Beatitudes Of Promise

“Bless My Soul”
Sermon for Palm Sunday, March 16th, 2008
Theme Verse: "The crowds that went ahead of [Jesus] and those that followed shouted, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David!’ ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!’ ‘Hosanna in the highest!’"  -- Matthew 21:9
     During the previous 6 Sundays of this Lenten Season we’ve been hearing dialog sermons between me and a character named “Mac” -- whose name is short for “Macarios,” which is the Greek word for “blessed.”  These dialog sermons were based on the “Beatitudes” found in Matthew 5:1-12.  You heard me read that section of Scripture earlier.  I’m sure you noticed that each beatitude begins with the word “blessed” – and during the previous 6 Sundays you heard Mac and me discuss the meaning of these “beatitudes” for our lives.

     Unfortunately, “Mac” isn’t here today.  Someone said he went ice fishing.  In any case, you’ll get to hear the last dialog sermon with “Mac” at this week’s Maundy Thursday Service, which begins at 7:00PM.  At the beginning of that sermon you’ll find out that “Mac” doesn’t like Lent or Holy Week.  But then, later on in the sermon, he will change his mind.  If you want to know why Mac changes his mind about Lent and Holy Week, you’ll just have to attend the Maundy Thursday Service.

     With that said, and since Mac isn’t here today, you now get to listen to me talk about an important event in Jesus’ ministry known to us as “Palm Sunday.”  On the Sunday before His death on the cross Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey.  Huge crowds welcomed Jesus to Jerusalem.  They were very excited.  Why?  They believed Jesus was the promised Savior.  Jesus had been performing miracles.  Jesus was preaching that people should repent because the Kingdom of God was at hand.  Jesus taught that He was the promised Messiah and that the Scriptures were fulfilled in Him.   Well, on this particular Sunday Jesus was riding into Jerusalem on a donkey – thus fulfilling the words of the prophet Zechariah:  “See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey,…”  No wonder the people were excited! 

     For example, the crowds were waving palm branches as sign of celebration, and they were quoting parts of Psalm 118.  They were thinking of Psalm 118:25 when they shouted “Hosanna” – a Hebrew word that means “Save us!”  They also were thinking of Psalm 118:26 when they yelled out:  “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”  

     Now, if you want to understand the message of Palm Sunday, I have to spend a little time talking about Psalm 118.  Simply put, Psalm 118 was used by God’s Old Testament people to celebrate God’s saving deeds through His chosen king – a king from the line of David, from whom the promised Savior would be descended.  

     Therefore, Psalm 118 not only reminded God’s people of how He had saved them from their enemies in the PAST.  Psalm 118 also pointed them ahead to the FUTURE Messiah – the King descended from David – the One who would bring salvation to God’s people.
     Now you know why the people said:  “Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”  They believed that Jesus was the promised Messiah who had come to save His people.  They believed that Psalm 118 was being fulfilled before their very eyes.
     However, the sad fact is that they did not know who Jesus really was nor did they understand the salvation He was bringing them.  For example, listen again to the end of our Gospel reading.  Matthew 21:10-11 reads:  “When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, ‘Who is this?’  The crowds answered, ‘This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.’” 

     Simply put, the people would not believe that Jesus was who He claimed to be – the very son of God!  For example, back in Matthew chapter 16 we read about a very interesting question Jesus asks His Apostles.  Jesus asks:  “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  They answer:  “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  You see, the crowds were willing to believe that Jesus was a special man – even a prophet from the past whom God had brought back to life.  But they would not believe that Jesus was the very Son of God – God in human flesh.
     Why did they refuse to believe that Jesus is God?  One reason is that a mere man can be controlled.  A mere man can be manipulated.  A mere man can be forced to do what the people think he should do.   What did they want Jesus to do?  They cried “Hosanna!  Saved us!”  But save them from what?  They wanted Jesus to perform more miracles.  He wanted them to give them physical blessings here and now.  But most of all, they expected Jesus to save them from the Romans!

     Guess what.  Jesus’ own Apostles were also confused – even though they DID know who Jesus really was.  Let’s go back to Matthew chapter 16 for a moment.  After Jesus asked His Apostles who people thought He was, He then asked them:  “But who do you say I am?”  Then, Peter says:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God!”  To this Jesus responds:  “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.”
     By revelation from the Father, Peter was able to say what others would not.  You see, the crowds were willing to believe that Jesus was “The Christ.”  But they would not believe that He was also the very Son of God.
     However, knowing Jesus’ true identity was not enough.  Sadly, even the Apostles wrongly thought Jesus had come to bless God’s people with “health, wealth and prosperity” and ultimately rescue God’s people from the Romans.  In fact, it’s even easier to accept that Jesus can do such things for you if, like Peter, you believe that Jesus is God Himself.  But Peter’s expectations were soon destroyed.

     You see, after Peter confessed that Jesus is the Christ and the very Son God, Jesus then went on to tell them that He would soon suffer many things at the hands of God’s own people, and that He would be killed and then 3 days later be raised to life.  Well, Peter was so upset by the words “killed” that he didn’t even hear what Jesus said about being raised to life.  So, Peter took Jesus aside and said to Him:  “Never, Lord!  This will never happen to you!”  Then Jesus rebuked Peter and said:  “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”
     Now we’re ready to get back to Palm Sunday.  The crowds think Jesus is a special prophet.  They also believe He is the promised Messiah – or as they said in Greek, “The Christ.”  But they do not believe that He is God’s Son.  Nevertheless, they believe He is fulfilling Psalm 118, so they say:  “Hosanna!  Save us!”  But the salvation they expect is “health, wealth and prosperity.”  They also expect Jesus to save them by using his God-given powers to destroy the Romans.  They are waiting for Jesus to bless them in these ways.
     But it doesn’t happen.  Jesus continues to teach that He is God’s Son.  Jesus continues to preach that people should repent of their sin and come to Him for forgiveness and the hope of eternal life with God.  And so Holy Week continues.  Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday.  Soon it is Thursday, the night of the Passover.  The Apostles celebrate the Passover with Jesus.  But this is a Passover is totally unique.  Jesus takes bread and says:  “This is my Body, given for you.”  Jesus takes wine and says:  “This is My Blood, shed for you.” 

     After the Lord’s Supper they went out to the Mount of Olives.  While they were walking they sang a hymn.  What hymn did they sing?  After the Passover the Jews usually sang Psalm 118.  That Psalm reminded them how God saved them in the PAST and how He would save them in the FUTURE.  They sang the words:  “Hosanna!  Blessed is He who comes in the Name of the Lord.”  They sang those words in anticipation of the coming Messiah and the salvation He would bring.  Jesus sang those same words as He prepared for His death on the cross – the death that would save us from our sins.
    At this point, allow me to quote some other words from Psalm 118.  Psalm 118:17-18 read:  “I will not die but live, and will proclaim what the Lord has done.  The Lord has chastened me severely, but he has not given me over to death.”  These words point to Jesus.  The people wrongly thought that these words meant that the Messiah would never die.  But these words apply to Jesus after His death on the cross for our sins.  These words are teaching that the resurrected Messiah will never die again!

     We read the same thing about the Messiah in Isaiah 53.  Isaiah writes:  “…it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the Lord makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the Lord will prosper in his hand.  After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life…”
     The title of today’s sermon is:  “Bless my soul.”  The reason that we souls are blessed is that Jesus suffered and died for us.  Then after His suffering and death for us, He conquered death for us – just as He said He would.

     “Hosanna!  Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!”  Today we bless Jesus with shouts of praise because of the blessing He gives us.  Jesus did not come merely to bless us with “health, wealth and prosperity” in this life.  Jesus did not come merely to bless us by rescuing us from our earthly enemies.  Instead, Jesus came to bless us in a far greater way.  As the angel said to Joseph before Jesus was born:  “…you are to give him the name Jesus, because He will save His people from their sins.”  The name Jesus means:  “God saves.”

     We are no better than the crowds who waved palm braches at Jesus.  We, too, are guilty of making Jesus into the kind of Savior we want Him to be.  We, too, are guilty of thinking of God’s blessings in terms of “health, wealth and prosperity.”  We are just as guilty as the people who sent Jesus to the cross.  We deserve nothing from God except His wrath and judgment.
     But to poor sinners like us Jesus says:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.”   Jesus, the very Son of God, goes to the cross.  There He suffers and dies for us poor souls.  He then conquers death for us poor souls.   He does this to bless us with forgiveness and eternal life with God.  This is God’s Kingdom.
     As we enter Holy Week we remember the words of Psalm 118:  “Hosanna!  Blessed is He who comes in the Name of the Lord.”  We bless Jesus with our mouths and with our lives because He blessed us by going to the cross and thereby winning for us the salvation we truly need.  Amen!
