
SUNDAY OF THE PASSION / PALM SUNDAY, April 13, 2014 
Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Honolulu, HI 

THE LESSONS 
Isaiah 50:4-9a 
Psalm 31:9-16 
Philippians 2:5-11 
Matthew 27:11-54 

THE SERMON: “Are We a Success, a Failure... or Faithful?” 

Grace and Peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Introduction 
It seems that our world today is so concerned about success. That reminded me of an interview I 
read when a reporter asked a bank president, ”Sir, what is the secret of your success?" The bank 
president answered, "Two words.” The reporter then asked, "And, sir, what are they?" The 
president’s answer, "Right decisions." Then, back and forth: "And how do you make the right 
decisions?" "One word." "And, sir, what is that word?" "Experience." "And how do you get 
experience?" "Two words." And, finally, the reporter’s last question: "And, sir, what are they?" The 
bank president’s answer: "Wrong decisions.” Which goes back to that old adage: “Learn from your 
mistakes.” Then, I read somewhere that actress Helen Hayes once told a reporter that her mother 
drew a distinction between achievement and success. Her mother advised her that "achievement 
is the knowledge that you done the best that is in you by studying and working hard. Success is 
being praised by others, and that's nice too, but not as important or satisfying. Always aim for 
achievement and forget about success." And, if you try to apply this kind of thinking on our lessons 
for today, how would you classify Jesus – a winner or loser, a success or an achiever? 

Psalm 31:9-16 
As we began our service outside, it reminded us that is seemed Jesus’ ministry was a success as 
crowds shouted, “Hosanna, blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” But, on Friday 
night we will be remembering that some of those who were shouting “Hosanna!” would be yelling 
“Crucify him!” So, in less than a week, our Lord went from success to failure so why do we even 
remember this failure? What did he achieve? His death on the cross was failure in human eyes 
but his death and resurrection was what God had ordained for Jesus and our redemption. Our 
psalm seems to be predicting the humiliation and rejection facing Jesus after his triumphal entry 
into Jerusalem as the psalmist cries out, “I am the scorn of all my adversaries, a horror to my 
neighbors, an object of dread to my acquaintances…” And how about all those mocking, teasing 
remarks “He said he was the Son of God, then let God save him” or “He saved others; he can’t 
even save himself…”? Have you ever been in such distress that your eyes can’t cry any more, 
that your strength is gone, that your bones can’t hold you, that your mind is dead, and there’s 
terror all around? If we don’t feel anything when we read this psalm, then we miss what Holy 
Week is about. But, the psalmist concludes “…I trust in you, O Lord; I say, ‘You are my God. My 
times are in your hand… Let your face shine upon your servant; save me in your steadfast love.’” 
Despite the pain, rejection, abandonment, and loneliness we might feel, this psalm reminds us 
that in the passion of Good Friday Jesus that Jesus knows not only our physical pain, but our 
emotional and spiritual pain as well. Psalm 31 captures all the dimensions of our Lord’s passion. 



Isaiah 50:4-9a 
And, today’s Isaiah passage is one of the prophet’s “Servant Songs” which describes the “Son of 
Man” not as conquering hero and king like David but instead as a victim of abuse and disdain. 
While most scholars aren’t sure whether Isaiah was describing himself or someone else, it’s pretty 
clear that the Jewish Exiles in Babylon weren’t thinking about Jesus; he wasn’t even living then. 
But, whoever this Son of Man was, he sure was going through what they were experiencing in 
Exile. Because they were persecuted and humiliated, they could identify with this suffering 
servant: “… I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward. I gave my back to those who struck me, 
and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting.” 
And, like this suffering Messiah, the Exiles trusted God and identified with these words, “The Lord 
God helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my face like flint, and I 
know that I shall not be put to shame; he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me? 
Let us stand up together…. It is the Lord God who helps me; who will declare me guilty?” Though 
their disobedience and infidelity led to their Exile, they knew that God didn’t reject them; they had 
rejected God and they trusted that God would redeem them because they knew that God is 
forgiving, loving, merciful, and kind. So, even if they were suffering now like the servant in Isaiah’s 
prophecy, God had not abandoned them. 

Matthew 27:11-54 
It’s no wonder that Christians quickly believed that Jesus was the incarnation of Isaiah’s “suffering 
servant” as he stood before Pilate. Isaiah’s words sound like Jesus, “The Lord God helps me; 
therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my face like flint, and I know that I shall 
not be put to shame; he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me?” Even when Pilate 
said, “Don’t you hear how many accusations they make against you?”, Jesus set his face like flint 
or, as Matthew writes, “But he gave him no answer, not even to a single charge, so that the 
governor was greatly amazed.” And, Pilate wanted to release him because he couldn't find a 
single charge against Jesus - Jesus was innocent in Pilate’s mind and he even offered to release 
him as was his custom for this Passover festival. But, the crowd, including many who had shouted 
“Hosanna in the Highest” a few days before, were now demanding that Pilate release the criminal, 
Barabbas, instead and then started shouting, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” In frustration Pilate 
washed his hands before the crowd, saying, "I am innocent of this man's blood; see to it 
yourselves,” and turned Jesus over to the Roman soldiers to crucify him. And, you can almost 
hear Isaiah’s words, “I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled 
out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting,” as the soldiers flogged him and, as 
Matthew describes it, “They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, and after twisting some 
thorns into a crown, they put it on his head. They put a reed in his right hand and knelt before him 
and mocked him, saying, ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ They spat on him, and took the reed and struck 
him on the head. After mocking him, they stripped him of the robe and put his own clothes on him. 
Then they led him away to crucify him.” And, we know the rest of the story. Jesus is crucified 
between two thieves; he’s mocked by the spectators and even the sign over his head, “This is the 
King of the Jews.” Darkness hung over the land as Jesus suffered with agony for three hours and 
at point Jesus cried out the words of Psalm 22, “"Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?" that is, "My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” And, finally he drew his last breath and Matthew tells us, “… 
the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. The earth shook, and the rocks were 
split. The tombs also were opened, and many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were 
raised… Now when the centurion and those with him, who were keeping watch over Jesus, saw 
the earthquake and what took place, they were terrified and said, ‘Truly this man was God's Son!’” 



That’s it! The story’s over! Jesus hailed as king, the Messiah, just six days earlier, is now a failure, 
a convicted criminal. The end! 

Philippians 2:5-11 
But, you know it isn’t the end. On the third day (Friday, Saturday, Sunday) some women went to 
the tomb and discovered it was empty. And you know what happens. How the followers of Jesus 
told this unbelievable story and saw in his death a enactment of the ancient Hebrew practice of 
the Jewish Passover sacrifice. Then, the persecution of his disciples follows and the good news 
spreads that God loves humanity so much that God would allow His own Son to die for all people 
for the forgiveness of sins. And that gospel spread beyond Jews and to even the Gentiles and 
churches were established in gentile cities like Corinth, Galatia and Collosae, Thessalonika, 
Rome, and Philippi. In our Epistle lesson today, we read as Paul exhorts the faithful in Philippi to 
quit thinking like everyone else as he says, “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave…” In that Philippian church there still 
was prejudice between Jews and Gentiles, men and women, freemen and slaves. Paul says not 
to think like the world and, when we think about Jesus, we remember he went to a gentile Roman 
centurion, counseled a Samaritan woman, healed sinful people like lepers and the blind and the 
lame, and forgave tax collectors and prostitutes. Paul exhorts them to be of the same mind that 
was in Christ Jesus. But Paul knows that serving others and forgiving sinners isn’t what makes 
Jesus the Son of God. That’s why he tells the Philippians, “(Jesus) humbled himself and became 
obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross.Therefore God also highly exalted him… 
so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the 
earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord…” In Paul’s mind the Cross is 
what makes Jesus is the Son of God. 

The Call and the Challenge 
That’s why it’s sort of a shame that most Christians will only hear about the Crucifixion today on 
Passion Sunday. That’s why the early church connected the three Holy Week festivals as one 
service. Maundy Thursday not only shows us the path of servanthood as Jesus washed his 
disciples’ feet but shares his last supper with them (and with us) ensuring of his eternal presence 
in our lives. Then, on Good Friday, we get to re-live his Passion (his great love) for us as he is 
arrested, tortured, and forced to carry his cross up to Golgatha and we hear his seven last words. 
When Jesus said, “Into thy hands I commend my spirit,” Satan laughed triumphantly, “What a 
failure! I killed the Son of God!” And, that was the end! Or was it? As the radio commentator Paul 
Harvey would say, “And, now, for the rest of the story… But, you’ll have to wait until next 
Sunday… for the rest of the story…


