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Grace Presbyterian Church, Orleans         April 5, 2020 

“Surprise!”                      Palm/Passion Sunday 

Psalm 118: 1-2, 19-29, Matthew 21: 1-11, 27: 11-54   

Pastor Jonathan 

 

How many people like surprise parties? Any kids out there who like them? 

And if you like a surprise party, why do you think you like the surprise 

party?  Is it the adrenaline, excitement or thrill that you get? Is it the feeling 

of a lot of people caring enough to do this for you? Is it the anticipation of 

the presents? Or the cake? Or the games? What makes a surprise party 

special for you?   

 

Only you can answer that. Or perhaps you don’t like it, but need to look like 

you do like it…That’s another whole discussion. But then if you don’t like 

it, why don’t you like the surprise? It is giving up control of one’s plans and 

schedule.  That’s certainly one reason why you might not like a surprise. 

 

And boy, we can understand giving up one’s plans and schedules these days, 

can’t we? Did anyone of us think this kind of viral surprise would happen to 

us here in Ottawa and across the face of the planet? Even those who are 

experts on public health and infection control and medical specialists of all 

kinds apparently were taken by surprise by the coronavirus.  We are only 

beginning to learn about what “taken by surprise” means.  Now we are told 

to stay at home, and if you go out of your house keep 6 feet or two meters 

distance from other humans.  I don’t even pet the neighbour’s dog these 

days. Just saying. 

 

Surprises are a part of life. Do you remember a pleasant surprise? Would 

you tell the person in your household about it? We also have the unpleasant 

ones, the shocking ones. And what was it like all those years ago on the first 

Palm Sunday, where the children and the crowds and the disciples were all 

chanting, “Hosanna, Hosanna in the highest, Blessed is He who comes in the 

name of the Lord!” Hosanna. 

 

Boys and girls, if you’re still there, note how important your part is in the 

crowd: Singing Hosanna, which means “Lord, save us!” Isn’t that prayer and 

song the most important one on our lips in these days as we face a silent 

enemy in a virus, that most of us simply don’t understand. “Hosanna! Lord, 

save us!” We need to be saved from our sins, our rebellion against God and 

to put our lives back into the hands of our Saviour, Jesus Christ. We need 
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salvation from a health threat that we cannot control. Yes, we can wash our 

hands and keep our distance from one another, but we cannot control what 

happens in the end.  Let us trust God together in these days, boys and girls, 

men and women. 

 

The biggest surprise the human race ever received was the way God set out 

to rescue us, and to have relationship with us.  He had hoped it would have 

worked out to simply give us teachings and Law, Scriptures and prophets, 

that Israel would be the Light to all nations. But He saw that He needed to 

go deeper in His plan.  He came to the earth as a baby. He grew up like you 

and I did. He is just like you and me, except He didn’t rebel against His 

Father, and agreed with God His whole life, right to the end and beyond. 

 

So now the Royal Child, the Son of God, shows Himself to be King to the 

people of Israel and to the crowd gathered on that first Palm Sunday. It’s 

called Palm Sunday because they took the branches off the local trees and 

waved them in praise to the King. We may not have palm branches here in 

Canada, but we can wave these palms. Wave them to the Lord.  The King 

was seated on a donkey, with a foal, Matthew says. He wasn’t straddled 

between the two of them, he was sitting on the cloaks placed on the donkey, 

with the younger animal alongside. Perhaps later in the ride, Jesus would 

give the older donkey a rest and the newer one would be ridden. We don’t 

know. We do know that the donkey was a symbol of a King coming into his 

capitol city announcing peace. That’s exactly what Jesus was doing on that 

occasion. He was announcing peace to the people of Israel and to all of us 

who are far off. 

 

Jesus had not yet accomplished His work as King and Priest, as an ordinary 

person and a sacrifice for our sins. That work would come later in the week. 

He was completing three years of earthly ministry. He had gathered a small 

group of a dozen or more followers. They would soon lead the ministry of 

the Kingdom forward. They didn’t know that on Palm Sunday. On Palm 

Sunday they were lifting their voices in praise to the King. It would be a 

great shock, a terrible surprise, when Jesus the King was tortured to death 

only five days later. 

 

That’s the shock and awe, the negative surprise in this story that seems to 

put the pinnacle and precipice of who Jesus was together in just a few days. 

Every year we take Holy Week to think about this pinnacle and precipice of 

Jesus’ earthly ministry. I hope you can take some time, more time than 
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usual, this week to think about what Jesus went through for you. You could 

read John 13 tonight and John 14 to 17 through Thursday, one chapter each 

night. This is Jesus’ teaching from the Upper Room. Talk about what He 

meant by what He said. Then you could read John chapter 18 and 19 for His 

crucifixion on Friday. Just a suggestion for Holy Week Scripture Reading, 

do it together with the family. 

 

Jesus wasn’t the King everyone had hoped Him to be. He didn’t kick out the 

Roman occupational forces. He didn’t affirm the priests and structure of 

Judaism as it was during his lifetime. In fact, he was bringing a New 

Covenant, as prophesied in the Hebrew Scriptures. He spent lots of time 

with “losers,” street people, the destitute, the prostitute, the sick, the needy, 

tax collectors, organized crime, you name it. He didn’t shy away from them, 

as many of us would. And when He was challenged on the subject of the 

people with whom He spent time. He responded: “Only the sick need a 

doctor.”  

 

How about you? Are you sick enough to come to Jesus again today? Are you 

needy enough? Are the people around you needy enough to come to Jesus? 

Cry out to Him: “Hosanna! Lord, save me. Lord, save us!” And add all the 

people in there, as God brings them to mind. 

 

How can we praise Jesus in this coming week, dedicated to His death and 

resurrection? We have been asked at various times to put a candle in the 

window, showing that you are praying for our nation, or clap outside at a 

certain hour to say “thank you” to the health care community. These are 

good things. 

 

How can we praise Jesus in this coming week?  In private: with Hosanna!, 

and the waving of palms. In public: Checking on neighbours might be one 

way. Sharing what you have in the house in terms of provisions, kitchen 

supplies, TP, other goods. I know we are supposed to stay in the house. But 

even on the way to the mailbox or wherever, we might have an opportunity. 

Pray about it. 

 

If someone comes to mind, call them or contact them through the computer. 

The Lord uses these promptings.  And if there is someone you think I need 

to contact, contact me at the pastor (at) graceorleans (dot) ca email address. 

We are beginning to meet again in our small groups by various means. It 

will be good to talk to you and explore with you what it means to live out 
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your faith, your trust in Jesus in His Holy Week and beyond. It is good to 

work out at home again what it means to live out your faith, and your trust in 

Jesus. Sometimes it is hardest in the family to work out what you have put 

off by being out of the house at work all that time.  Now we reschedule. 

Let’s continue to make time for prayer, for Scripture reading, for 

conversation, for listening and for caring. 

 

God is giving us a moment to share who we are.  Someone just sent me 

another suggestion for a quiet witness: putting something green on the door 

on Palm Sunday morning: palm or artificial palm or just something green or 

Christian.  Here is what I received: 

 
What if everyone on Sunday April 5 in the morning, puts a branch on the door of 
their house or on the window, to celebrate Palm Sunday? 

It could be any green branch you can get. This would help, despite the social 
distancing, to be connected as we enter into the Holiest of Weeks. 

Want to join? 

We may be physically isolated, but not separated. We are united as the body of 
Christ. 

We are the Church. 

 

I am glad to receive suggestions such as this, in these days. They are 

unprecedented. The decoration could lead to conversation.  You would then 

need to be ready to say something about your faith, your trust in Jesus the 

Messiah. Talk about why Jesus is important to you. Share how He came into 

your life, and how He is helping you through the current crisis we are in. 

 

On that day, so long ago, the people were surprised to see Jesus enter 

Jerusalem as the promised King of Israel.  They knew He was a prophet. 

They had seen or heard of Him healing people, delivering people, drawing 

people to Himself, turning water into wine, multiplying bread and fish. The 

people who praised Him publicly, by their praise, acknowledged Him for 

who He was and is. We can do the same today. 

 

Let us pray. 
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