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How many of us have welcome mats at home?  Usually they’re placed right outside of the door before anyone steps into the house.  These welcome mats not only function to wipe off any dirt from one’s shoes before entering the house, it also sends the first impression message from the host to the guests or visitors.  Some of these welcome mats even have a special message printed on them as well.  One of the best one I’ve seen has the word “Welcome” written in multiple languages in English, Spanish, Chinese, French and Korean, and Japanese.  Whoever walks across that mat, would certainly feel welcomed and appreciated.

Today we celebrate Palm Sunday.  It marks the beginning of Holy Week - the most important and sacred week on the Christian calendar.  This is the day in which we remember welcoming Jesus into Jerusalem on His way to the Cross.  Through the events that happened on the final week of Christ, we remember what Christ has done and His earthly mission was all about.

The long journey of the 40 days of Lenten season will soon be over, culminating on Easter Sunday.  However, WE ARE NOT THERE just yet.  We cannot celebrate Easter without remembering all that took place during this Holy Week.  We go through the agony of the emotional roller coaster by unveiling our “welcome mat” welcoming Jesus into town.  We shout chants of praise “Hosanna, Hosanna!  Save us, Lord!” only to quickly turn around through our betrayal and surrendering of Him to the authority.  Ultimately we put Him on the Cross.

A lot happens over these next 7 days.  With all eyes fixed upon “Easter”, it’s very tempting for us to skip right to Easter Sunday and fail to remember all that must take place before that.  Easter would be meaningless if Christ had not turned the money-exchange tables at the Temple, washed His disciples’ feet, gave His Great Commandments, celebrated His final Passover meal with His disciples, betrayed by one of His own disciples, savagely beaten and suffered, died and ultimately hung on the Cross before a jeering crowd.  Jesus knew that all of these must take place as prophecy and we must never be forgotten.  It was all God’s plan for humanity since the beginning of time with Jesus being the messenger of the Good News, an honored visitor on earth who deserved a rolled out “welcome mat” at the gate. 

In our passage today, we read the familiar Palm Sunday passage of Jesus entering Jerusalem.  This was a pretty significant event as it was recorded in all four gospels narratives, and they were fairly consistent with one another.  This event fulfilled what was foretold in Old Testament prophecy of the coming Messiah.
  It was a celebratory occasion as people were welcoming Jesus into town, but only Jesus anguishly knew His days are numbered.  His greatest triumph and glory was about to take place at His own disposal and sacrifice.   


As Jesus and the disciples were approaching Jerusalem, He sent two of his disciples ahead of Him to retrieve a donkey and a colt.  Untie them and bring them to Him.  He instructed them that if anyone asks why you’re taking them, just say “The LORD needs them”.  So they did exactly what He told them.

As He entered into town, the crowd laid down their personal belongings and rolled out their “Welcome Mat” like welcoming a royalty or a celebrity.  They shouted “Hosanna, Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the LORD!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  Everything seems to be going well according to plan, right?  Well, not so fast.  Some people were questioning “Who is this guy?  What’s all this commotion about?”  The crowd responded, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”

You see, Jesus wasn’t quite the King that the people had long-expected.  He didn’t fit the profile of a King.  For hundreds of years, the Jews were longing for a military style Ruler, a Savior who would come in and relieve them from their oppressed Roman military regime.  The people anticipated a revolt of some kind but Jesus literally turned things upside down and inside out.

Jesus came with nothing on His back but He certainly had a lot to offer for humankind.  There was no entourage of chariots and soldiers as His body guards.  There were no trumpet sounds announcing the arrival of a new King.  This new King came into town on a lowly donkey that he didn’t even own.  He had to borrow it from someone. 

Those who came out to greet Him had heard about Jesus but they wanted to satisfy their curiosity by coming out to meeting him up close and personal.  They responded with the only way they knew how…with their voices and grabbed whatever they could find.  They spread out their cloaks on the ground and waved the Palm leaves and tree branches by the roadside.  Was this how we welcome a King?  Certainly not quite the red-carpet treatment, that’s for sure. 

Jesus entered Jerusalem with one purpose and one mission in mind….to re-establish the throne of grace and humility for the people, once and for all, not in a royal palace or in the temple but on the hill of execution – popularly known as the Skull.  Instead of putting on a royal crown of fine jewels and gold, He was presented with a crown of thorns and a robe scarletly stained by His own blood. 

One theologian commented on this unlikely expectation and role reversal of a King by saying, “God’s ways are not those of ‘this world.’  Our way is not God’s way.  Lordship is defined in terms of servanthood.  gentleness, humility, peace, mercy, self-giving and compassion are marks of God’s domain.”
  No wonder we often fail to recognize Christ in our midst, perhaps we do not experience these qualities ourselves.  Christ came to demonstrate to us all so that we may emulate Him and not the world.  Christ came to fulfill the promise that was made to humanity, “For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”
  

As we read earlier from his letter to the early church in Philippi, the Apostle Paul portrayed this image of Christ, not as a king but as a servant.  He was the humbled servant King, who “though he was in the form of God, [He] did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but [He] emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death -- even death on a cross.
  

This was the core essence of Christ’s earthly mission - Emptiness, Humbleness, and Obedience.  Being “empty” means we are deprived of ourselves, letting go of what we have and reduce down to nothing.  We solely depend upon God and God alone.  Even though He was a King, but He chose to be a servant, a slave….you can’t get any lower than that.  If Christ chose to, He could’ve abandoned this journey to the Cross, but he chose to obey the will of the Father, even though it was a long, painful and agonizing road to the Cross.

Christ’s triumphant entry and journey to the Cross was a selfless act of obedience to the Father.  The great irony of this event was that despite His seemingly “low-profile” entry into town, He stirred quite a bit of attention among the crowd while challenging the established social, political and religious orders.  

It was God’s will that Christ must endure His suffering and experience the cruelty of death.  He did it all on our behalf.  We embrace and extend our “Welcome Mat” to Christ’s courage and atonement for our cross.  The Cross that He was bore on His shoulder was not His but ours.  The death that He died was ours also!


As we enter into this Holiest week on the Christian calendar?  We are invited to a period of personal reflection of how we receive and welcome Jesus into our hearts?  Do we go along with the popular opinion of shouting out Jesus’s name, only to find ourselves denying even knowing Him.  

If Jesus were to walk in through those doors right now, how would we welcome Him?  What will we lay down and wave upon in welcoming Him?  Will we even recognize Him at all because we are simply too busy and too occupied with ourselves in OUR lives?  

If you were to put a personalized message on the “Welcome Mat” for Jesus, what would it be?  Will we shout “Hosanna, Hosanna!” in welcoming Him today but turn around and shout “Crucify Him, Crucify Him!” in putting Him on the Cross a few days?  

This is all part of God’s doing and God’s will for His Son and His people.  No one else could do this except Christ, NO ONE!  He must do this ALL ALONE for the sake of humanity.  

By His invitation with the out-stretched arms upon the Cross, Christ invited us to join Him along this journey to the Cross.  No longer will we be spectators and bystanders along the procession route, but we are now proclaimers of Christ’s peace and reconciliation to others.  So therefore, let us lay down our own mat in welcoming strangers and friends into Christ, just as Christ has laid down His life for us upon the Cross!  

“Hosanna!  Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the Highest!” In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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