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“O Give Thanks . . . ”  
Passion/Palm Sunday: 4 April 2020 
Sermon Text: Psalm 118:1-2, 19-29 
Salado UMC, Salado, Texas 76571 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
“Keeping your body healthy is an expression of gratitude to the whole cosmos 

—the trees, the clouds, everything” 
(—Thich Nhat Hanh: Vietnamese Buddhist monk) 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

Palm Sunday is the embodiment of Lent. First, it is a day of grand festivity. Second, it is a 
day of profound mourning when we observe the day as Passion Sunday. Either way, we will 
walk this holy week with Jesus toward the crucifixion. As you remember, Jesus enters Jerusalem 
as its king and thousands rejoiced. Yet, a week later many will have a voice in Jesus’ crucifixion. 
Moreover, Jesus will baffle his followers and they will flee to the country or hide in Jerusalem. 
The events of Palm/Passion Sabbath were a roller coaster ride for witnesses. Of course, they 
had never heard of Easter—YET! Today, we hope in Jesus’ resurrection. Today many churches 
around the world celebrate Jesus’ Palm Processional into Jerusalem. Because this parade begins 
Holy Week, we focus on Palm Sunday. 
 There is nothing that spells success like having a parade in your honor. We can measure 
Jesus’ success by perhaps the thousands that thronged to see him ride into Jerusalem on a 
donkey. Certainly, Jesus was not trying to look successful. Thus, it might be easy to accentuate 
the triumph theme, but consider what Winston Churchill remarked about success: “Success is 
the ability to go from one failure to another with no loss of enthusiasm.” Today we tackle the 
theme of success and we hear our lesson from Psalm 118: 

    [118:1] O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; 
        his steadfast love endures forever!  
    [2] Let Israel say, "His steadfast love endures forever” (Psalm 118:1-2). 
 
    [19] Open to me the gates of righteousness, 
        that I may enter through them 
        and give thanks to the Lord. 
  
    [20] This is the gate of the Lord; 
        the righteous shall enter through it. 
  
    [21] I thank you that you have answered me 
        and have become my salvation.  
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    [22] The stone that the builders rejected 
        has become the chief cornerstone.  
    [23] This is the Lord's doing; 
        it is marvelous in our eyes.  
    [24] This is the day that the Lord has made; 
        let us rejoice and be glad in it.  
    [25] Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! 
        O Lord, we beseech you, give us success! 
  
    [26] Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord. 
        We bless you from the house of the Lord.  
    [27] The Lord is God, 
        and he has given us light. 
    Bind the festal procession with branches, 
        up to the horns of the altar. 
  
    [28] You are my God, and I will give thanks to you; 
        you are my God, I will extol you. 
  
    [29] O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, 
        for his steadfast love endures forever (Psalm 118:19-29). 

 
For many people the idea and ideal of success is a target at which they aim their whole life 

long. For those frustrated time and again, success becomes another elusive objective. Some 
folks simply give up and have no long or short-term life goals. Edward Butler wrote, “One 
individual has enthusiasm for 30 minutes, another for 30 days, but it is the person who has it 
for 30 years who makes a success of his life.” And, largely, people agree that success is a good 
thing. We strive for it. We work for it. We dream of it. Even scripture extols success as we hear 
again from Psalm 118: 

This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. Save us, we 
beseech you, O Lord!  O Lord, we beseech you, give us success! (vv. 24-25). 

 
Psalm 118 is a communal hymn of praise and a call to thanksgiving. The people offer 

gratitude to God, via this Psalm, for all that God offers them. The psalm reminds modern 
readers that this is a time for rejoicing—and indeed one facet of worship is simply to thank 
God. It keeps us from the base character trait of ingratitude. But even after we express thanks, 
the psalm also repeats a request that God continue to “give us success!” What success, no 
doubt, depends upon the one who prays it. 
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Despite all the positive aspects of success, however, it obliges us Christians to recognize 
and explore success from a faith perspective. Believers know that nothing we think or do occurs 
in a vacuum. Rather, scripture calls us to have “the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16). A 
trouble with success is that it is seductive. Success breeds more responsibility and this in turn 
breeds more success. Success can be like a merry go round where no one can ever jump off. 
Henry Kissinger remarked, “Each success only buys an admission ticket to a more difficult 
problem.” Thus, for us the issue is simply, “How can we be successful and Christian 
simultaneously?” From the world’s verdict Elvis Pressley, Howard Hughes, and J. Paul Getty had 
“successful lives.” Yet, profiles of these folks read more as tragedy than courage. Getty 
allegedly and cynically said: “The meek shall inherit the Earth, but not its mineral rights.” 
 We see success in Palm Sunday’s theme. Jesus rides into Jerusalem as a true sovereign. 
Matthew 21:6 ff. reads: 

The disciples brought the donkey and . . . a very large crowd spread their cloaks on the 
road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. The 
crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, 
 
    “Hosanna to the Son of David! 
        Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
    Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

 
If we see this parade as one of success, then we might fast forward to the end of the week. 

There we will see how God’s idea of success plays out. Crowds may crown Jesus as the King of 
the Jews, but not like anyone expected. Jesus comes in the Lord’s name, but few would guess 
he would come like this! As the Psalmist sings of success, it reflects success in life of a different 
order than we think when we think of assets or prestige or power or fame or any of the other 
modern images success conjures.  

Success from a biblical view parallels “faithfulness.” It means trusting God to provide for us. 
It means that God grants us success in our earthly pursuits. The prayer of Jabez, especially 
popular a decades ago, puts it like this: 

“Oh, that you would bless me and enlarge my border, and that your hand might be 
with me, and that you would keep me from hurt and harm!” And God granted what he 
asked (1 Chronicles 4:10).  

 
Biblically, success means something wholly different than self-sufficient, western, 

capitalist, American success. In fact, a danger of living in current America is that our culture’s 
sense of success may seduce away from God. Do you want to live in a world where all 
knowledge, insight, and experience are self-generated? Some critics of modern culture suggest 
that we moderns are, in a word, naive.  
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Christian success means we contribute to our faith community. Some teach, some are 
generous givers, some are mission minded. Yet, we all have a part to play. This is the essence of 
success from the Christian point of view. Helping others find Christ—that is the real success in 
the household of faith. If you want to be successful as a Christian, then help someone come to 
faith. Maybe it is by singing in choir or by mentoring in our confirmation program—and there 
are many, many ways. 
 Do you remember when the children of Israel fled Egypt for the land of promise? Everyone 
went. Not some, but all. The ironic thing about Christian success is that we are never successful 
unless those around us also succeed. We need one another and we need to reach out to others. 
This is what real success is all about. In the Psalm for today, notice the wording—it is 
intentional: 

Save us, we beseech you, O Lord!  O Lord, we beseech you, give us success! (Psalm 
118:25). 
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