“Rejoice Greatly!”
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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

When Jesus entered Jerusalem, his admirers had their interpretation of what was happening; his enemies had theirs.  Jesus had his.  
He was coming in fulfillment of the prophecy God had given Zechariah.  Five hundred years before, that’s 25 pages earlier in you pew Bibles, God had revealed to Zechariah that the Messiah would enter Jerusalem a young donkey, gently, bringing peace.  
The Gospels underscore that Jesus made elaborate arrangements to ensure that this was exactly how was seen to arrive in the city.

Yet when you Zechariah’s prophecy, you see that his vision of the Messiah entering Jerusalem is placed in a context of judgment; Israel’s enemies are subdued.  The king enters Jerusalem triumphantly yet with this twist, not as the maker of war but as the bringer of peace.  And peace not only to Israel, but peace to ends of the earth.

These conditions were not met on Palm Sunday.  Jerusalem was still under Roman oppression.  Granted he was received at least by the Galilean contingent of pilgrims to the Passover, the rulers of Jerusalem were incensed at how he received their adoration as some kind of deliverer.  
And Luke tells us Jesus proceeded to weep over the city crying, “If you, even you, had only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes. 43The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an embankment against you and encircle you and hem you in on every side.”  (Luke 19:42-43)
Still, Jesus claimed by his actions, “I am the fulfillment of that prophecy.  I have come to bring this to pass.  What I have come to do will hasten the day when all say, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”  (Matthew 23:39)
At the time, Jesus’ own disciples did not understand that he entered in fulfillment of Zechariah.  John tells us, “At first his disciples did not understand all this. Only after Jesus was glorified did they realize that these things had been written about him.”  (John 12:16)
So let me underscore the key to their misunderstanding.  Jesus had not yet been glorified.  He had not conquered death.  He had not yet risen.  He was still to be exalted.  But when he was, they understood, this man who conquered death was the conqueror of Zechariah’s prophecy.  He was the Messiah destined for triumph, the bringer of peace.
Because Jesus identified so strongly with Zechariah’s prophecy as he entered Jerusalem, let’s allow Zechariah tell us about our Christ on that Palm Sunday.    
Our text begins, “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion!  Shout, O Daughter of Jerusalem!”
Jesus entered Jerusalem because God’s goal for his people is joy.  Not just joy, but great joy in Christ, heart pounding, ear splitting, foot stomping joy. If this is God’s goal, you must understand, this is your destiny.

To appreciate what this means, I hardly need remind you of conditions in this world.  The Westminster Shorter Catechism asks the question, “Into what estate did the fall bring mankind?”  Its answer:  “The fall did bring mankind into an estate of sin and misery.”
One of the reasons we long for joy is because it is so good to live with this condition of heart and soul.  It is true health and true life.  There are other reasons as well.  One of them is that joy is rare.  Joy not our normal state. 
In this world there are so many ways to suffer and hurt and be hurt.  How many people do you know – and perhaps you are one of them – who feel so preoccupied, burdened, and long out of touch with joy, that they would have a hard time describing in joy in anything like personal terms?
When scripture tell us to rejoice, we are not being invited to act insincerely or to pretend life is not what it is.  

The promise of joy is a promise made in spite of suffering.  In the bible it is directed toward the downcast as the downcast are directed to Christ.  God does not tell to us rejoice except that he also tells us where joy is to be found, where it is certain, where it is fully justified.
The plans and purpose of God is to bring us into an estate of joy forever through Christ.  

“Rejoice!” is synonymous with, “Live”.  “Rejoice in the Lord!” is synonymous with, “Live in the mercy, forgiveness, acceptance, support, and protection of Christ – in short, live in his love, live at peace.”
This is the end for which Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.  Our joy is His triumph.
This is God’s goal and your eternal destiny in Christ, but Zechariah did not stop there.  He moved from God’s goal of joy to the basis for joy.  Our text reads:  “Behold your king comes to you.”

Jesus is a very different kind of king, or Lord.  Do you remember in I Samuel 8 and how God told Samuel to lecture the people when they demanded an earthly king.  “Tell them a king will send you’re your children to fight in war, or to be his servants making him rich, to pay him taxes.  He will take the best of what you have – lands and vineyards and groves -- until you cry out for relief.”  (synopsis) 

Jesus is a not that kind of lord.  He is not a lord of the earth.  He did not come to take but to give, not to abuse but to set free.  He did not come to lord it over people but to dwell with them, because he loves them and is for them.

It moves me to think the day Jesus entered Jerusalem, people shouted for joy.  They applied Psalm 118, a great Passover psalm, to him as the shouted, ,..“Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”

They did this in spite of the fact they did not understand he was the Christ.  They didn’t trust him that way.  They had no idea what lay in store that coming Thursday, Friday and Sunday.  
But they knew He was for them.  He had not looked down on them.  He had served them.  He had devoted his life to the poor in spirit.  Because of him they knew what it was to be loved.

Whatever they knew about Jesus, we have been given so much more to know.  All that he had accomplished prior to entering Jerusalem was as nothing compared with what he was about to endure.
The king came, “righteous and having salvation.”  The two terms, “righteous” and “salvation” reinforce each other.  They are both covenantal words.  
Salvation is God’s most ancient promise to his people, that he will save them from their sin and the judgment they deserve, that he will save them from evil and the injustices thy face.  
Righteous refers to God’s commitment to keep his promise.  He will never let his people down.  He will always keep the promise he made to them.  He will never break it.  
Jesus entered Jerusalem determined to secure the destiny of joy God promised his people.  That is what we mean by salvation.   Salvation means far more than freedom from the tyranny of enemies.  It means being restored to God, given the gift of peace with him, in spite of our sins.  
So, Jesus entered Jerusalem.  He was like a condemned man opening the door to his own death chamber.

His disciples were upset because Jesus’ enemies were strong there and would have authority to kill him.  Jesus entered Jerusalem because this was so, and because “no prophet can die outside of Jerusalem.” (Luke 13:33)
Later on in the same prophecy in which Zechariah saw the Messiah entering Jerusalem, gentle and riding on a donkey, he would see the necessity of the king’s suffering and rejection in order to turn Israel back to the Lord.
“And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication.  They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn son.” (Zech. 12:10-22)
Zechariah would also see that as the shepherd was struck, the sheep would scatter (Zech. 13:7-9). 
But this would not be the end.  It would make the end possible, which is triumph and peace.  Jesus did not enter Jerusalem to condemn but to save.  He did not enter only to suffer for no purpose but for that very purpose he had come for:  To atone for our sins, to bear for us the judgment we could never endure, to reconcile us to God, to make peace through the blood of the cross.
Christ came much farther toward you in his humility than you could ever go toward him.  He has brought us terms of peace in which he endured all the suffering and penalty due.  This is grace. 
It is in repenting our sins and accepting Christ as our Savior that we come to know this peace.  It is in believing that we come to know joy.  It is in rejoicing that we taste our destiny.  In reaching our destiny, we add to Christ’s triumph.

And so, again and again in Scripture we read the admonitions:  Repent, Accept, Believe, Rejoice, Taste, Reach that destiny.

If you are a Christian, you have every reason to rejoice greatly this morning.  For you king has come, and he will come for you.  He is the Savior.  If he withheld nothing to make your joy possible, why hesitate to express your joy, full and complete, to him.  Now!  Today!
I say to you, “Now is the time of God’s favor.  Today is the day of salvation.”
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