
We have made it to the last 
Sunday in Lent. Throughout this 
season we have looked at stories 
from the Old Testament— Adam 
and Eve, Abraham, Moses, 
Samuel anointing David, Ezekiel. It 
might seem strange that we’ve 
spent this season of preparation 
for the resurrection of Jesus by 
going back to the Old Testament. 
Shouldn’t we have spent this time 
reading stories about Jesus? 
Maybe. But, we’ve been reading 
about Jesus’ own spiritual 
inheritance. We’re reading the 
stories that shaped the faith of 
Jesus. And as we make that faith 
our own we too are shaped by the 
same inheritance. 

All these characters from the 
stories we’ve read found new life 
through what Walter Brueggemann 
calls, “Glad, inconvenient 
obedience.” That’s the good news 
and the bad news of Lent. That’s 
the complex message of Palm 
Sunday—The good news of new 
life in the new Kingdom of God 
coming into the world; the bad 
news is that the way of this 
kingdom is so jarring, so 
disorienting we don’t know if we 

want to truly face it. We listen for 
God like that crowd on Palm 
Sunday cheering, but only long 
enough to confirm our 
preconceived ideas about faith and 
the way the world works. And 
because we fail to listen to God 
even though we’ve spent all this 
time listening for God our faith 
becomes a fossil of another age 
instead of a living inheritance that 
shapes the way we live and move 
in the world. Still, God wakens our 
ears to listen like one who is being 
taught. Today we confess that we 
listen for God but don't always 
listen to God. We know what Christ 
teaches us, but don’t always follow 
through on what we know.

The crowds on Palm Sunday 
shouted Hosanna, which was an 
Aramaic expression meaning, 
“Save Us”. The one they had 
waited for was finally there. They 
had been waiting and listening for 
God to answer their cries for help, 
for deliverance. And now, they 
know they have been heard. But, 
the answer to their prayer turns out 
to be very different from what they 
were expecting. They awaited a 
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king, and received a suffering 
servant. 

John Buchanan who retired a few 
years ago from Fourth 
Presbyterian Church in Chicago 
recalled a Sunday service in which 
he was baptizing a young boy. 
After the child had been baptized 
with water, John put his hand on 
the little boy’s head and addressed 
him in Trinitarian language. He 
said, “You are a child of God, 
sealed by the Spirit in your 
baptism, and you belong to Jesus 
Christ forever.” The little boy 
looked up and said, “Uh-oh.”

Buchanan called it “... a stunning 
theological affirmation” from the 
mouth of this child. … That “uh-oh” 
was a recognition that everything 
had changed, that this boy would 
never be the same. Now he would 
be called to live out in the world 
the kind of love and self-giving that 
goes on among Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. He was being called in 
his baptism to live a different way 
in the world, God’s way, a way that 
is sometimes met with rejection 
and scorn— like the suffering 
servant that arrived in Jerusalem 
that first Palm Sunday. No wonder 
he said, “Uh oh.” But, he was not 
called out to do this alone. He did 
not belong any more just to his 

biological family; he had now been 
born all over again, this time into 
God’s family.

Isaiah is a complex book. It 
contains various genres of 
literature— poetry, prose and 
dialogue. Sometimes the writings 
feature monologues and 
pronouncements from God. At 
other times its Isaiah speaking 
what he has heard from God. In 
the second half of Isaiah a 
character appears in several 
chapters. We don’t know if it was 
Isaiah himself or some other 
historical character. Or if this was 
an image of God speaking. The 
character in these chapters or 
songs of Isaiah is often called the 
“Suffering Servant”. And in these 
servant songs we see the 
foreshadowing of Jesus’ vocation. 
Isaiah 50 speaks of one who 
offered his back to those who beat 
him, his cheeks to those who 
pulled out his beard; one who did 
not hide his face from mocking and 
spitting. Isaiah 53 goes even 
further saying the servant “Has 
borne our infirmities and carried 
our diseases… he was 
oppressed… yet did not open his 
mouth… like a lamb that is led to 
the slaughter.” 
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Back to Isaiah 50, which we read 
today, the one speaking has firm 
faith that God will vindicate his 
faithfulness. He has taken on this 
glad, inconvenient obedience. He 
has set his face like flint and will 
contend with all that is said about 
him and done to him. He has 
listened for God and knows what is 
right and true. 

At the end of Luke 9, Jesus has in 
this one chapter fed the five 
thousand, he has experienced the 
transfiguration on the mountain 
with his disciples, he has healed a 
boy, and has foretold his death. 
And now Luke says, “He set his 
face to Jerusalem.” Through 
Luke’s insight and the leading of 
the Spirit, we see Jesus enacting 
the role of the mysterious servant 
from Isaiah. It’s not a role we 
cherish for one we love, but it is a 
role that brings about the change 
for which we are being made. 

Historian Gene Smith wrote a book 
titled, "When The Cheering 
Stopped." It was the story of 
President Woodrow Wilson. It told 
the events leading up to and 
following WWI. When that war was 
over Wilson was an international 
hero. There was a great spirit of 
optimism abroad, and people 
actually believed that the last war 

had been fought and the world had 
been made safe for democracy.
On his first visit to Paris after the 
war Wilson was greeted by 
cheering mobs. He was actually 
more popular than their own 
heroes. The same thing was true 
in England and Italy. In a Vienna 
hospital a Red Cross worker had 
to tell the children that there would 
be no Christmas presents because 
of the war and the hard times. The 
children didn’t believe her. They 
said that President Wilson was 
coming and they knew that 
everything would be all right.
The cheering lasted about a year. 
Then it gradually began to stop. It 
turned out that the political leaders 
in Europe were more concerned 
with their own agendas than they 
were a lasting peace. At home, 
Woodrow Wilson ran into 
opposition in the United States 
Senate and his League of Nations 
was not ratified. Under the strain of 
it all the President’s health began 
to break. In the next election his 
party was defeated. So it was that 
Woodrow Wilson, a man who 
barely a year or two earlier had 
been heralded as the Messiah of 
the new world, came to the end of 
his days a broken and defeated 
man.
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It’s a sad story, but one that is not 
altogether unfamiliar. The ultimate 
reward for someone who tries to 
translate ideals into reality is apt to 
be frustration and defeat. There 
are some exceptions, of course, 
but not too many. It happened that 
way to Jesus. 

The crowds cheered him as he 
entered Jerusalem. But, when he 
began speaking about the way of 
the cross everything changed. 
When they began to listen TO him 
they were surprised that his way to 
freedom was self-denial and 
sacrificial love. Slowly the cheers 
turned to chants of, “Crucify him”. 

The way of Christ is an alternative 
to the ways of the world. This way 
is critical of the way things are and 
energizing for the way things could 
be. After Jesus came to Jerusalem 
his message was challenged by 
the Pharisees and the Sadducees 
and the Herodians and the Greeks 
and the Romans… and all the 
ideologies that sought to claim the 
allegiance of the people in the 
Temple. Yet, he came not to 
dominate his opponents but to 
draw all people to himself. This 
confounded his disciples so much 
that they began to turn on him; 
Judas, of course, betrayed him 

and sold him out for 30 pieces of 
silver. And the rest fled. 

And yet, Jesus with images of the 
servant from Isaiah in his mind, 
with the faithfulness of Abraham on 
his mind, remembering the 
surprising ways God worked 
through Moses and King David, 
and with the hope for new life from 
a valley of death in Ezekiel… with 
all this within him… all his spiritual 
inheritance… remembering what 
God has done… with all this… he 
set his face like flint to move 
forward in faithfulness even though 
that faithfulness leads toward a 
cross. 

One of the most influential baptist 
theologians in the United States 
may be Houston author, Beth 
Moore. Earlier this month she said, 
“It will become increasingly vital 
that we learn to distinguish 
between what is pro-Christian and 
what is actually Christlike.” What 
does she mean? Aren’t those the 
same thing? If that is the same 
thing then the way of Christ is just 
one more ideology alongside the 
ideologies of the Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Romans and whatever 
ideologies you want to name from 
today. You know them. You’re 
thinking of them now. But, what do 
we do when what is said to be best 
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for the church or for the Christian 
cause conflicts with what it means 
to live in Christlike ways? Most of 
the time this conflict arises out of 
fear of sacrifice; fear of losing. 
That is the fear that Jesus 
overcomes on the way to the 
cross, and it is what he 
encourages us to overcome when 
he urges us to take our crosses 
and follow. From listening to some 
Christian leaders in recent years 
you would assume that Christians 
have more faith in our own ability 
to sustain the church than in 
Christ’s ability to resurrect it. We 
fear turning the other cheek. We 
fear loving our neighbors. We fear 
treating others with the dignity that 
Jesus exhibited to others in his 
lifetime. We fear others getting the 
upper hand. We fear a loss of 
privilege. And this fear keeps us 
from living in Christlike ways. 
We’re ready to listen FOR God, 
but will we really listen TO what 
God has to say?

In the 1970s the British missionary 
Lesslie Newbigin spoke of how 
there are places where Christians 
cannot publicly proclaim their faith. 
And he says in places like this 
there is little opportunity to 
proclaim the reign of God. And yet, 
“Its presence is its own witness.”  1

The presence of the kingdom of 

God is made known in Christlike 
people… people willing to live out 
the way of the cross in real life. 
People like that, people like you 
and I must set our face like flint to 
do so. The great Southern Baptist 
ethicist from years ago, T.B. 
Maston once said, “Think of what it 
would mean in our homes, our 
schools, our communities, our 
places of business, our state, our 
nation and our world if all who 
named the name of Jesus lived a 
life of self-denial and self-
sacrifice.”  In other words, think 2

about what it would mean for the 
life of the world if Christians truly 
grasped the message of the cross. 
If we learned to listen to God… 
and set our face to do what God 
tells us to do. 

Fred Craddock, a great teacher of 
preachers, spoke to a group of 
ministers one time about what it 
means to give your life for Christ. 
"To give my life for Christ appears 
glorious," he said. "To pour myself 
out for others. . . to pay the 
ultimate price of martyrdom I'll do 
it. I'm ready, Lord, to go out in a 
blaze of glory. "We think giving our 
all to the Lord is like taking $l,000 
bill and laying it on the table 
'Here's my life, Lord. I'm giving it 
all.' But the reality for most of us is 
that God sends us to the bank and 
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has us cash in that $l,000 for 
quarters. We go through life 
putting out 25 cents here and 50 
cents there. Listen to the neighbor 
kid's troubles instead of saying, 
'Get lost.' Go to a committee 
meeting. Give a cup of water to a 
shaky old man in a nursing home. 
Usually giving our life to Christ isn't 
glorious. It's done in all those little 
acts of love, 25 cents at a time. It 
would be easy to go out in a flash 
of glory; it's harder to live the 
Christian life little by little over the 
long haul.” 

That long haul is what we are 
called to. Because it is that long 
faithful witness that not only 
changes us, but by the grace of 
God changes everything. 

�6



 Leslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: Sketches for a Missionary Theology, (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI: 1978) 61.1

 T.B. Maston, The Christian in the Modern World, (Convention Press, Nashville, TN: 1952) 15.2

�7


