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I am always keen to point out to the children on Sunday morning when we gather, anything that is new in the sanctuary.  Have the banners been changed?  Is there something unusual on the communion table or on the cross?  There are all sorts of 'secret messages' that we try to communicate without words.  We do that by colours, symbols, elements......


I know that most of you have heard the Palm Sunday story many times....Jesus coming into Jerusalem on a donkey, Palm branches waving, people shouting Hosanna.
Today you are in for a treat.  There are all sorts of elements in this story that are written in code, there are all kinds of 'secret messages' in this passage.  Today, if you don't already know the secrets, I am going to share them with you.....at least the ones that I know.


Jesus sends two of his disciples into the town to get a donkey for him to ride.  You may not know that Jesus already knew many people in that town.  They had heard him preach and seen the healing he had done.  Many had spoken with him.  When it was nearing time for him to enter the city he knew he should not enter if He wanted to remain safe,   He already had arranged that the ass and her foal would be waiting.  The phrase, “The Master needs them.” was an established password by which their owner would know that the hour had come for Jesus to make his Triumphal entry.  “The Master needs them”, was all that needed to be said...it was the phrase the owner was waiting to hear.


Secondly, do you know why it is significant that Jesus rode the colt which had never been ridden before?    The fact that it had never been ridden before made it especially suitable for the sacred purpose of carrying the Son of  God.  If we look at Numbers and Deuteronomy we see the red heifer which was used in the ceremonies of cleansing must be a beast upon which a yoke had never rested.  In 1 Samuel, the cart on which the ark of the Lord was carried had to be a vehicle which had never been used for any other purpose.    The special sacredness of this occasion was underlined by the fact that the colt had never been ridden by anyone before. 


The third non verbal clue occurs when cloaks are spread in front of Jesus on the ground as he rode into Jerusalem, and the palm branches cut from local trees are being waved by the crowd.  It would be known by those gathered that day, but not perhaps to us readers some 2,000 years later that these two actions were the custom to acknowledge and honour a King coming to town.  The irony is not missed that Jesus, en route to certain death, was acknowledged by so many others as the Messiah, the long awaited one, the King of the Jews, their Savior.


In verse 9 of this chapter we are told that the crowd waving palm branches as they lined the city streets called out, “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.”  This is a greeting which was addressed to pilgrims as they came to the Passover Feast.  


What is one to think : a secret coded message - “The Master needs them”,  the sacred connotation that comes with riding a colt never before ridden,  cloaks strewn across the road for him to ride across, fit for a king, palm branches waving, and yet the words used to greet a pilgrim not a king,  “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord”.  How could one man be embraced by the crowd as both King and pilgrim?   


   They shouted “Hosanna”.  -it was the cry of a people, for help, for deliverance.  It is the cry of an oppressed people, calling out to one they pray will save them from their distress, from their trials and tribulations....one who will set them free from all of this.  This is what they call out as Jesus rides into town.


There is a large contingent of Biblical Scholars who maintain that Jesus' actions around this entrance into Jerusalem were planned and deliberate.  He wanted to awaken the minds of God's people and he knew, better than anyone, that time for this was running out.  


So when you read the first 11 verses of chapter 21 of Matthew, are you aware that in the 9th chapter of Zechariah in the Old Testament, the prophet Zechariah saw the king coming to Jerusalem, humble and riding upon a young donkey colt?  It was Passover.  Jerusalem was teeming with people who had come in for the Feast, and here comes Jesus into town, humbly riding a donkey.  That scene from Zechariah would have jumped to their minds.....here is Jesus, claiming, at least non-verbally, to be a King, the Messiah, the long awaited one.  At a time when the city was overflowing with devout Jews from all over the country, Jesus was offering himself as the Anointed One of God.


And here is yet, another important secret.  One of the supreme disasters of Jewish history was the capture of Jerusalem by Antiochus Epiphanies about 175 BC.  Antiochus was determined to stamp out Judaism and introduce into Palestine, Greek ways of life and worship.  So Antiochus deliberately profaned the Temple- offering swine's flesh on the altar, making sacrifices to Zeus, even turning chambers of the Temple into public brothels.  


In due time the Maccabees rose against Antiochus and reclaimed the desecrated Temple.  Part of the restoration included the waving of palm branches and the singing of Psalms.


It is at least possible that Jesus knew this and that he entered into Jerusalem with the deliberate intention of cleansing God's house as Judas Maccabaeus had done 200 years before.  He may well have been saying to those in Jerusalem that day, that not only was He the Anointed One of God, but also that he had come to cleanse the House of the Lord from the abuses which defiled it and its worship.  


So now that I have told you all these secrets about this Palm Sunday passage, what have we learned about this man who rode into town on this unridden donkey?


First and foremost, He was a man of courage.  That he was entering into a city that would be mostly hostile toward him was no surprise.  However enthusiastic the crowd might be, he knew the authorities hated him.  He could have slipped into Jerusalem under the cloak of darkness and kept a low profile during the Feast of Passover.  Instead, Jesus entered Jerusalem in a way that deliberately set him in the centre of the stage and deliberately riveted every eye upon him.  His ride into down was a deliberate challenge to the authorities to do their worst.  Jesus was a man of courage.


Secondly, it shows his claim-to be God's Messiah, God's Anointed One.  He was not content to claim to be a prophet....that likely would have saved him.  Jesus knew the call of the Father upon his life, and he knew there was nothing for him to do, but to honour that call.


Finally, this passage shows us his appeal.  It was not the kingship of the throne which he claimed; it was the kingship of the heart.  He came riding a donkey.  The horse was the mount of war, the donkey, the mount of peace.  The cloaks on the ground, signified his kingship, the king of peace.  Those who dared to listen, knew that he cam to love, not to destroy, to help, not to condemn, that he came to love, not in the might of arms.


The courage of Christ, the claim of Christ, and the appeal of Christ, it was the last invitation God's people would have to open not their palaces, but  their hearts to him.


On this Palm Sunday, may you open your heart to Him.

Amen
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