Sermon for Palm Sunday
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

If he be the King of Israel, let him now come down from the cross, and we will believe him.  He trusted in God; let him deliver him now, if he will have him:  for he said, I am the Son of God.
  In the Name ( of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
HOMILY:

Roughly three years after it had begun, the ministry of Jesus Christ on earth was finished. After only some 33 years, His life as man was ended.

His journey as human took Him from a humble birth in a stable in tiny Bethlehem to the final agonizing end as He was executed as a criminal by feckless Romans, egged on by a brutish crowd. That crowd, which had only a few days before feted Jesus, strewing palms in His path and chanting hosannas at His entry into the city, was whipped into a frenzied mob by the Jewish leadership which was determined to destroy Jesus.
Those who accused Jesus, however, had no inkling of who He was and what He was accomplishing. 
During His brief ministry, Jesus had healed the sick and lame.  He taught many how to understand God’s word. He fed thousands both His Holy Word and food provided by heaven. He provided wine at a wedding, and gave hope to untold numbers who only heard His word.

On the surface, it might seem that such a ministry would have been lauded and supported by the Jewish leadership, but it was not so. The Pharisees were deeply jealous of their power and influence, and Jesus had attacked them for being so focused on worldly things rather than heavenly ones.  As a result, that  leadership was bitterly opposed to Jesus and sought at any turn to harm Him and His ministry, and ultimately, to destroy Him.

But despite – indeed, because – of the fact that He was crucified by those who opposed Him, Jesus’ mission was a success. What His murderers could not understand was that the final battle of Jesus was not fought on earth, struggling against the power of the Roman Empire, but in hell, defeating for all time the power of the devil.

The smug slurs of those who contemptuously commented as Jesus hung on the Cross make evident just how completely they had missed His message.

“If he be the King of Israel, let him now come down from the cross, and we will believe him,”
 they said. But to come down from the Cross at that point would have been not victory, but retreat. The Cross was merely the sign of the final conflict.
It was by experiencing the Cross, by enduring it, then defeating the hold of death and sin, that Jesus won the final battle and defeated evil. Yet, when Jesus did that, and appeared afterwards first to His disciples, then to larger numbers of the Jews, still most of them did not believe in Him.

It is difficult for us to understand how death is victory. We are conditioned to want to see a military success, in which the forces of good are triumphant in battle and those of evil are crushed in a physical confrontation until they can no longer fight.

But that is not the kind of war which our Lord fought and won.

His was a battle of ultimate Good versus ultimate evil which was fought out in heaven and hell, and which determined whether the forces of sin and evil would capture the souls of all mankind, or would fail.
That is not to say that with Jesus’ victory that all the fighting is over.  Skirmishes and battles continue every day. Evil still raises its head to try to win over as many lives and destroy as many souls as it can. All we need to do is to look around us, and we see evidences of that battle.
But in the end, the war is won.

Those who stood about and mocked our Lord in His agony had no idea just how correct they were when they observed, “He trusted in God; let him deliver him now, if he will have him:  for he said, I am the Son of God.”
 

Jesus trusted indeed in the Father, and the Father would indeed deliver Him, for He is indeed the very Son of God.

Jerusalem would be sacked by the Roman general Titus only some 37 years later, in 70 AD, and it is reasonable to believe that some, if not many, of those who witnessed the trial and crucifixion of Jesus were still alive to see the fall of Jerusalem.

How bitterly ironic that the leaders of the Jews would think they had won in killing Jesus, but would have in fact lost, only to lose again later to the Romans, whom they forced to kill Jesus for them.

The charge levied against Jesus was shameful, not in its content, but in its incompleteness.  “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews”
, proclaimed the charge that Pilate had nailed to the Cross.  But Jesus was not just King of the Jews, but of all creation.
The adoring crowds who cheered Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem thought they wanted a military leader. Instead, they got an eternal leader, but they could not understand what He was about, and quickly turned on Him.
The Pharisees worried that Jesus wanted to replace them as leaders of the Jews. In fact, Jesus had no desire to be an earthly leader at all, but only a spiritual one.

Jesus is victorious for them all, and for all of us, whether they or we, understand His battle. We who think of wars in terms of swords, guns, and ships can hardly comprehend a battle fought with love, and forgiveness, and souls.

Let us pray.
Dear Lord, lead us to fight with You against the forces of evil.  Show us Your ways and Your will, so that we might be worthy to stand beside You.  This we ask of Your mercy, Amen.
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� The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, 27: 42-43 (KJV).
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�  The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, 27: 43 (KJV).


 


� The Holy Gospel according to St. Matthew, 27:37 (KJV).
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