
March 29, 2020 

“Up and Down God” 

Palm/Passion Sunday Sermon at First Lutheran 

Rev. Joshua Graber 

 

Grace and peace to you in the name of God our Loving Creator and our Lord 

and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 

All the ups and downs.  The highs and lows.  I could be talking about our lives 

the last few weeks or the lessons for this Sunday spanning heights and depths 

of Jesus’ story.  Though it is hard to identify some of the heights and depths are, 

there is a definite spiritual topography to these texts. 

 

We experience dramatically contrasting moods and emotions.  We have the 

exhilaration and joy of the entry into Jerusalem as we wave our palms and yell 

as the people gathered in Jerusalem did… “Hosanna, Save us.” They believe 

that a new king, the one predicted through Scripture, has finally come to 

claim his throne away from those that have yielded to the power of the 

Roman empire that rules over all of Israel.  And then, we have the profound 

agony and abandonment of the passion story, of Jesus’ betrayal and final 

words on the cross.  We go from the parade of palms to the passion all in the 

course of a worship service.  It’s pretty intense. And for many of us today, life is 

pretty intense and the world around us is just plain tense. 

 

These stories remind us of Jesus walking into a tense time, too.  And we hear 

about two sides of Jesus.  First, that he is royal—the Son of David, but radically 

different royalty than humans who hold or wield earthly power.  We hear that 

this king “empties himself” in the words of Philippians and Matthew tells us that 

when he arrives in Jerusalem he comes humbly and riding on a young donkey.   



 

And yet he seems to also a troublemaker, he lets the crowds shout loud 

enough for those inside the walls to hear that a new king has arrived.  This does 

not seem as humble.  This is the time of Passover when pilgrims from all over 

Israel and the world return to Jerusalem.  Jerusalem at the time was a city of 

about 25,000, large but not immense.  The Roman occupiers would rarely send 

more soldiers to defend this frontier outpost, but Passover was one of those 

times.  They were afraid that the Jewish people may become too inspired by 

the stories of Moses and the Israelites rising up against their captors in Egypt 

and made sure they could quell any scattered uprisings.  The mood over the 

city was tense.  The streets and buildings were packed with relatives and 

travelers, much more than at other times of the year.   

 

That is the setting for the people outside of Jerusalem calling out to Jesus as 

king… and you can bet that the Romans heard those cries and that 

proclamation.  They would have heard it as a threat, just as Jesus’ birth had 

been a threat to Herod at the beginning of the Gospel of Matthew.  The 

authorities once again are threatened by Jesus’ arrival and his royal claim.  

 

All these pilgrims in Jerusalem would be gathering in the Temple for sacrifices 

and rituals and that center of activity is exactly where Jesus decides to go.  In 

the midst of the crowd he overthrows tables.  He reminds people of the 

prophets of old like Jeremiah, protesting in the center of Jewish religion.  Jesus 

is causing a stir.  This humble king also seems to be starting a fight!  Not with 

violence or weapons of this world, but through a messianic claim and bringing 

his miracle healings and crowds to the heart of the Jewish religion. 

 

So in quick order, he has picked a fight with the religious and political 

authorities of Jerusalem.  He has been roaming the countryside for a long time, 



and now, in the midst of this central event in the Jewish calendar, he is 

announcing that his time has come.  He has a “face like flint” hardened and 

resolute for what will come, just as Isaiah had described centuries earlier.  His 

battle is bigger than the human political and religious realm, Jesus is ready to 

transform the elements of this creation into new creation.  The only question is 

how he will do it and what will transpire.   

 

Those in authority and perhaps the silent majority of the Jewish people likely do 

not want to wait to see what Jesus will do.  For them, now is the time to act to 

stop catastrophe.  Who knows what Jesus will do if allowed to continue?  Who 

knows how the Romans will react?  What if there is an uprising?  Some may 

want that outcome, but you know many others would have feared it.  They 

would fear the effect on their livelihoods.  They would fear inciting a 

heavy-handed response from the Romans.  They might ask “Will the Romans 

see all the Jewish people, in line with Jesus?  We must show that we are not all 

calling for this revolution.  But how can we show that?” 

 

And then we see how it plays out, not on a political stage or in the Temple, but 

in private with this friends and followers.   In the story leading up to our text 

today, we hear that none of his disciples believe they will abandon him, but all 

do, and one betrays him.  At the supper, all others respond to Jesus’ news of 

this abandonment by saying “surely not I, Lord.”  But Judas says, “Surely not I, 

rabbi”.  Could it be that Judas does not know Jesus as Lord?  Could it be that 

Judas sees him as a teacher, who may have outworn his welcome and 

usefulness?   Maybe all this talk of Lordship, messianic and royal claims is too 

much, too fast for Judas.  We don’t know exactly why he did it, but for 30 

pieces of silver he turns Jesus over to the authorities.  We can assume that 

many, maybe most of those in Jerusalem would have seen this as a public 

service, containing a powder keg of possibility.   



 

Those who feared a powder keg, never saw it blow.  Instead, they saw a 

troublemaker who claimed to be God humbled and punished for potential 

insurrection.   

 

When we catch up to the story, Jesus is on trial being accused and asked to 

respond, but he barely speaks.  And while he is silent, the crowd speaks.  When 

he was brought forward the crowd yelled “let him be crucified”, and they 

probably felt they were keeping the peace.  They may have thought they 

defused a bomb, and avoided persecution from the Romans, as they saw the 

man be led away.  They wondered, “All those miracles we heard of… maybe 

they weren’t true.  And if they are true just think of what he could do if he takes 

his anger out on you or us”.  Maybe there is a fear of the power Jesus has.  And 

they think the worst instead of remembering the witness of this healer. 

 

They led Jesus to the cross, and as we read this account, knowing of the 

betrayals and denials, we also feel the spiritual low point Christ must have felt, 

when he says, “My God, my god why have you forsaken me”.   

 

Jesus is high up above the crowd, but he is alone.  He experiences this for us 

because God knows we humans also know the feeling of being alone, 

abandoned, powerless.  Some of you may be feeling that now more than you 

have before.   

Jesus dies on the cross so that we know that our God is with us in our hardest 

places.  Moments when we need to have faces of flint but are full of fear. 

Moments when we feel emptied of all power. God is with us there.  But the 

pain of the cross is real.  The feeling of abandonment is real.   

 



But the kingdom of God is revealed in this moment.  A kingdom that is 

different, because Jesus was a different type of king.  Jesus hangs above us 

reconciling the world to himself.  He hangs on the cross, and wears a target, 

and a crown of thorns.  God is revealed not in earthly power but in the power 

that breaks into our world.  The new creation tears the curtain and shakes the 

earth.  And the Roman centurion looks up and believes and says, “Surely this 

man was God’s son!” 

 

What do we do knowing that?  What do we say if we know we may have 

been in the crowd and said what they said?   

 

We may look at the cross from more than one side and perspective. 

Sometimes we look at the cross from an Easter perspective but sometimes we 

look up from the foot of the cross and maybe this is such a time.  It may be a 

stark reality to face.  Maybe we would rather skip to the triumph and victory of 

Easter.  But we know that Jesus died to show us the heights and depths of his 

mercy.  Judas may not have known it, but Jesus died for him.  Jesus’ mercy is 

for the crowds and the soldiers who taunted him.  And if we believe that, we 

know that God’s mercy is for us.   

 

It is the way of love that we are invited into every day.  And it is the promise we 

hear from Paul, the man who persecuted Christians, but knew God’s grace 

was sufficient for him and us when he said,” 

 
31 What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 32 He who 
did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us 
everything else? 33 Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who 
justifies. 34 Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at 
the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us.[w] 35 Who will separate us from the love of 
Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or 
sword? 36 As it is written, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%208&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-28136w


“For your sake we are being killed all day long; 
    we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.” 
37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am 
convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to 
come, nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

Amen.  Come Lord Jesus. 

 

May the peace that passes all understanding keep your heart, your mind in 

the promises of Christ Jesus our Savior.  Amen. 

 

 


