, remembering that:
“His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified; then they remembered these things which had been written of him and had been done to him.”

