SILENT WITNESSES
#7 The Palm Branch

Palm Sunday 2009 – John 12:12-19
One Sunday morning a retired Lutheran pastor was preaching at a congregation while the pastor was out of town. As he stood in the pulpit to begin the service, he tapped the microphone to make sure that it was on. He heard nothing, even though, it was working fine. So he leaned closer to the microphone and said, he thought, to himself; There is something wrong with this thing. The congregation responded, And also with you. This story illustrates the danger of the familiar. It can become dangerous to drive on a road that we drive on every single day.  We stop being alert and we figure we can drive this route with our eyes closed. A husband and wife can soon take for granted all the things their spouse does. And before we know it, we feel we are the only one putting anything into our relationship. A parent can become so used to having their child filling their life with joy that they don't appreciate their child until they move away. It is possible to become so familiar with something that we begin to take it for granted don’t we!
This is also the danger we face as we come into Holy week. The accounts of the Triumphal Entry, the cross, and resurrection are so familiar to most of us that we can easily go through the motions of a celebration without ever allowing the message of these events to touch our lives in fresh ways. The challenge every year is to see these accounts through fresh eyes. 
Every Wednesday evening during Lent we have looked at different Silent Witnesses. The visual reminder of these witnesses has grown each week (thorns, robe, nail, spear, shroud, and stone) their purpose was to help us see Jesus sacrificial death on the cross through fresh eyes. Today we have another silent witness: THE PALM BRANCH. What would it reveal if it could speak to us in the 21st century? Let’s find out (readers theatre):
The Palm Branch is humming Joy to the World (interview begins by interrupting the humming).

(Interrupt humming ). Excuse me! Excuse me sir! May I have a few moments of your time! I would like……
Can’t you see I’m trying to Praise the Lord? 
Why, yes…of course…I am really sorry to disturb you. I have been given an assignment to interview the 

“Silent Witnesses” surrounding the one called Jesus. I know that your testimony would be very helpful!

Why didn’t you say so? I would be more than happy to help! As I recall that day was the happiest day of my life. I have not been the same since.

Thank you so much! You are most kind. How about telling us a little bit about yourself first!

I would be delighted, but there is not much to tell really. I love hot weather. In fact, you might even say I thrive in that type of environment. The hotter the better I always say. 

Me too…But where I come from that does not happen until July! Please continue!
As I was saying, my kind just flourish in the sun. Many of us grow to be anywhere from 60 to 80 feet high. Soaking up the rays day after day. It’s a great life. Sorry to hear that sunshine is limited where you come from. That would be a tough pill to swallow for me. How do you survive?

We manage! Some head down to Florida! I use the tanning booth myself.

Good for you! I love the sun. It’s rays can cause my branches to grow up to six feet in length. Talk about long arms. I have such a wonderful time extending my branches up to the sky in awe and praise to my Creator every day. In fact, every day I lift my palms in worship and praise since that incredible day that Jesus Christ changed my life.

That must have been quite a day. 

Did you know that palm trees can live to be up to 200 years old and serve as a symbol of immortality? 
Have you have ever traveled in the desert? Just when you think you are almost out of water and about to die, they stand there marking an oasis, a symbol of life surrounded by death.
Would you mind telling us your age?

My kind never give away their age. Over the years I have gotten to know a few of the old- timers at Risen Christ. Let’s just say some of us are up there in years.  But I can tell you this much, the older I get the more I consider it a privilege to serve Jesus. Mind if I tell you one of my favorite Bible verses?
Not at all! Do you need a Bible?

Nope! Have it memorized. Comes from Psalm 92: The righteous will flourish like a palm tree…they will still bear fruit in old age, they will stay fresh and green, proclaiming, “The Lord is upright; He is my Rock, and there is no wickedness in Him.

Wow! You knew that like the palm of your hand. 
But I am a palm!

It’s just an expression that means you know your material very well!  What kind of fruit were you talking about?

A palm tree and its branches are fruitful in many ways. Most of my fruit is born between my 30th and 80th years. But I’m still not telling my age! My dates are eaten fresh or dried, and some are made into wine.  My branches are woven into baskets, ropes, and sandals. Some people today even make crosses out of me to remind them that the blood of Jesus has washed away every sin.

You have been fruitful! Tell us how you first came to meet Jesus.

I was just minding my own business. Just blowing in the wind. I had been used to living for myself and doing my own thing. I was fairly content with life. An occasional storm now and then shook me up quite a bit, but it was nothing I could not handle by myself. I really did not have much time to worship and praise my Creator. I was just too busy for God. I would think about Him around certain Holy Days as I saw the crowds of people gather for the Passover. That is about all!

That would be Christmas and Easter in our culture! 

I guess things have not changed all that much over time have they?

Can you tell us a little about this Passover?
It’s a traditional Jewish meal, in which each family thanks God for delivering Israel from slavery in Egypt. They eat lots of flatbreads, and lamb, and sing through some Psalms together. 
What happened to change your life?

One day I heard all this commotion out in the front yard. I did not think much about it till they said some kind of King was riding into town. Most Kings and people of importance would ride in on a majestic stallion. Proud Roman warriors would charge through the streets on their magnificent white horses. But not this King. This one was different. King Jesus was very humble.

How do you mean?
Jesus came riding into town on a lowly donkey, the symbol of peace. I really did not have much peace in my life. Always rushing here. Always rushing there. I cannot begin to tell you how many different directions my life was being bent and stretched into. I was just one stressed and stretched out branch. 

The kind that’s hot, dry, and about to crumble. I was in pretty bad shape!

Life does have a way of stretching us in many different directions. Please continue!

As I was just hanging around stressed out to the max I noticed this crowd of people were placing some of my friends and family, and even robes in the pathway of Jesus. Before I knew what was happening someone began cutting me down from my home. Before I knew it we were running to try and get ahead of the rest of the crowd. I was thinking, “I’m going to be crushed!” Talk about a bad palm day!

I think you mean bad hair day! 

I don’t have any hair! I’m a palm branch remember! You might be thinking about Pastor Chris. Now he does not have much hair.
My mistake! That must have been very frightening! What happened next?

We pushed our way through the crowd. Everybody seemed to be celebrating. It was like a big parade. People were shouting, dancing, and having a great time. I had never seen anything quite like this before.

What were they shouting?

Hosanna! Blessed is He who come in the name of the LORD! Hosanna in the highest! As we got closer to Jesus, that is when my life began to change forever!

Please tell us how it changed!

As we got closer to Jesus, instead of being placed in front of Him on the ground, I was handed over to Jesus, personally! I remember as I drew closer to Jesus, that I just could not stop looking at His face. I did not know what it was. There was such a peace that radiated from His entire being. In the midst of that noisy crowd I saw Jesus smile communicate a sense of well - being and love. That’s when He touched me. 
What happened?

I could feel His power and warmth beginning to replace my stress, worry, and all my sins with a perfect peace. All my worries just seemed to be lifted off the palm of my hands. All my sins were washed away in a river of love and forgiveness I had never experienced before in my life. I suddenly began to be filled with an incredible love, peace, and joy. As time went on my selfish priorities slowly began to line up with God’s will in the Bible. When your in the will of God and doing the will of God it brings great joy in your life. I would not trade that joy and peace I have in Jesus Christ for anything in the whole wide world.

I noticed from the beginning that you were a joyful sort of palm branch. How about singing a verse for us?
I would be delighted! Joy to the world, the Lord is come! Let earth receive her King; Let every heart prepare Him room and heav’n and nature sing, and heav’n and nature sing, and heav’n and heav’n and nature sing. That’s a song you can sing all year round, not just on certain holidays like some believe! 
That is very enlightening. Is there anything else you would like to tell us?

The same Jesus that touched me on that first Palm Sunday is the same Jesus that wants to touch your life every day. Your life can be filled to overflowing with the joy, and peace of Jesus Christ. Is your life being stretched today in a million different directions like mine was years ago? Do you feel that the rubber band of your life is about to snap? Are you so stressed out from life that your whole world is about to come crashing in around you? Remember Jesus words: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”  You will be glad you did!
Thank you so much for your stirring witness. Sounds like another song coming on….

He rules the world with truth and grace and makes the nations prove. The glories of His righteousness. And wonders of His love, and wonders of His love, and wonders, wonders of His love.
The Palm Branch teaches us: Praise   Always   Lifts  Me up! In Isaiah 61 there is a powerful verse that Jesus applied to Himself in the synagogue at Nazareth as he began His public ministry. He said that the Spirit of God would be upon Him because he was anointed to preach good news to the poor, bind up the brokenhearted, proclaim freedom for the captives and release from darkness for the prisoners. It continues in verse three:  and provide for those who grieve in Zion-to bestow on them a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. What are we to put on? The GARMENT of praise!
The Hebrew word for garment shows praise as more than a piece of clothing casually thrown over our shoulders. We are reminded that we need to wrap or cover ourselves with a praise mentality daily. The garment of praise is to leave no openings through which hostile elements can penetrate. This garment repels or replaces a spirit of despair or heaviness. When discouraged, distressed, depressed, or oppressed  BE DRESSED in the garment of praise!
On a cold and chilly day in Minnesota, a coat is not much help if it stays in the closet is it? We have to put it on!

The same is true about the garment of praise. This Bible passage is not referring to singing your favorite hymn or song or even attending corporate worship on Sunday mornings. It’s about a lifestyle and attitude that begins each day with:  THIS IS THE DAY THE LORD HAS MADE LET US REJOICE AND BE GLAD IN IT (real upbeat). This is the day the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it (real downcast). GOOD MORNING JESUS! (Real upbeat)  Oh, Jesus, its morning! (real downcast). What is your mindset today? Five attitudes were represented on that first Palm Sunday.

The CITY represents a CONFUSED understanding. When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?” (Matthew 21:10). The word stirred is often used of an earthquake showing that the dramatic arrival of Jesus caused a great commotion. At times we can get distracted from putting on our garment due to the daily grind of living. Each day has its own challenges that can get us all stirred up. The tyranny of the urgent.  A husband’s wife was sick so he stopped by the store to pick up some items, when he quickly noticed another father with a 4 year old in the buggy whining for a candy bar. The dad said, be patient Billy we’re almost finished. The two men passed on another isle and the little boy was getting louder, I want a candy bar. We’re almost done Billy be patient. At the check out the little boy was really showing out. The dad said calmly, hang on Billy we’re almost to the car. The husband followed the dad to the car and commended him for his great patience. The dad said, you don’t understand, I’M BILLY!  At times the tyranny of the urgent gets us all stirred up and we forget to put on our garment of praise.
The DISCIPLES represents a CONCEALED understanding. 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 and that they had done these things to him (John 12:16). It was not till later that the light bulb really came on about Jesus death and resurrection. 
The Christian life is a process. Some Christians do not put on the garment of praise because the light bulb has not gone on in their life. They may not realize the importance of this truth yet. That’s o.k. because like the disciples we need to grow in the truth of God’s Word. The more we grow the more we can apply to our lives. One can’t apply what has not been revealed. It is wise to pray before we read the Scriptures. Holy Spirit open the eyes of my heart so that I may have a clearer understanding of your will for my life as your 21st century disciple.
At times even the strongest believers battle feelings of loneliness or worth. For some this Easter season will remind them of loved ones who are no longer here! Some walk around their house wondering if anyone would miss them if they were gone. See with new eyes! Understand that when Jesus marched into Jerusalem you were on his mind. The death He willingly suffered was a sacrifice designed to help us remember just how valuable we are!  You may feel alone, deserted, unimportant but remember you are engraved on the palms of his hands (Isaiah 49:16) You’re valuable to Jesus!
The CROWD represents a CARNAL understanding. …the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they had seen (Luke 19:37). Now the crowd that was with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to spread the word. Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him (John 12:17-18). This reminds me of having a roller coaster  relationship with Christ. As long as the blessings are flowing everything is great. The moment a little pain or suffering comes to our life the garment of praise is forgotten. When things are going well there is joy and praise. Just the opposite happens with pain and suffering. Doom and gloom! God is no longer viewed as a loving Heavenly Father.
Maybe life is difficult for you right now. Perhaps you wonder if God is out to get you! Perhaps, things are so painful in your life that you are questioning his love for you. If that is the case, look again with fresh eyes.  Realize, that the Savior who gave his life for you, loves you with a depth of love that is unfathomable. See Him as he goes to the cross on your behalf and in your place. Realize that his love is so great that you can be certain that he would not allow any needless suffering in your life. Trials that come our way are designed to lead us into something good.
The PHARISEES represents a CRIPPLED understanding. But when the chief  priests and the teachers of the law saw the wonderful things he did and the children shouting in the temple area, “Hosanna to the Son of David,” they were indignant (Matthew 21:15). So the Pharisees said to one another, “See this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after him!” (John 12:19). These folks become very critical and judgmental. They focus more on the weeds instead of the flowers. How many believe we live in a negative society? Society wants to beat the praise out of God’s people. We can be in a negative environment at work, at home, or get caught up in the latest bad news story on television. We can be surrounded by negative people or negative circumstances coming at us from all direction. Easy to get discouraged and go through life with a heavy heart. Some even begin to praise negativism. Little fellow wrote,    Dear Pastor, I know God loves everybody but He never met my sister! By grumbling we are actually accusing God of mismanaging the details of our life. Anything that does not proceed from faith is sin. UNBELIEF IS THE DARKROOM WHERE WE DEVELOP OUR NEGATIVES. What have you been developing lately?
Perhaps you have failed him. You feel shame.  It is impossible for you to imagine that God could still care about you.  Jesus is not surprised by our failures. He came to Jerusalem in order to deliver us from such things. He knows what you have done, and wants to make you clean and to set you free. Jesus says: Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give your rest (Matt. 11:28.)  Have you done that? Are you hiding from the very One who wants to love you more than you have ever been loved before? Stop hiding and start believing. 
The CHILDREN represent a CLEAR understanding. Do you hear what these children are saying” they asked him. Yes, replied Jesus, Have you never read, “From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise (Matt.21:16).  Don’t you just love children when they give praise to God?  Michael had his spring concert recently. I just love watching the kindergarten to second grade age group sing to Jesus. Right from the heart. Beautiful to behold. No matter what our age is however, we are to have the attitude of those children. GOOD MORNING, LORD!
But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light (1 Peter 2:9).How do we declare that praise?     Put on the garment of praise daily. Praise is the thermometer of our relationship with Jesus.  What is your temperature today? This lifestyle of praise is for morning, afternoon, evening and every season of life.  I have a challenge for you! This week no matter what the thermometer reads. Come up with 26 reasons to give God praise based on each letter of the alphabet:  Always present… Blesses me… Cares for me…Delivers me from evil…Encourages me…Forgives me…Grace for me…Heals me…Intercedes for me…Loves me…Mercy is new daily…Opens doors for me… Etc…Learn the lesson of the PALM branch.  Praise  Always  Lifts  Me up! AMEN!
