Palm Sunday : 20 March 2016 : Luke 19 : 28-40  
The story is familiar. The excited crowds, the babble of noise, the rustling of palm branches, the clip-clop of the donkey, the cheers of Jesus’ friends, the dark mutterings of His enemies. And in the midst of the mayhem, Jesus, cool, calm and in control, notwithstanding His sure and certain knowledge of the maelstrom of events that would so shortly engulf Him.
I wanted to reflect today on the starkly contrasting reactions of the followers of Jesus and of the foes of Jesus. In v.37 we find the first group joyfully praising God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen : “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!” Who were these people? These were ordinary folks from all walks of life whose own lives had been impacted by the ministry of Jesus.
Over the past three years, Jesus had taught the multitudes with a unique authority such as they had never encountered before, to the extent that they would stay in their thousands for hours, out in the open, hanging on His every word. In addition to this, He had healed the sick, made the blind see, the deaf hear, the lame walk, and even the dead rise again. 

In the very first chapter of Mark’s gospel, we find a typical day in the life of Jesus. It began with Him teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum, and it’s there in Mark 1.22 we find the first testimony to the authority with which Jesus spoke. Among the congregation was a man who was possessed by an evil spirit – yes, the devil sends his minions to church – and this demon started to disrupt the service, shouting and bawling in the middle of it.

What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God! Two things about this outburst. It contains one very stupid question and one very smart observation. The stupid question : Have you come to destroy us? Straight answer –yes! That was exactly what Jesus had come to do. 1 John 3.8 : The Son of God came for this purpose : to destroy the devil’s work. 

You know, there are some people in high places in the church who will tell you there’s no devil. Jesus knew better. Jesus says in Luke 10.18 : I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. Given the choice of trusting the Word of Jesus, or trusting the word of some man, no matter if he’s got a string of degrees like spaghetti bolognese after his name, hmm, I wonder!
Make no mistake, the devil may be causing all sorts of havoc and trouble all around us – last week we mentioned Dunblane, you can add to that all the conflict and terrorist activity in the world, but it’s not a show of strength and victory but of impending defeat and destruction. This is the ritual hurling of toys out of the pram to cause the maximum collateral damage as he and his stinking sidekicks prepare for their eternal appointment with the lake of fire.

On the eve of His crucifixion, Jesus said [John 16.33] : In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world. And by the world, he was not referring to the planet itself but to the crazy ungodly way of thinking that dominated the world, then as now, that calls good evil and evil good, the way of thinking that led Jesus to describe the devil, as you may remember, as the prince of this world.

John 12.31 : Jesus said : Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. John 14.29-31 : Jesus said : I have told you now before it happens, so that when it does happen you will believe. I will not say much more to you, for the prince of this world is coming. He has no hold over me, but he comes so that the world may learn that I love the Father and do exactly what my Father has commanded me.
John 16.8-11 : When the Holy Spirit comes, he will prove the world to be in the wrong about sin and righteousness and judgment : about sin, because people do not believe in me ; about righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no longer ; and about judgment, because the prince of this world now stands condemned.
Please listen very carefully. This is important, because there are many people who would try to mislead you and in so doing they are following the lead of their spiritual father, the thief, who comes only to steal, kill and destroy [John 10.10]. Jesus does come to bring judgement, and righteous judgement, make no mistake about that. God has not gone soft on sin. He is not a sympathiser with the touchy-feely anything-goes liberalism that has infected society.

God hates sin. He detests sin. Sin breaks His fatherly heart because He sees the damage it does to His children. And God has dealt with and judged sin at the cross, once for all. Please understand, though, that the judgement Jesus brings is not primarily upon human beings, but on the devil who is the father and originator of all sin, the lair, the thief, the murderer. 

But the devil has now had his chips, and it’s fast approaching his time for the deep-fat fryer. That’s the only way he’ll ever be the toast of the town! For human beings, there is mercy, there is forgiveness, freely available. I have quoted the proof texts for that time and again – Hebrews 9.12, 1 John 2.2, 2 Peter 3.9, There is only one sin – one – that can keep us from receiving God’s mercy, God’s forgiveness, God’s saving grace.

It’s not murder, it’s not bank robbery, it’s not tax evasion, it’s not greed, it’s not lust, it’s not allowing your dog to leave golden nuggets on your neighbour’s lawn, it’s not even shoveling up those unwanted gifts and posting them back through your neighbour’s mailbox. None of those things are good, don’t try them at home, but they will not, in and of themselves, keep you out of heaven. Getting drunk, smoking 60 a day, driving like a lunatic, gorging on cakes and fast food won’t keep you out of heaven, though it might get you there quicker.

The only thing that will keep us out of Heaven is what Jesus says in John 16.9 – the sin of not believing in Him, the arrogance of refusing His once-for-all atonement for all our wrong deeds and words and thoughts, the suicidal stupidity of effectively saying to Jesus : So you went to the cross for my sins, well that’s very sweet of you, dear boy, but I don’t need it.

John 3.16-18 : The Message : This is how much God loved the world: He gave his Son, his one and only Son. And this is why: so that no one need be destroyed; by believing in him, anyone can have a whole and lasting life. God didn’t go to all the trouble of sending his Son merely to point an accusing finger, telling the world how bad it was. He came to help, to put the world right again. Anyone who trusts in him is acquitted; anyone who refuses to trust him has long since been under the death sentence without knowing it. And why? Because of that person’s failure to believe in the one-of-a-kind Son of God when introduced to him. 

Mark 16.16 : Jesus said : Anyone who believes and is baptized will be saved. But anyone who refuses to believe will be condemned. Look. I don’t happen to believe that you can miss out on Heaven by accident. There is a choice. God will always offer each one a choice. 

Let me encourage you, as I myself was encouraged, by this report that came by e-mail to me earlier this week from India : There was a huge breakthrough in the spiritual realm during the meeting tonight.  Praise the Lord!!  Many more pastors came tonight after hearing of what the Lord was doing.  They all are so afraid, but God is showing Himself strong in this town, and the Christians are being stirred and receiving boldness and strength! Freedom has come to this region. There was a great time of praise and worship and at the end of the message several hundred responded to the invitation for salvation.  

A very powerful sense of the presence of God was felt all over the stadium with healing and deliverances taking place.  Many of the precious people were falling to the ground under the power of the Holy Spirit with no one touching them!  Even Sudheer's daughter Rachael testified to the Lord healing her in the Friday night meeting of some terrible pain that she had been suffering with.  It was completely gone since the night before!

Tomorrow the team will split up and go to minister is several churches in the morning.  The mass meeting will continue tomorrow night.  Be praying for an open heaven and great victory against the powers of darkness!  Our Lord God Reigns over all!!  He reigns over India!!  He reigns over Orissa!!   Our God Reigns over Sirkakulam!!  Absolutely nothing can stand against our God and the blood of the Lamb--our Lord Jesus Christ!

That message is from Dr John Shiver, who on leaving India, will be coming to lead meetings with us here in Ale & Teviot very soon. I just spoke of the importance of choice. And in the days and the weeks to come, I believe that choice will become more and more real, the urgency of making a decision more and more real stark as the evidence of spiritual awakening, of lives renewed by the Word of God and the Holy Spirit of God, with signs and wonders, becomes ever more compelling right here in our midst. 
To refuse Jesus and His offer of salvation, and trust instead in one’s own goodness ; to refuse the blessing of grace in favour of the curse of the law, requires a “faith” far greater than mine. And we see in Luke’s version of the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem exactly the fault-lines along which that choice was made in Jerusalem. The people who had received Jesus just as they found Him said YES and rejoiced. The people, sadly the religious people, who were prejudiced against Him and refused to let His grace lead them from death to life, plotted the cross. In each case, they followed the lead of their spiritual father.
Whereas the ordinary people who cheered Jesus on were just that, ordinary people who took Jesus at His Word, and received abundant grace according to His Word that turned their whole lives round, the Pharisees perceived Jesus through a distorted filter of their own sadly bloated self-importance. Divine truth was not top of their agenda. The manifest blessing of God upon people in need was not top of their agenda. Securing their own privileged position and maintaining control of the system WAS top of their agenda. 
There is something truly pathetic in their request that Jesus tell His followers to shut up and stop cheering [v.39]. And there is something truly majestic in Jesus’ response : “I tell you, if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” All of creation could share in rejoicing in what Jesus was about to accomplish, In Romans 8.19 we read : the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of God to be revealed. The curse of Adam’s disobedience, the curse reinforced and codified by the Law of Moses, was about to be lifted.

The pivotal point of all history, when God would regain the title deeds to creation from the devil and hand them over to the church, the body of Christ, was imminent. The Pharisees had the choice. They could have been part of that. But they flung it back in God’s face.

Like the time they all flocked to a meeting, probably in the house of Jesus Himself, and even as they sat there with faces like a wet night in Workington, we read that the power of the Lord was present for Jesus to heal the sick [Luke 5.17]. They were the cream of the scholarly crop, but they weren’t as bright as the demons in Mark 1.22, who at least recognised Him as the Holy One of God – remember, one very stupid question and one very smart observation?  

Had even one Pharisee just come off his high horse and received, how blessed would he have been. Instead, it was a man who was lowered through the ceiling on a stretcher who received, and the Pharisees went away with their noses in a sling. They had a choice. They blew it. They wanted to fit the God of Heaven and earth into a little jelly mould of their own creation. They demanded that God play by their rules. Big mistake.  
What side of the Palm Sunday fence are we on? The ordinary people who knew they didn’t have all the answers, who knew they needed the supernatural grace of God to make it, and were willing to change their hearts and minds and lives radically if that’s what it took?

Or like the Pharisees, too set and comfortable in our ways to let God be God and bring love and life, forgiveness and healing, to whoever He wants, whenever He wants, wherever He wants, however He wants, whether or not it fits what we think, what we feel, what we want? 
When revival comes, when these pews fill, when there’s a pile of discarded walking sticks – aye, and maybe even wooden legs! – on the church floor, will we be found celebrating what God’s doing, or complaining about it? I’m ready to run with it. What about you?
