March 29, 2015 – Lent-6, Palm Sunday
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

The OT Lesson: Isaiah 52:13-53:12; Psalm 24;  The Epistle:  Philippians 2:5-11;  The Gospel:  St Matthew 27:1-54
Palm Sunday is the entry to Holy Week - the Holy of Holies of the Church Year – to “the Greater Week” as it is known.  It begins the Lord’s Day of Palm Branches – in church Latin, Dominica in Ramis Palmarum – Christ’s Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem over palms strewn His way.  On this day, Christ faced murderous opposition as He pressed His royal claim as the Messiah - in a carefully prepared parade & celebration.

Riding on a donkey, He fulfilled Zechariah’s prophecy – riding not on a military horse, but on a donkey to signify salvation through peace.  The multitudes sang “Hosanna!  Blessed is He that comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna in the highest” – Ps118.  Hosanna means “Save Now”, not pleading, but claiming the promise of God’s Messiah.  Ps118 is the last & greatest of the Hallel psalms, recited at every Passovers the world over, & part of our Liturgy of Palms.  We hail Christ as our King in the same words with every Communion Service, with the Benedictus qui venit, after the Sanctus.  

The Pharisees understood the significance of His Entry, accompanied by palm branches, & garments laid out for Jesus in a gesture reserved for returning military heroes.  In protest, the Pharisees confronted Jesus.  They demanded He stop their acclamation.  But Jesus replied – Lk19:40 - "I tell you, if these were silent, the Very Stones would cry out."  No other event in human history deserved to be celebrated more than this one day.  The Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem was the divinely appointed day, to become the very pivot of human history.  

Ever since Genesis3:15, when God cursed the “Shining one” (Nachash, serpent), God promised that the Coming One would crush the head of the serpent, while the serpent would bruise (break) His heel.  King David sang of the day, when the Messiah of God would reveal Himself -- the King of Glory, as He called Him in Ps 24.  Those who ascend with Him to “the hill of the Lord” – v 3 – All those who seek Him – v6 - would receive a blessing & reward from the God of their salvation – v 5.  

But no prophet was more explicit about the Messiah than Isaiah – our OT reading today.   Isaiah52 begins with a vision of the Kingdom age.  It calls us to rejoice “Awake, awake, clothe yourself in your beautiful garments, O Jerusalem, the holy city” – v1.  He continues “Break forth, shout joyfully together, you waste places of Jerusalem, for the Lord has comforted his people, He has redeemed Jerusalem” – v9.

The prophecy of Isaiah53 really begins with v13, (verse & chapter divisions are later additions to the Scriptural text).  Isaiah53 has been called the Holy of Holies of OT prophecy, the Pinnacle Text of the OT.  The words of Isaiah here were so provocative that Ashkenazi Jews removed the chapter from their Bibles (Sephardic Jews did not).  Isaiah53 language is so pictographic, pointing to the Christ of the Gospels, that rabbis often asserted the words to be a late & illicit addition to Isaiah’s scroll.

But the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947 at Qumran included a complete copy of Isaiah, well preserved on a copper scroll dating from ~100BC.  A there, Isaiah53 was right in the middle, & created renewed controversy (Shrine of the Book, Jerusalem).
In addition, the Dead Sea Scrolls included 21 other partial fragments of Isaiah, some of which may have been used in Jesus’ times.  Isaiah53 is part of the original text.  Moreover, it is a faithful copy of the original.  Comparing today’s authoritative Hebrew text, the Masoretic text from the 9 – 10th c with the Dead Sea Scrolls or the Septuagint (pre-Christian Greek translation from Alexandria, Egypt, ~3 c BC), yields essentially identical phrasing, w/o evidence of significant copying errors, or intentional editing.

We have today essentially the same words written ~ 700BC.  Isaiah53 is particularly important because the NT extensively referenced it in all 4 Gospels; in Acts8:32, when Philip instructed the Ethiopian eunuch; in Romans 10:16; & in 1 Peter 2:21.  Its graphic language clearly points to the Gospel Jesus on the cross.  Many Jewish believers, when they find this chapter in their own Scripture with its amazing graphic power, have come to faith in Christ as Hebrew Christians (for example, Jack & Marilyn Sternberg in LRock).
The standard Jewish objection to Jesus as God’s Messiah is (Amy-Jill Levine, Vanderbilt Univ) is the fact that the promised Messianic Age did not begin with Jesus.  This MA promise included the raising of the dead, the end of war, famine, disease, & death, with justice throughout the world.  The objectors demand a “package deal” & Jesus had not delivered it.  The fact is that Jewish commentators have always been confounded by 2 radically different prophecies of the promised Messiah.

The 1st is Messiah, son of David, in Ps 24, the “King of Glory, strong & mighty, the Lord mighty in battle” – v8.  The other is the Messiah, son of Joseph, Messiah the suffering servant in Isaiah53.  How could these radically opposed visions be reconciled?

I believe that it is only Christian theology that makes sense of Jesus 1st as the suffering servant & then as the eternal King of kings.  In Christ’s triumphal Entry into Jerusalem we see both Messianic visions coming into focus as the great One.  He is destined for agonizing human suffering, & yet He is divine ruler – past, present, & future.

Looking at the text, v13, King James reads “Behold, my servant shall deal prudently” – it sounds somewhat murky.  But the root word really implies wise & intelligent conduct, in short, likely to succeed.  The Contemporary English Version (CEV, good for understanding, poor for poetry) translation conveys this idea better – He will accomplish His work so successfully that He will be praised, exalted, & highly honored – v14.  He is exalted in His Resurrection, lifted up in His Ascension, & honored at the right hand of God the Father.  But at His 1st Coming, many were horrified because He suffered to the point where He didn’t even look human anymore.
Artists through the ages couldn’t convey the grotesque image of the martyred Christ.  They merely painted a few drops of blood.  But His true appearance, the swelling, bleeding, & contusions were so extreme that they would offend our sensibilities – v14 – He was past recognition.  Yet, when He comes again, people the world over will be astonished.  Kings will be speechless at His magnificence & glory, a splendor they never imagined.  This humble man on the cross on Calvary will appear as Lord of lords & King of kings.  At that time, they will realize how little faith they had in the prophecy & promise of God’s power in action – Isaiah53:1.
v2 – Jesus grew up like a tender young plant in a world of sin & in the dry ground of unfaithful Israel (raising seed at home).  His appearance didn’t single Him out, nor His wealth or power.  This is actually the only physical description of Jesus in the Bible.  He was undistinguished & poor, associating mostly with the poor.  His physical appearance was an image of the Tabernacle, Israel’s portable sanctuary through the desert – glorious on the inside, but humble from the outside.
Everything in the Tabernacle speaks of Christ:  
one gate (“I am the Door”), 
the brazen altar for sacrifice, 
the laver (“I am the living water”), 
the Menorah (“I am the light of the world”), 
the Showbread (“I am the bread of life”), 
the altar of incense (our Intercessor in prayer), 
walls of acacia wood wrapped in gold (layers of divinity & humanity), support beams resting on silver sockets (silver - blood of Christ).

Then God commanded 4 covers for the Tabernacle: 1. Linen, blue, purple, & scarlet (priestly, royal, sacrificial death), beautiful from the inside, 2.  Goat’s hair (scapegoat=sin bearer), 3. Ram’s skin dyed red (innocent blood shed),  4. The outer layer of Badger skins (shoes that do not wear out during the wilderness wanderings) – the unpretentious appearance of Jesus.  Jesus was the Tabernacle incarnate.  
His Word & Mission was hated & rejected – Is53:3 - His life filled with sorrow & suffering.  Nobody wanted to look at Him – He was despised & counted as worthless – v3.  Those who saw His affliction reasoned that He deserved God’s punishment – v4.

But He was wounded & crushed for our sins – to make us well.  In the King James v4 - “Surely, He hath born our griefs & carried our sorrows”, but “with His stripes we are healed” –Händel’s magnificent chords of anguish.  All we like sheep have gone astray – v6 - & the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all – the punishment that we deserve.  Jesus suffering w/o complaint, endured in silence like a lamb being shorn, condemned to death w/o a fair trial – flanked by convicted thieves in His death, although He wasn’t dishonest or violent – v9.
Yet, God the Father “saw it fit”, or necessary (CEV “decided” KJV “it pleased the Lord”)  that Christ would suffer as sacrifice for the sins of the world – v11.  And so, He is rewarded with honor & the power to save the lost.  This is the Christ:  Despised, but now Adored; Poor, yet Rich; Dead, & yet Alive; to whom every knee shall bow (Epistle).  He is – in the words of the Communion Hymn - the
Saving victim, opening wide / The gate of heaven to man below, / 
Our foes press on from every side, / Thine aid supply, thy strength bestow”.  
We pray this in the Name of the Father, & the Son, & the Holy Ghost.  AMEN.
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