Palm Sunday : 29 March 2015 : Mark 11 : 1-11
And so we begin our walk through Holy Week, a journey that will take us on a number of return journeys between the Mount of Olives and the city of Jerusalem, a journey that will take us through the harrowing scenes of Jesus’ arrest, trial and crucifixion to the glorious sunlit morning when the tomb was empty and death itself was crushed under the Lord’s feet.

Today we follow Jesus as He rides into the city, to the adulation of the people. Among the nagging questions surrounding Palm Sunday would be – where did the crowds come from on this day, and where did they go thereafter? Why the welcoming cheers on Sunday, followed by the intimidating jeers on Friday? I think we can answer the question about those who waved their palm branches in honour of Jesus on Palm Sunday.


Note that what’s usually called the Triumphal Entry begins at the villages of Bethphage and Bethany. These aren’t just random places that Jesus chose by sticking a pin in a map, nor was there a park-and-ride with a 15-minute frequency service of express camels and donkeys into the city centre. It was where Jesus and the disciples were staying at the time, with some friends whose names we know – Mary, Martha and Lazarus. If we flip over from Mark 11 to John 11 we discover just how close Jesus was to this family, two sisters and a brother. 
The first reference we have to this family is Luke 10.38-42, to be precise, on that occasion, only to the sisters – I assume Lazarus was working late at the office that night. Jesus had been invited for dinner, and Martha was scuttering around the house as if her pinny was on fire, hoovering, polishing, cooking, etc, whilst Mary was parked in the living room listening spell-bound as Jesus taught. One was trying to please and impress Jesus by her human effort, the other was just spending quality time with Jesus, hanging out and learning from Him.

Jesus could see that workaholic Martha wasn’t best pleased that she’d been left to do all the work. Jesus could detect the wisps of steam billowing forth from Martha’s ears, but He chose not to notice. Until Martha could stand it no more, threw down the Domestos spray, stamped her little size 3 feet in a temper tid, and through quivering petted lip demanded that Jesus tell that lazy lump of a sister of hers to get up off her bahouchie and help get dinner ready.
Lord, doesn’t it seem unfair to you that my sister just sits here while I do all the work? Tell her to come and help me. Well, her nose was in a sling, wasn’t it? And do you remember Jesus’ reply? Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset over all these details! There is only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her. Oh my goodness, is there a lesson there or what!
How often do we get ourselves into such a state over silly wee things that, in the great eternal scheme of God, really don’t matter? How often do we get all bitter and twisted because we feel someone isn’t giving us the helping hand, the positive stroke, that we think we deserve, when all the time we have the promise that if we seek the Kingdom of God above all else, He will give us everything we need [Luke 12.31]? Maybe not everything on our selfish wish list, right enough, but everything we need for our own enjoyment and to be a blessing to others.

How often do we tie ourselves in knots and turn cartwheels to be seen to be doing something for the Lord, when He Himself has said : This is the only work God wants from you : Believe in the one he has sent. [John 6.29]. First priority is to enjoy Jesus’ company, to spend time with Him, to get to know Him so well that, just as in the born-again spirit we are like Him in this world [1 John 4,17] so too that resemblance starts to bear fruit also in our everyday life.

As far as the Lord is concerned, we are primarily human beings, not human doings. 
Cautionary note! Is the Bible saying that there’s no place for serving God in some active way? Sorry to disappoint you, but no, we don’t get off that easily. Just as works without faith are false, faith without works is dead. God loves to see glad and humble obedience and dedication, but in grateful response to His love and grace, not as a muddle-headed attempt to earn it and become self-righteous in the process. To have any integrity, what we do should be the fruit of who we are. But if what we do is an attempt to promote ourselves, and seek attention for ourselves, we will, sooner or later, have our own Martha, Martha moment.   
We also learn that Mary was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped His feet with her hair [John 11.2] referring to the incident in Matthew 26.6-13 and John 12.1-3 where, in another house in Bethany, the home of one Simon the Leper – I feel a whole other sermon coming on here about shoving labels on people but I’ll discipline myself to stay off that rabbit track – a woman upended a bottle of very expensive perfume over Jesus.

Why did she do that? John 12 comes immediately after John 11 – now there’s a revelation for you – where Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, and not only just dead either, but dead and buried for four days. Incidentally, there’s a really funny moment in this story at v.39 where Jesus commands the stone to be rolled away from the grave of Lazarus, and Martha, true to house-proud form, chirps : But Lord, he has been dead for four days. The smell will be terrible! About to get her brother back from the dead, and she’s panicking because she’s left the lavender and camomile air-freshener in the house! How Jesus didn’t LOL … !!
Anyway, the fact is Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, a full 4 days after the funeral, and he didn’t do it in secret, under cover of darkness. This was the best free show in town. I imagine anyone who could walk was there, and those that couldn’t, Jesus would likely have healed afterwards! The whole of Bethany witnessed this miracle. It was all the people were talking about, for days, and the news soon reached Jerusalem. Mind you, I’d love to have seen the face of the undertaker … I wonder if he had to give a refund? And the life insurance? Wow!
But, bearing in mind what they’d seen, it’s no surprise that, at the very least, the population of Bethany would have turned out, in force, to cheer Jesus down the hill as He rode into Jerusalem. They had seen Him, they had heard Him, they were convinced He was the real deal, the man for them. If you’ll permit me to borrow an expression you’ll hear much in the coming weeks, Bethany was a safe seat for Jesus. No worries there.
But Jerusalem was much more marginal. The citizens there would be far harder to convince. There were vested interests to confront. Powerful, even ruthless, vested interests. As we see in John 11, the Sanhedrin, the ruling elite at the temple, responded to the news of the raising of Lazarus by firming up their intention to get rid of Jesus once and for all.
Why? Precisely because – in their very own words : John 11.48 : if we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and then the Romans will come and take away both our temple and our nation. The concept of jobsworth may very well have been invented in Holy Week. 

I’ll come back to the psychology of all this in a minute, but there’s a detail here I’d never noticed before. Mark 11.2 : Jesus tells the disciples : Go to the village ahead of you, and just as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. Now I’ll let you into a secret. I don’t do horses. I radically and emphatically don’t do horses, ever since an infamous Christmas Eve 20-odd years ago.

It was just after Ancrum and Lilliesleaf joined up, and since Christmas Eve fell on a Sunday, we had the first of our Lessons & carols services at Lilliesleaf on the Sunday morning. It was the sort of Christmas Eve you see on Christmas cards : snow had fallen, snow on snow, snow also on ice, and no gritters. The road to Lilliesleaf had disappeared under a white blanket, with just one set of tyre-tracks to follow, very slowly and very carefully.

Just before Pinnacle, I proceeded with great caution round the right-angled bend, to be met by a lady out with 4 horses in the middle of the road. I had nowhere to go, applying the brake was not an option, and although I missed the leading pair of horses, one of the following pair reared and, not to put too fine a point on it, stuck its backside through the car windscreen.
The horse was fine. My car wasn’t. Happily I was wearing a new pair of gloves which just about saved me from losing some fingers to the shards of glass cascading through. Anyway, we left the car in a ditch up to the wheel arches in snow, hitched a lift to the Leaf, conducted the service, and went to the hospital in the afternoon to get a broken finger sorted. 

By the time it reached 6.30.pm, when the all-age service at Ancrum began, there were masses of people, many of whom I’d never seen before, who had clearly heard about this Horse 1 Car 0 result and wondered if the minister would appear at all, or if so on a stretcher! So, no, I will NOT be following my friends Charles Finnie, Michael Scouler and Robin McHaffie in getting saddled up for common ridings. A clothes horse is near enough for me!!

And that’s why I shuddered at the prospect of Jesus mounting a colt that had never been ridden before. What mercifully little I know about horses suggests to me that this little ploy is a sure-fire short-cut to the A&E Department of Jerusalem General Hospital. There’s no Scriptural evidence to show that Jesus was an experienced equestrian, and so I think we must add to the list of miracles of Jesus the fact that He was able to navigate this unbroken beast through the cacophony of the cheering crowds without detriment to life and limb.
Jesus did perform a number of nature miracles, where He demonstrated His sovereignty over the creative order, notably His climate-change miracles on the Sea of Galilee, when with a word He stilled the storm. I wonder if this little detail is there as an unflattering commentary on the religious leaders in town? Even a completely untrained dumb animal subjected itself without protest to its Lord, which made it smarter than the Sanhedrin. For all their education, they were the dumb ones in this tale, the real silly asses!

Book-knowledge of God isn’t necessarily heart-knowledge. Some of the most cynical people I’ve known as regards the gospel are the ones with the best theological qualifications, people who began with a real vision to serve God but overdosed on academia and lost their first love of Jesus and His amazing grace. And all too easily does this cynicism harden into downright hostility to the true message of God’s Word. 

Deep down, they know they’ve lost the plot, but pride in their learning and their position and their status becomes an insuperable barrier to admitting that, and letting the Holy Spirit change their mind, change their heart, and lead them back on to the path that God always had in mind for them. Stubborn refusal to back down, and admit you’ve missed it, must never be confused with strength. It’s anything but. It’s fear and insecurity cased in concrete.

Those who plotted to kill Jesus were not, I believe, essentially wicked people. They just got their priorities mixed up. They allowed the power and the perks of the job to overrule their sense of God’s call on their lives, a call primarily to listen and then to obey. The Sanhedrin called it wrong, big time, but it’s all too easy for us to make the same mistake in a smaller way, to allow our own opinions, feelings, traditions to shout down the still small voice of the Spirit of God, a God who says : Watch for the new thing I am going to do. [Isaiah 43.19]
I encourage each of us right now to take one minute out of all the cares and concerns that buzz around us and go to the Lord with this prayer : Dad, I don’t want to be as dumb as the religious leaders all those years ago. Help me never to be so full of my own thoughts and feelings, my own agendas and ambitions, that I miss your very best for me. Help me to be open to what Your Word is really saying, to understand how great You really are, to receive all your rich promises and fulfil all your plans for my life, in the Name of Jesus. Amen 
