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Palm Sunday 2016 was the first service of L.C.F. so Palm Sunday is our first birthday which this year we celebrated on the actual date of Palm Sunday in 2016 (very confusing I know!), just because one or two of the regular congregation couldn't be with us today. In future, the plan is to make Palm Sunday the official birthday of L.C.F. each year – that's the plan at least!

Now when we think of Palm Sunday I think we probably think of it very positively... it's a very special date in the church's year.  Jesus riding into Jerusalem – “The Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem” - the crowd singing their praises to the coming King... palm branches strewn across the road etc. etc.  I do think, though, that we sometimes have a rather cosy, comfortable, romantic view of Palm Sunday. 

I remember in the church Hazel and attended in our retirement in Cornwall.  They made a lot of Palm Sunday, especially for the children and young people.  It was an excuse to do something a bit different – to decorate the church to reflect Palm Sunday, even to the extent of bringing in donkeys for the children to stroke and admire!  I'm not saying there was anything wrong with all that, but I do want to suggest that that is a very sanitised view of the actual happenings on Palm Sunday.  We tend to view it as simply a joyous occasion, an event to celebrate.  And at one level, it's right that we should do that – certainly an event to remember, an important date in the church's year, but to think of it as simply a joyous occasion is to overlook what was really going on behind the scenes.  One commentator I was reading suggests that it is one of the saddest event in the Christian calendar. On reflection I think he's right, and in this sermon I will try and show you why that is.

I've said already that this is one of the most important dates in the church's calender – the fact that the Triumphal Entry is recorded on all four gospels underlines the importance of this event.  There is so much we can say about this event recorded for us in all the gospels, but especially in John's account.  The problem is, where to start? What to leave out? 

What we ned to understand is that Jesus has now fulfilled all the prophecies... he has completed the task given to him...we are coming to the end of his life and ministry.  All that was needed to be done to prove he was has been done.   All the evidence was laid down. All the proof was in. Nothing more needed to be said. Nothing more needed to be done.
 He had, of course, just performed the most amazing miracle of all - the raising of Lazarus from the dead. Not just after he had died, as if it was some kind of resuscitation as the skeptics would no doubt say, but raising Lazarus who had already been wrapped, buried and entombed.  He came and raised him from the dead. 

 What I want to try and do this morning is look at what was going on in the background to this event.  To look at the extremes and tensions.  To understand and underline the different reactions and emotions that there were to the coming King.  As we do so, we will see that nothing changes.  The same reactions to the coming King are exactly what we see every age and generation. 

Here's an important bit of background given to us in verses 1 & 2.   Jesus goes to Bethany, the home of Martha, Mary and Lazarus.  He often went to stay in Bethany with them, his friends.  This is the day before Palm Sunday.  A “dinner was given in Jesus' honour” (v.2). 

 Lazarus, we read, “was among those reclining at the table with him” (v.2).  What an incredible dinner party that must have been!  Lazarus, back from the dead, now eating and mixing with his family and friends!  Amazing. You can perhaps imagine the 'buzz' there must have been around the table.... the excitement... the discussions.... the questions.  People wanting to hear from Lazarus as to what it as like when you were gone.  People today are very curious, aren't they,  about 'near death experiences'.... well, how about being able to talk with someone who was dead for four days!  This was not a 'near death experience'.  This was the real thing!  People no doubt curious to know what happened, when and how.  Questions no doubt to Jesus as well.   A marvellous, happy, joyful occasion.
Mary of course is there.  She's the one who delighted to sit at Jesus feet and listen to his words.  And here we begin to see the first reaction to the coming King:
1) Lavish Love
Mary took “an expensive perfume” and “poured it on Jesus' feet and wiped his feet with her hair.  And the house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume” (v.3)  This was an extraordinary act of love and devotion by Mary.  This was expensive perfume – very expensive perfume.  We learn in verse 5 “It was worth a year's wages” .  In today's terms perhaps around say £15000 – and that's minimum wage rates.  A lot of money and she pours it over Jesus' feet.  Now that's extravagant!  That kind of perfume was often saved for special festive occasions, but also for burial – and Jesus links her devotion here to his death.  Mary's act unwittingly anticipates his death.  She hasn't fully grasped everything yet, but she knows something of his power over death and the promise of the resurrection.
We not too, that she “wiped his feet with her hair”.  Now respectable Jewish women  did not let down their hair in public.  It was just not done.  But here Mary does just that.  Such is her love for Jesus, that she doesn't care about what other people think of her.... she's not thinking about her reputation, she just wants to show her love for Jesus.  
Now normally it was the servants work to attend to the feet of guests.  But Mary wasn't going to let anybody else do this menial task.  For her, it wasn't a menial task - Her love for the Lord was such that she would willingly public ally humiliate herself by undertaking a task that others would say was beneath her. 
So the day before Palm Sunday, as Jesus sets his face towards Jerusalem to die, we see this demonstration of lavish love.   When we look at Mary and her love for the Lord, surely we are challenged to consider just how lavish is our love for Jesus?  Is it costly, is it sacrificial? Are we perhaps too concerned about what people will think of us if we are 'over the top'in the way we show our love?  Are we prepared to undertake even the most menial of tasks to demonstrate our love for him?  There are still people today who show lavish love for Jesus – and it is always linked to his death – his sacrificial life and death for us.
Now contrast that lavish love as we move on to look at Judas:
2) Hideous Hatred
“But Judas Iscariot" (v.4).  Now we go from one extreme to absolutely the opposite extreme at the same moment in the same situation over the same item. Judas Iscariot, who was later to betray him, objected, "Why wasn't this perfume sold and the money given to the poor?”  That sounds so reasonable and caring, even responsible, doesn't it?  But actually he didn't care for the poor at all.  He was only interested in the money – for himself.  He was a hypocrite of the worst possible kind. He was wretched. Jesus called him a devil. 
It didn't start out that way. At the beginning, he thought Jesus was his ticket to power and prestige. He followed Him out of greed. He followed Him because he loved money and power and influence and he thought this might be the Messiah who will  bring in the Kingdom. He was thinking of a political Messiah.... he was thinking in terms of an earthy kingdom in the here and now.  When Jesus becomes king, then, Judas thought, I will have a position of power and influence – and more money!
That's what motivated him. So when he heard  Jesus talking about dying and the other disciples saying the same thing - “Let us also go (to Jerusalem) that we may die with him” (John 11:16) he began to have serious doubts about what Jesus was actually going to achieve.  He was thinking that he had wasted three years of his life following this man, so he found a way to get at least something out of it – betray him for 30 pieces of silver.   
So two very different reactions to the same situation.  Something of the extremes that you see leading up to the events of Palm Sunday, Lavish love and hideous hatred.  And we haven't got time this morning to consider the chief priests who wanted not only to kill Jesus, but were making “plans to kill Lazarus as well” (v.1o). Hideous hatred, and the depths that hatred can plumb.
Yes, we live in an age where Jesus is still hated by some.  Just look online and see what some people think of Christ.  It's frightening when you see the hostility of some.  But recognise too, that there are many people who start of well in their Christian walk, but when Jesus doesn't 'deliver'... when following Jesus doesn't actually result in what they were expecting, some will just drift away, whilst others will become angry and hostile to the Messiah they claimed once to follow.
3) Fickle Followers
Then there was the crowd – made up of two groups actually.  There was the crowd in verse 9, “Meanwhile a large crowd of Jews found out that Jesus was there and came, not only because of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he had raised form the dead”.
So this crowd was there because they wanted to see Lazarus and this Jesus who had raised him from the dead.  They wanted to see the proof of this latest miracle.  They obviously had heard about it – you couldn't keep raising somebody from the dead after four days quiet!  Word would have got around very quickly, so the crowds gather!  The crowds that had always gathered – who saw  his miracles...the crowds who saw his healings.... the crowds who were fed miraculously.  This Jesus was somebody very special.  If he really is the Messiah and if he really is going to establish his kingdom, we want to be part of it – free medicine and free food! A kind of N.H.S. and the welfare state.  It doesn't get much better than that!  They could only see the physical effects of the miracles – they were blind to the spiritual truths they pointed to. They were the crowd who were easily impressed by the spectacular – and they wanted more!
Then in verse 12, “The next day the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem.  They took palm branches and went out to meet him...”.  This was the crowd that came to Jerusalem each year for The Passover.  “The great crowd...”  Just how big is a “great crowd”?  What figure would you put on that?  20,000 perhaps?  200,000 maybe?  Well, apparently records show that the number of people who descended on Jerusalem for The Passover at this period of time, was somewhere between 2.5 and 3 million people!  Now that really is a “great crowd”.
Again, people knew about this Jesus.... they had heard a lot about him.  They had heard talk of this man being the Messiah.... they thought that he was going to be the one to liberate them from the hated Romans.  He was going to be a great national leader.... he was going to restore the Jews to their rightful place.  He was the one they had been waiting for!
So, two crowds mingling and mixing together.  The crowd from Bethany spreading the word about Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead (v.17).  More and more people coming out to meet him because of this miraculous sign, to the extent that the Pharisees, observing what was happening say to one another, “See, this is getting us nowhere.  Look how the whole world has gone after him!” (v.19).
Wouldn't it be wonderful to be able to end it there - “Look how the whole word has gone after him”.  It sounds as though it's 'mission accomplished', but you and I know it doesn't end there.  That crowd was the same crowd who a few days later, when it was apparent he wasn't going to deliver, shouted “crucify him!”  The fickleness of the crowd.  Fickle crowd. Fickle followers.
You see the same fickleness in people in every age.  People who get caught up in the crowd mentality.  People who hear about Jesus.  People who hear about this new movement.... this new church or whatever, where 'it's all happening'.  They get caught up in the frenzy of it all... they get all excited... they believe that Jesus is going to be the answer for them and all there problems and all their difficulties.  They look for the spectacular.  They are impressed by what they believe are miracles. They hail him as their Lord and King.... they worship him as Saviour, but when he doesn't deliver, they fall away.... they can't be brought back to repentance “because to their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again” (Heb.6:6). 
The dangers of a shallow, superficial  response to the claims of Christ.  The dangers of focussing on the spectacular. The sadness of starting well but not being able to see it through.  The dangers of following the crowd.  A challenge to us all to to ensure our response to Jesus is total and unwavering - a lasting, permanent commitment. 
4) Curious Enquirers
And then in the middle of all this turmoil.... in the middle of all this shouting and celebrating.... in the midst of all this confusion, we read this: “Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast.  They came to Philip... with a request. 'Sir', they said, 'we would like to see Jesus”' (22). 
“Greeks” - in other words 'God-fearers', people who were attracted to Judaism.  Gentiles, in other words.  In one sense you could say they shouldn't have been there or at least to say it was surprising that they should be there, because this was a very Jewish festival.  But here they are.   They weren't resident in Israel.  They were visitors.  But they have obviously heard about this Jesus.  They were not eyewitnesses to anything.  They know that he has raised this man Lazarus from the dead.  So they are curious, they want to know more.  “Who is this man? What has he done?”  So they see Philip, they can see he is obviously associated with Jesus.  They work their way through the crowd and ask him, “Sir, we would like to see Jesus” - in other words, they want to know more.  They don't want to rely on second hand reports about him, they want to find out for themselves.  They want to make their own minds up about the claims of this man. They want to know if he really is the Messiah.
So Philip tells Andrew of this surprising request.... he tells him of these curious enquirers.  He's not sure what to make of them, but he tells Andrew and Andrew tells Jesus.  I think they are both taken aback by this request.  This was not what they were expecting.  They hadn't been 'trained' to deal with requests like this, so let's tell Jesus.  He'll know what to do.

So they are taken to Jesus and I'm sure Jesus received them.   Remember what Jesus said - “He who comes to me, I will in no way cast out”.  It would have been very un- Jesus like for him not to have received him. Most commentators think that the words in verse 23 and following were to them.  They hear the words of Jesus for themselves.

The Jews are busy celebrating.  They're hailing him as the king of Israel.  They are welcoming him as the Messiah.  They are  caught up in all that, but these Greeks are the ones – the only ones - who want to talk to him. That's a kind of rebuke to the whole nation of Israel.  So just before his death we see, if you like, a preview of the church.  Israel rejecting their king – Greeks, Gentiles, receiving him.

There always have been and there always will be, curious enquirers.  People who hear about Jesus and who step out from the crowd. People who want to make up their own minds about Jesus.  People who genuinely want to see Jesus for themselves.  They may well surprise you.  You may well be taken aback by this kind of request from unlikely people.  Our task is simply to bring them to that place where they can hear the words of Christ for themselves.

So there we have it.  Much to consider and to be challenged by from this Palm Sunday account given to us by John in his gospel. We always need to be challenged about our love for the Lord.  How does our love compare with the lavish love of Mary. Just how lavish is our love for the Lord we claim to love and worship? We need always to be on our guard to make sure we can never likened to those turn away from the Lord, or be hostile to him, when we face those times when he doesn't appear to 'deliver'.  May it never be said of us that we are a fickle follower, all for him one moment, then quickly falling away the next, singing his praises one moment, then denying him the next.  And let us always be aware of the curious enquirers and make ourselves always available to them, ready to play our part in bringng them to meet with the Lord Jesus Christ.
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If you’ve never contacted us before, we’d like to welcome you to the Grace to You family with a free hardcover copy of John’s Drawing Near Devotional Bible.
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