Palm Sunday – 2009
I. Introduction

Every four years we elect a president.  When we go to the polls we vote for the person who most closely mirrors what we are looking for in a leader.  And given the number of people there are in America it shouldn’t surprise us that there are so many differing views about what kind of a leader we are looking for.  That’s not so different from Jesus’ day.
II. What kind of a king are we looking for?
Opening
When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey it was though he was announcing his “candidacy” because he was arriving the same way King Solomon had traveled to his coronation.  And he was coming into a city as a King, and the city was filled with many different groups of people each of whom had their own picture of what they wanted in a Messiah king.
Power: Romans and Zealots
There were those who valued power, like the Roman soldiers of the 10th Legion.  They already knew who the king was… their emperor Caesar.  And those soldiers who had been in Jerusalem long enough had already experienced—more than once—Jews claiming to be the Messiah.  Those would-be Messiah kings and the rebellions they started always ended the same way--tasting the power of the Roman king as they were put to death.

Their Jewish counterparts were the Zealots who wanted a Messiah who would successfully lead the Jews against Rome and throw out those occupying forces.  They were not opposed to using terrorist tactics.  Jesus was certainly popular enough to unite the people, but he showed little concern for their cause.  Maybe they could manipulate him.
Holiness: Sadducees and Pharisees
There were those who valued holiness, like the Sadducees… the priestly party.  Rome regarded the Sadducees as the indigenous leaders and let them have power as long as they were able to keep the rest of the Jewish population in line.  The Sadducees also govern​ed the Temple.  They worked with the Romans as long as the Romans respected their management of the Temple… which they did.  And they may have been able to tolerate Jesus had he done the same.

Their counterparts were the Pharisees who were Jewish lay people who felt the Sadducees had sold out and were no longer concerned about the true things of the faith like keeping the Torah, God’s laws.  They had the same concerns about Jesus who seemed to have little regard for Sabbath laws and laws regarding clean and unclean.
Closing
With few exceptions, nobody in those four groups of people would have been among the crowds waving their palm branches and welcoming Jesus as their king.  He wasn’t what they wanted.  The only problem with that is that he turned out to really be the Son of God.  And the question changed from what kind of king they wanted to what kind of God did they want? 
III. What kind of a king is Jesus?
Opening
That question continues to confront us: what kind of God do we want and what kind of a God do we get in Jesus?
A different kind of power
If we value power (like the Romans and the Zealots) we want Jesus to be powerful.  We want him to be able to get done what we pray for.  We want our loved ones to get well; we want injustices to be put right.
I have met those who have abandoned their faith because God seemed powerless to them.  Their loved ones died, injustices never change.  And I have this response to offer them.  Look at Jesus on the cross... really look.  He was arguably the most powerful human that ever walked the face of the earth, and here he was the victim of human injustice; here he was dying and not being saved from death.  His power is obviously different than what we would expect.  His power is best understood in the words he uttered as he was being nailed to that accursed cross: “Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.”  It is his power of forgiveness that changes us.  It is his power of forgiveness that changes the world.
A different kind of holiness
Or maybe like the Pharisees and Sadducees we want a God who keeps track of the good and the bad that we do and makes sure that each person is rewarded or punished accordingly… a God who blesses us when we keep his commandments and brings consequences to bear down on us when we break his commandments… a God who measures holiness by how closely we keep his laws.
But instead of a God like that, Jesus told parables of laborers who only worked the last hour of the day being paid the same as those who toiled the whole day long.  Jesus told parables of a shep​herd looking for a sheep that had wandered far from the fold to bring it home.  Jesus talked to those who were considered far beyond those who deserved attention, like the Samaritan woman, and extended to them the same gift of abundant life.  Jesus showed us a God who wasn’t keeping score; he showed us a God who dealt with us by grace… a God whose holiness was expressed in perfect love.
Closing
Not everybody may be looking for a God like that.  In fact, probably only those who know how much they don’t measure up would be drawn to a God of such forgiveness and grace.  A lot of people would rather keep score and know they are better than their neighbor.  Of course the problem with that is that Jesus turned out to really be the Son of God.  He is what God is like. 
IV. Conclusion
We all tend to remake God in our own image… tailor-fitting God to be what we want instead of seeing God for who God is.  I’d like to think that those who greeted Jesus with Palm branches that day were people who had caught a glimpse of what God is really like in Jesus, and though they may have been mistaken about how that was going to play out, they still loved him because they knew he loved them.  
That’s what we want to be like—people who know that we are loved by God, and people who want to love God back.  We want to be people who say, “Here is our King!”  Amen. 
