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Getting from Palm Sunday to Easter
Matthew 21: 1-11

Matthew 27: 11- 54

Pastor Tom Henderson  
April 5, 2020

Today is Palm Sunday, but it is also known at Passion Sunday and so we read the processional gospel telling the story of the Palm Sunday parade and we also hear the story of Jesus’ death upon the cross. Just a moment ago we heard the story of Jesus’ death upon the cross. Those two events form the bookends of Holy Week and vividly capture the moods, the emotions, the thoughts, the actions of people very much like you and me. The events from Palm Sunday to Good Friday and ultimately to Easter are really our story and God’s story brought together in a very powerful way.


This morning I want to take just a few moments and walk through the events of Holy Week. It begins with a parade. I am sure that each of us, when we think of Palm Sunday, picture Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a donkey. We think of the people lining the streets waving palm branches and crying out, Hosanna, blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 

But Palm Sunday was not just any other day. It was five days before Passover. And for the Jewish people Passover was THE holiday. It remembered and celebrated God’s deliverance of the people from slavery in Egypt. But it also looked forward to the day when God would send Messiah and save his people. The people had been living under foreign domination for almost 800 years and were now under Roman rule. They were desperately looking and longing and crying out to God for the one who would set them free. It was a holy time, an exciting time, a time of anticipation. Thousands of people would come to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover. 


It is not by accident that Jesus chose that day to enter the city. You see, five days before the Passover, something else very special was taking place. That was the day that the lambs that would be sacrificed for Passover at the temple were selected and paraded into the city. At the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry John, the Baptist declared him to be the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. As he comes to the end of his earthly ministry, Jesus literally becomes that lamb.

Something else stands out on that Palm Sunday. Jesus rode into the city on a donkey. That is the only time Jesus is spoken of riding on an animal. Like the common folk, he walked. Why is that significant? If a new king was coming as a warrior, he would enter a city on a white horse. If a king were coming in peace, he would enter on a donkey. On Palm Sunday we see Jesus- king and sacrifice.


After Palm Sunday, that fifth day before Passover came four days that we really don’t think about a whole lot. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday. But those days were anything but ordinary. Going back to the lambs. Once the lambs had been selected for the Passover sacrifice and paraded into the city, they were taken to the temple. And for four days they were examined by the priests to make sure that they were pure and without blemish. 

On the day after Palm Sunday, Jesus goes to the temple and sees the moneychangers and animal sellers and declares the temple system to be dirty and corrupt. He drives out them out to cleanse the temple. And then he spends the four days, until Thursday evening, being questioned and examined by the Pharisees and Temple priests. Take some time and look at the first three gospels and see the give and take that goes on. Sometimes they are questioning Jesus, sometimes he is questioning him. They question him, like the Passover lambs, they examine him, and we know that they will not find him pure and without blemish. Instead they set in motion the events that will lead to his death. 


I can’t begin to imagine what it was like for Jesus to go through this week. To begin with celebration, knowing that those who are praising you will, in a few short days, be calling for your blood. I can’t imagine the courage it took to go toe to toe with those who were looking to get rid of him. It must have been physically, emotionally, spiritually exhausting. And so, each evening Jesus leaves the city and goes to Bethany, just a short distance away, and stays with friends, with a man named Simon, and with Lazareth, and his sisters Mary and Martha. We don’t often think of Jesus having friends. Yes, there were the disciples, but most of the time they didn’t know what end was up. The home of Mary, Martha and Lazareth seems the place Jesus goes when he needs to step away from the madness.

 
By Thursday, the die has been cast. Judas has agreed to betray Jesus. That evening, Jesus celebrates the Passover meal with his disciples. When he comes to the 3rd cup of wine Jesus does something very different. The third cup is called the cup of redemption. Jesus takes a piece of bread, breaks it and gives it to his disciples telling them this is my body that will be broken for them. He takes the cup of redemption and tells them that his blood is what will redeem them and set them free from sin and death. 

When they are finished, they go to the Mount of Olives, just outside the city. Jesus goes off by himself to pray. He literally sweats blood as he pours out his heart to God. Abba, daddy, he says, If it is at all possible, take this cup of suffering away from me. But not my will, but your will be done.


Soon, Judas comes with the temple guard to arrest Jesus. A trial takes place and he is found guilty of blasphemy, claiming to be God. Claiming that he had the power to forgive sins. They want him killed but need Roman approval to have him executed. He is brought before Pilate, who tries to wash his hands of the situation, but finally grants a crucifixion. Jesus is beaten, mocked, spit upon and nailed to a cross. 


But again, there is something very powerful going on during that time from arrest to the cross. Remember how the Passover lambs were inspected to make sure they are without blemish? As Jesus is being tried, seven times, Jesus will be declared innocent. By Pilate and his wife, by King Herod, by Caiaphas, the high priest, by Annas, his father-in-law, by Judas when he tries to return the 30 pieces of silver, by the Roman guard at the foot of the cross, by the repentant thief on the cross. Each of them declares Jesus, the Lamb of God, to be without fault. He dies at 3:00 in the afternoon, the very time that the Passover lambs are being killed in the temple.


Then there is Saturday and it is like when you wake up the morning after something terrible has happened and you realize that it wasn’t a dream. Jesus is dead and so were the hopes of those who had put their trust in him.

Then comes the unbelieveable, totally unexpected news of Easter. Jesus had broken the bonds of death and was alive.


Holy Week is a week unlike any other week. And that is good because, for most of us this will be Holy Week we have ever experienced before. Although life is always uncertain and the future unknowable, most of the time we can fool ourselves into believing that we have some kind of actual control. A pandemic has a way providing a profound reminder of our mortality and powerlessness. Our lives, our thoughts, our emotions can be all over the place and change on a dime. Holy Week captures and contains so many of them.


It begins with a celebration. And sometimes life is like that. We celebrate births and weddings and other happy occasions. A clean bill of health.

There is confrontation. Sometimes life is like that. Sometimes our lives are filled with turmoil and opposition. Certainly, we see that played out on the political stage with ugly results.

There is community. There are times when we need to be surrounded and supported by those who love us. There have been countless acts of simple kindness reminding us of our common humanity.

There are times of betrayal and disappointment. There are times when we are deeply hurt; sometimes by the people we trust the most. Many of us could face life changing events that seem so cruel and unfair. 

There are times of loneliness, when we just want to pour out our soul. I pray for those facing death alone and for those unable to be with a loved one as they die.

There are times of crucifixion. Jesus experiences utter abandonment. My God, my God why have you forsaken me? There are times of defeat and despair. Times when the sky is black, and it seems as if there will be no tomorrow. Abandoned, forsaken, defeated, despairing. Scary, but very real feelings.

There are times of mercy, love and grace that go beyond our imagining. Father, forgive them, Jesus prays from the cross. Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. Life is fragile and fleeting. I pray we remember to be gracious with one another.

Holy Week has a message for each of us here this morning, for every emotion and circumstance we bring, for every circumstance we will ever face.

I have tried to capture the mood and emotions in the events take us from Palm Sunday to Easter. In many ways, Easter Sunday is incomplete if we simply skip from Palm Sunday to Easter. And I pray you will take the steps necessary to prepare your heart and mind for the coming week that you may know and trust and follow the risen and present Christ in deeper and richer ways than ever before. Amen.

