Palm Sunday : 17 April 2011 : Luke 19:28-44 
If the soundtrack to Christmas is the hum of cash registers and credit card scanners, accompanied by festive anthems from Slade and Wizzard, Easter is marked by the buzzing of lawn mowers hoiked out of the shed to restore order into gardens battered by winter’s blasts, plus the Monday morning groans as the aching joints of Sunday afternoon gardeners testify to a rash overdose of exertion. Sounds for all seasons!
The first Palm Sunday was a noisy experience. As Jesus rode down the Mount of Olives into Jerusalem, we learn that the crowds went ballistic with excitement. This was the radical young preacher with quite a reputation. Jesus was just the boy, they thought, to sort out the sleaze and corruption of empire and temple alike. Follow him, and yesterday’s men – Herod, Pilate, the high priest – would get their comeuppance.

Yes, Jesus was the One. Jesus would knock ‘em all into shape. That was the popular mood, reflected in waving palm branches and coats spread out on the road like the famous red carpet at Hollywood film premieres. But if a BBC News film crew with a roving microphone had gone round the cheering crowd and asked – what changes do you think the ministry of Jesus needs to bring to your life, your way of thinking, your character? – the mood would very quickly have turned as sour as last month’s milk.

And this is the point at which we draw very close to the tragic aspect of Jesus’ life and ministry, the fact that the vast majority of the people simply didn’t get it. Jesus hadn’t come to tinker with the structures of politics and religion. He had come to deal with the sickness in human hearts, a sickness for which there was no natural cure, a sickness which demanded radical life-saving surgery. But the patients didn’t want it. 

And I wonder if people still don’t get it? There are plenty of people in the churches who still believe that the salvation of the world is to be found, if anywhere, through the efforts of men to tinker with the structures of politics and religion. I do not doubt their sincerity. I do not doubt their concern for their fellow human beings. However, I have to say that they have missed the whole point of why Jesus came to this world.
Jesus was a revolutionary, that is true, but as we’ve said before, He came to bring a revolution of revelation. First, the revelation – an uncomfortable one – that Jesus did not come to blast somebody else for their failings. I wonder if any of us have ever sat in a church service and thought – I wish so-and-so was here today. They needed to hear that sermon. That would have told them. Naughty, naughty. God has not retired to a villa in Spain and authorised you or me to judge anyone in his place, OK? 
The ministry of Jesus is to each one of us, as individuals. When Jesus speaks, He is addressing the situation in our own life. The Word He brings is a personal Word, whether of love and grace and encouragement, or of challenge and correction, and with Jesus it is on a one-to-one basis. Jesus loves you, and me, and everybody else, enough to deal with us in a way that is as private as it is thorough. 

Let’s not look to Jesus as one who has come to call to account the dodgy politicians, the fat-cat bankers, the drivers of gas-guzzling vehicles, or the other hate figures of certain parts of the church today. Nor indeed should we rub our hands together in glee as we wait for Him to shoot down in flames those who drink and smoke and shack up, or wreck phone boxes, or let their dogs leave golden nuggets on our lawn.

Don’t make the same mistake as the people of Jerusalem, who expected Jesus to sort out the people in power who were annoying them, but definitely did not expect nor invite Him to get in their faces about their attitudes and their lifestyle, and when He did, they were furious. How dare this hick from the sticks of Galilee tell me that what I’ve believed all my life is wrong? How dare he suggest that I need to change? 
A late and reluctant convert to the cause of Christ was Saul of Tarsus, a Pharisee of Pharisees, a man who scrupulously ticked every religious box, who thought he knew all the answers and would deal ruthlessly with those who saw things differently – yet the day came on the road to Damascus when Jesus spoke, and He listened.

Saul the bigoted Pharisee reinvented himself as the apostle to the gentiles, and he put his finger on the heart of the message : Do not be shaped by this world; instead be changed within by a new way of thinking. Then you will be able to decide what God wants for you; you will know what is good and pleasing to him and what is perfect.  
That text is found in Romans 12.2, and it is a text that comes at us today with a sense of urgency. We spoke last week of the way so many people trash their lives by trying to muddle through without Jesus. The society we live in gives no encouragement at all to have faith in Jesus. We are constantly hectored about the need to be tolerant and open to all shades of opinion, as if absolute truth was as fictitious as the tooth fairy. Now, if I’ve just traumatised some of you by revealing that there is no tooth fairy, I apologise for causing such distress, and I’m sure we can offer suitable counselling!

But we can see all around us the sorry consequences of our nation having no spiritual anchor ; a plague, as we said, of emotional and spiritual insecurity. A message that the crowd on Palm Sunday chose not to listen to, a message that I have shared before and I share once again, is this – if you’re not happy with your life, if it’s not working for you, it’s time to recognise that, and change what you believe and how you think.
As Paul discovered and taught, the key to turning your life around is between your ears – realise that Jesus loves you enough to want to have a relationship with you, and to have conversation with you. Pay no attention to the vacuous nonsense and demonic deceptions the world will pump at you relentlessly day by day via politics, commerce, TV and radio, because if that stuff’s framing your thinking, your life can never rise above a soap opera – and as you may noticed, they rarely have a happy ending.

Instead, dare to be different from everyone else. Dare to be a revolutionary – but let the revolution take place inside your head, and work from the inside out.

Let the words of Jesus define your believing and frame your thinking. Be absolutely ruthless in rooting out wrong thoughts and attitudes that are messing you up, such as the idea that we are nothing more than tiny cogs in some great big cosmic wheel, with no power or authority to affect the outcome. You know the sort of deathly fatalism that’s so prevalent in Scotland, that what’s for you won’t go past you, it’s just fate, or even worse when this trash is dressed in religious clothes – it must be God’s will.

I never cease to be amazed at the audacity of those who say their rotten lot in life must be God’s will when they never listen to a message like this, nor open up a Bible and read it for themselves. That kind of wrong belief will kill you, because if you get bad news from the doctor, and you believe everything that happens to you is God’s will, oh dear! Wrong belief will make you accept fatal illness and blame God for it!
If you want to find out what God’s will is, look it up in the Bible! See what Jesus did when He was around on this earth – Acts 10.38 : Jesus of Nazareth went around doing good and healing the sick. What part of that is hard to understand? Ah, but that was then, this is now. The age of miracles has passed. No. Hebrews 13.8 says Jesus is the same yesterday, today and forever. Let’s not start chuntering on about God’s will unless we’ve got a New Testament open in front of us to find out what His will is!

As I pointed out to the good folks at Crailing the other week, our lesson today is one of 2 places in scripture where we find Jesus weeping – the other being in John 11, at the tomb of Lazarus. And the reason why Jesus was weeping in both these situations, but especially in this one, in Luke 19, was the stubborn hard-hearted refusal of people to believe in the message of love and grace and hope and life that He came to bring.
In His own time, Jesus had done absolutely everything His Father had commissioned Him to do. He had come to the religious people, the pillars of the Kirk, as it were, but they didn’t want to know. He wasn’t respectable or dignified enough for their taste. He then turned to the ordinary people in the street, and they were fine as long as He didn’t dare challenge their thoughts, their opinions, their feelings, their attitudes.
None of them had any use for a Saviour who didn’t conform to their personal agenda, who didn’t fit snugly into the little box in the corner that was all the space they gave God in their life. In their presence Jesus had done many miracles, but in the end His face didn’t fit. He came to embrace their sorry mixed-up lives with the love of Father God that would transform them, but their response was anger, hostility, rejection.

I wonder if, 2,000 years on, as Jesus looks at this nation of ours, He still weeps for our unbelief ; for the way people reject His gospel of life and love in favour of a bizarre rainbow coalition of ungodly ideas ; for the way much of the church that bears His name flirts with those ungodly ideas instead of confronting them and exposing them as the dangerous drivel they are. But I tell you this – God never leaves Himself without a faithful remnant who will stand firm on His truth, who will shine with His light ; a faithful remnant brave enough to renew their mind on the Word of the Lord.   

I believe we are called to be that faithful remnant, a people supremely confident in the love of God as expressed in the ministry of Jesus ; the grace of God as expressed in the death of Jesus in our place to set us free from the consequences of our mistakes and sometimes worse ; the life of God as revealed in the resurrection of Jesus, as the sign and promise of life of the highest quality, without end and without limit, on earth as it is in heaven, and open to all who will simply place our trust in Jesus each day.

I believe we are called to be that faithful remnant, rising far above the fear and guilt and anxiety that festers just beneath the surface of a world order that likes to pretend it’s all grown-up and independent now, but in truth needs its Daddy more than ever.
I believe we are called to be that faithful remnant, radiating a supernatural peace and joy and compassion and generosity, reaching out in love to bring others into the fold by whatever means the Bible authorises and the Holy Spirit guides.

I believe we are called to be that faithful remnant, defining who we are, what we are, and whose we are, by our relationship with Jesus, allowing His words the exclusive franchise to shape what we think, how we feel, and what we choose, day in, day out. God needs a faithful remnant, loyal and true to Jesus. Are we up for it?
