What Just Happened?
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Palm Sunday. Unless you are a little child, we all know the story.
This one little boy though, was sick on Palm Sunday. He stayed home from church that week with his mother. His father returned from church holding a palm branch. The little boy was curious and asked, "Why do you have that palm branch, dad?"
"You see son, when Jesus came into town, everyone waved Palm Branches to honor him, so we got Palm Branches today." The little boy replied, " Aw Shucks! The one Sunday I miss is the Sunday that Jesus shows up!"
Funny, huh? There was a lot of excitement that day that Jesus showed up in Jerusalem. He was welcomed like a king! The people cheered him on. They met him at the city gates and celebrated his arrival. They treated him like a conquering hero and laid down their cloaks and palm branches so he could make his way into the Capitol city. It was good news. Everything was about to change. 
What the people didn’t know, and what they didn’t understand, was the extent, and the means, of what their savior, their Messiah, was coming to do. They thought he was going to overthrow the government and bring them peace from the oppression of the Romans. What he came to do was much greater in scope. He had come to turn the tables on sin and the devil… and make a way for salvation to come to all who would receive it. 
That’s why Jesus pushed back on the religious leaders when they demanded that he tell the people to stop their adulation.
I love how Jesus responds. He says, “I tell you that if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” You see, the whole world was groaning under the strain of sin and sickness. What Jesus was bringing was the cure, the gift of salvation and new birth. To this point, Paul would later write in his letter to the Ephesians, 
"And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience… 
But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved.
Jesus had told them that he was the way, the life and the truth. When he entered the Holy City, he was on his way to opening the gates of grace through his own sacrifice. But nobody understood the “why” of Jesus’ actions. That’s probably the reason that in just a few short days, they would be scratching their heads wondering what just happened and what had they witnessed…
They had the words right. “Jesus saves.” He came “In the name of the Lord” and it was an occasion for shouting “Halleluia.” But they didn’t know the full extent of it. He was the way… to get out from under the curse of the law and the mess that sin had brought us. He was the way… to find our hope for salvation. It is our faith in him, and his saving acts on the cross, that allows us access to the grace of God and our salvation.
Here is the truth Jesus was talking about: The world will let you down. It gives you nothing but empty promises. But his truth is eternal. He says, “Don’t let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God. Believe also in me.” You can put your life in his hands and he will not disappoint. 
Sadly, many turned away from him that day. As soon as they ran into a little headwind from the authorities, they left him behind. On Monday, he entered the temple and made a commotion by overturning the tables of the moneychangers and drawing the ire of the Sanhedrin. By Friday, everything had been turned upside down and many who had been hailing him as “king of the Jews” started shouting “Crucify Him!” 
The few faithful in the crowd had to be scratching their heads and wondering “What just happened?” Let me tell you in case you missed it. Christ came into that city, to those people, and to all of us, so that all who believe might have life, eternal life. That’s why we can still wave the palm branches because now we know. 
When Jesus said he is the life, he was saying that in him you could have life, abundant and eternal. He was saying that He holds the key and is the only way to access this free gift of grace. Finally, He holds the only truth that points to the path to gain access to this magnificent gift.
What they should have been celebrating that first Palm Sunday was not an earthly king who could set them free from the oppression of Rome’s grip on the people, but rather the entrance of the One, True Savior, the Messiah, who could break the power of sin and bring them life as it was intended from the beginning of time. You see Jesus came offering grace, forgiveness and eternal salvation… a life that had meaning and a hope for eternity with God.
The prophet Isaiah had predicted Christ’s atoning death on the cross centuries before. We read in Isaiah 53;
He was despised and rejected by mankind,
    a man of suffering, and familiar with pain.
Like one from whom people hide their faces
    he was despised, and we held him in low esteem.
Surely he took up our pain
    and bore our suffering,
yet we considered him punished by God,
    stricken by him, and afflicted.
But he was pierced for our transgressions,
    he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was on him,
    and by his wounds we are healed.
We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
    each of us has turned to our own way;
and the Lord has laid on him
    the iniquity of us all.
He gave his life so that we might receive the grace of God, the forgiveness of our sins and eternal life. The definition of grace is simply “unmerited favor.” In other words, it wasn’t earned. We didn’t deserve it. We didn’t do anything to be considered worthy of it. It comes solely as a result of God’s love for us.
If it was you or me, we might have turned our back on everyone and given them what they deserved, condemnation, after the debacle on Friday when Jesus was rejected by the masses and Barabbas was set free. But no! Not because we earned it. We received our salvation because of Jesus’ faithfulness and god’s love. He paid the price on the cross for our fickleness, for our sin, for our turning from God to go our own way. 
We are inherently sinful and incapable of saving ourselves from the consequences of our sin. Yet, in His infinite love and mercy, God sent His only Son, Jesus Christ, to bear the punishment for our sins, offering us a way to be redeemed and reconciled with Him. It is a gift, freely given by God, and all we need to do is accept it. 
There is a story told that back in 1830 a man named George Wilson was convicted of robbing the U.S. Mail and he was sentenced to be hanged. President Andrew Jackson issued a pardon for Wilson, but he refused to accept it. 
The matter went to Chief Justice Marshall, who concluded that Wilson would have to be executed. "A pardon is a slip of paper," wrote Marshall, "the value of which is determined by the acceptance of the person to be pardoned. If it is refused, it is no pardon. George Wilson must be hanged." For some, the pardon comes too late. For others, the pardon is not accepted. 
Paul writes in the book of Romans: “All have sinned. All have fallen short of the glory of God.” 
We are in need of a savior. Theologian John Stott wrote: 
"The essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man. Man asserts himself against God and puts himself where only God deserves to be; God sacrifices himself for man and puts himself where only man deserves to be."
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem reveals the radical nature of God's grace. That journey ended in the cross. In sacrificial death on the cross, God took our place, bore our punishment, and offered us His righteousness. This is the heart of our salvation through Christ. It is a truth that humbles us, fills us with gratitude, and compels us to live in a way that honors the incredible sacrifice that was made for us. We have received the greatest gift ever given, and this truth has the power to transform every aspect of our lives.
We are new creations, redeemed and restored, called to live in the light of God's love and grace. As believers, we are no longer defined by our past mistakes, our failures, or our shortcomings. Instead, we are defined by Christ's righteousness, His victory over sin, and His resurrection power. Amen
Now, let's close in prayer.
Dear Lord, we thank You for Your word today. Thank You for the grace You've lavished upon us. Let us claim the salvation that comes through our Lord Jesus Christ. As we leave this place, help us to walk in the reality of Your grace, our salvation. Help us to be channels of Your love and kindness to those around us. May we live as Your workmanship, doing the good works You've prepared for us. 
And now, may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and forevermore. Amen.
