Giving Up Popularity
(Palm Sunday)
Zechariah 9:9-12
Matthew 21:1-11

Well, we made it to yet another Holy Week. Today, Palm Sunday which is also called Passion Sunday is one of the hardest Sundays to preach a sermon for many pastors including myself. We begin the service with the shouts of Hosanna, Hosanna, and the waving of the palms. And we leave today knowing all is not going to end well. As we begin this Holy week, let us be reminded that Holy week is hard. If we take part in everything that is happening this week, its uncomfortable. Its agonizing. Its disturbing. Its not fair. Its just plain wrong. Holy week is like a roller coaster of emotions. But if we are faithful in our commitments, we can do this together. OH! What a welcome Jesus got as he entered Jerusalem. “Hosanna!” the people cried, hailing him as an honored king. And let us not forget that even as this was a triumphant entry into Jerusalem, on the other side there was another entry happening. An entry of the Romans and they were on a mission. The crowds loved Jesus on Palm Sunday, but just a few days later a different crowd was calling for his death and the release of a murderer. Popularity and acclaim in the eyes of others is fleeting, and if we put all our faith in it we will be very disappointed. Instead, God calls us to put our faith in God's unending love and grace- something that will never go away, and will sustain us through the times when others have abandoned us. 
Being Popular is something that we learned at a young age.  Usually, being a part of a large group of people. There was high visibility, power, sometimes being feared of, instead of being liked.  We were part of the “Cool Crowd.” I remember growing up in school and being part of those cool groups. In order to be popular we had to do something out of the norm. Maybe it was stacking lockers, or telling lies to get others in trouble. Maybe it was initiating peers and making them do uncomfortable things. What about you? What cool crowd were you part of? Maybe it was a cheerleading group, a music club, sports club, or the nerd group. When you are popular people look up to you. Even as adults being popular is being “Cool.” Maybe it is catching that big fish. Or just being the leader of the club. And then posting it all over social media for everyone to see. Today, God calls us to give up that “Popularity.” I want to remind you that In Philippians 2:4 we read “Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Too many times, we are too busy making ourselves look good, that we forget to help others. 
Today we look at a man, that put all that popularity aside even though he was in the form of God, he did not count equality with God, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. And can I just say; He’s still doing it today? He’s not bending our will and forcing us to follow Him.  He is not making us be part of that cool club! He gives us a choice.  Jesus is humble and gentle and patient. His great desire is that we would worship him in Spirit and in truth… and this passage is one that can teach us that. If we would only pause and let the scripture teach us, I think we will get to a deeper understanding of who Christ is and what was in His heart in this moment. I really like what Tim Keller says about this. He says “Religious people find God useful, while Christians find God Beautiful.” 
As we look at our text today, it is important to remember, Jesus knew that the religious leaders were going to arrest Him and condemn Him and mock Him and scourge Him and deliver Him to the Romans for crucifixion. He told his disciples in Matthew 20, but they did not understand. Yet He had the courage to not only enter Jerusalem, but to enter in as a Gentle and Humble King. He was able to put his popularity aside and make the ride in on a donkey. Jesus came to Jerusalem in humility, yet with appropriate dignity. Instead of coming on a horse as a conquering general, He came on a colt, as was customary for royalty. He came to Jerusalem as the Prince of Peace. He chose a Donkey, a Colt, to enter the city of Jerusalem for the last time. This contrasts to His previous pattern of suppressing publicity. It is important to understand that if Jesus had not deliberately suppressed the popular enthusiasm over Him and His credentials as Messiah, and if Jesus had wanted it, this would have happened long ago and many times.  As Carson says: “The applause and the crowds were not manipulated; they would have occurred in any case. But the ride on a colt, because it was planned, could only be an acted parable, a deliberate act of self-disclosure…Secrecy was being lifted.” Jesus also showed that He wasn’t afraid of chief priests and Pharisees. He knew they were plotting to kill Him, yet He came openly to the city as Messiah.
Now each of the gospels have their own take on this triumphant entry into Jerusalem, But I chose Matthew because it was in Matthew 2 just a short while ago where we saw This prince of peace being born, King of the Jews. Jerusalem was troubled and another King, King Herod was seeking to find and have the Prince of peace killed. So, as we look at this story. There are a few things to remember. First, the disciples. They simply did what Jesus told them. I think about when they were out fishing all night and hadn’t caught a single fish. Jesus shows up and tells them to throw their nets out on the other side of the boat. Their response? Lord we’ve been out here all night and haven’t caught anything. But they did what Jesus wanted them to do. Now he tells them to go into town and untie the donkey and colt.
Second, the crowd. And the crowds that went before him and that followed him, laid down their cloaks and branches shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” Third, those who were still in Jerusalem, asking who is this man, and hearing this guy is; “The Prophet.” They just didn’t get it. They called him prophet vs. messiah. Jesus was fulfilling the prophecy. And his attempt was to be humble and he wants you and I to get it. Finally, it is important to remember as Jesus was at the top of the mountain overlooking the city of Jerusalem, He wept over it saying: “If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes.” Luke 19 tells us; Jesus knew the judgment that would come upon Jerusalem.
What I find odd about this story, it is these same people that are shouting Hosanna, and five days later they change their tune shouting Away with him! Crucify him! Crucify him! How unfaithful is the multitude! Even when they get right, there is but little hope that they will continue so long.” What about your life? Do you have people in your life celebrating you, and then turn on you? I know I have. 
If we look back at the story of the first Passover where the people of Israel were saved by the blood of the lamb. They had only one thing to do… apply the blood and you live.  If you didn’t, the firstborn would die.  And now fast forward it to Jesus’ moment on this Palm Sunday where they worshipped and praised him, but they didn’t quite get it. They were wanting a forceful King, instead they got a gentle and humbled King that would arrive on a donkey, a colt.
And Remember, before Jesus arrived as he stood upon that mountain overlooking Jerusalem, Jesus wept because no matter how popular He was in that moment, he knew they would not know the way to peace. So where are you on this Palm Sunday? Maybe you are doing great, but I live in this world, where my peace gets robbed all the time.  I want those things that are oppressing me to be wrecked.  But God has a better plan.  A-Men
