
Worship in the Wilderness 
Palm Sunday - A Surprising Journey 

“The desert and the parched land will be glad; the wilderness will rejoice and blossom”  
(Isaiah 35:1)  

GATHERING PRAYER  
We welcome you, King Jesus,  
humble king, king of our lives, 
with shouts of “hosanna” 
for you are the God who saves.  
We fix our eyes on you, King Jesus,  
the pioneer and perfecter of faith,  
our hope of a wilderness restored.  
 Amen. 


Reflection on Isaiah 35- Joy of the Redeemed 
The desert and the parched land will be glad;

    the wilderness will rejoice and blossom.

Like the crocus, 2 it will burst into bloom;

    it will rejoice greatly and shout for joy.

The glory of Lebanon will be given to it,

    the splendour of Carmel and Sharon;

they will see the glory of the Lord,

    the splendour of our God.


Then will the lame leap like a deer,

    and the mute tongue shout for joy.

Water will gush forth in the wilderness

    and streams in the desert.


The burning sand will become a pool,

    the thirsty ground bubbling springs.

In the haunts where jackals once lay,

    grass and reeds and papyrus will grow.

But only the redeemed will walk there,


   and those the Lord has rescued will return.

They will enter Zion with singing;

    everlasting joy will crown their heads.

Gladness and joy will overtake them,

    and sorrow and sighing will flee away. 

Hymn 64 Praise is Rising 
Praise is rising, eyes are turning to you; 

we turn to you. 

Hope is stirring, hearts are yearning for you; 

we long for you.

 

'Cause when we see you we find strength to 
face the day. 

In your presence all our fears are washed 
away, washed away. 


Hosanna, hosanna, 

you are the God who saves us; 

worthy of all our praises. 

Hosanna, hosanna, 

come have your way among us;


we welcome you here Lord Jesus. 


Hear the sound of hearts returning to you; 

we turn to you. 

In your kingdom broken lives are made new;

you make all things new. 

 

'Cause when we see you ... 


Hosanna, hosanna ... 


Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna, hosanna. 


Brenton Brown and Paul Baloche 

Bible readings:  
Hebrews 11:32-40. Matthew 21:1-11. 


Hymn 265 Ride on, ride on in majesty 
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Verse 1

Ride on, ride on in majesty! 
Hark, all the tribes ‘Hosanna!’ cry; 
your humble beast pursues its road 
with palms and scattered garments strowed.


Verse 2

Ride on, ride on in majesty! 
In lowly pomp ride on to die: 
O Christ, your triumphs now begin 
o'er captive death and conquered sin.


Verse 3

Ride on, ride on in majesty! 
The wingèd squadrons of the sky 

look down with sad and wondering eyes 
to see the approaching sacrifice.


Verse 4

Ride on, ride on in majesty! 
Your last and fiercest strife is nigh; 
the Father, on his sapphire throne, 
expects his own anointed Son.


Verse 5

Ride on, ride on in majesty! 
In lowly pomp ride on to die; 
bow your meek head to mortal pain, 
then take, O God, your power, and reign.


Henry Hart Milman (1791–1868) 

Sermon 

Palm Sunday - A Surprising Journey  
We are reaching the end of our journey through the wilderness, and heading into what is called 
Holy Week. We’ve been preparing ourselves to journey with Jesus into his most difficult and 
barren period yet - his betrayal, trial, crucifixion and death. We, of course, know the end of the 
story - that the horror of Good Friday and the numb waiting of Easter Saturday will explode with 
joy into the victorious resurrection of Sunday morning. But for those who lived through that first 
Easter weekend, the struggle of this week was all too real. They had no way to be sure it would all 
turn out okay.

Our own wilderness experiences can be very much like that. Looking back, we can see how God 
has used dry, barren and difficult times to shape us. But when we are in the middle of them it is 
almost impossible to get that kind of perspective. And when good things come along they can 
take us by complete surprise, as God works in mysterious and unpredictable ways.


1) Surprising hope in the Old Testament 
When we read the account in Hebrews 11 of the “heroes of the Old Testament” we get this kind of 
picture. The writer describes giants of faith, who nevertheless lived through some literal and 
metaphorical wilderness experiences. It says:


“Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were put to death 
by stoning; they were sawn in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in 
sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and ill-treated – the world was not worthy 
of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the 
ground.” (Hebrews 11:36-38)


These were not super-spiritual people who floated through life on a cloud. They struggled in the 
deserts of sorrow, rejection and physical violence. In the midst of this, the writer records some 
amazing answers to prayer. We are told that they were people who: 

“through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; 
who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the 
sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and 
routed foreign armies. Women received back their dead, raised to life again.” (Hebrews 
11:33-35) 

They did see amazing answers to their prayers and their acts of faith. But when the writer comes to 
the end of the account, they admit that: 
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“These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been 
promised, since God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would 
they be made perfect.” (Hebrews 11:39-40) 

2) Fulfilment in Jesus 
The fulfilment that these fathers and mothers in the faith were looking for was only going to come 
in Jesus. The hopes of the people of God were pinned on this surprising Messiah. He comes, not 
as a military superpower but as a helpless baby. He lives, not as a rich politician but as a homeless 
wanderer. He preaches, not vengeance to Israel’s oppressors but grace and love for enemies. And 
his triumphant entry into Jerusalem is not on a chariot of war, but fulfils the prophesy of Zechariah 
from hundreds of years before: 

“Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! 
Shout, Daughter Jerusalem! 
See, your king comes to you, 
righteous and victorious, 
lowly and riding on a donkey, 
on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” (Zechariah 9:9) 

The surprising answer to all of Israel’s hopes is a humble man on a donkey. A humble man, who 
would further humble himself to die on a cross. The crowd who welcomed him with palm branches 
and shouts of “Hosanna” would quickly turn on him. The cross that appeared to be his final defeat 
would turn out to be his final victory over death, sin and the devil. His resurrection would become 
the first fruits of the resurrection of all things. It is the guarantee of the promise through Isaiah: 

“The desert and the parched land will be glad; 
the wilderness will rejoice and blossom… 
Water will gush forth in the wilderness 
and streams in the desert. 
The burning sand will become a pool, 
the thirsty ground bubbling springs… 
Gladness and joy will overtake them, 
and sorrow and sighing will flee away.” (Isaiah 35:1, 6-7, 10) 

3) Living in the in-between 
And where do we live now? We live in the in-between. Jesus is risen. Death is defeated. We have 
the salvation of Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit. And yet, God hasn’t quite finished with this 
“wilderness world”. He holds back Christ’s final coming, and so we continue to experience both 
desert struggles and resurrection surprises. The promised land is before us, so the writer to the 
Hebrews encourages us to take heart from the Old Testament heroes and from Jesus, to finish this 
journey together: 

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off 
everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance 
the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For 
the joy that was set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at 
the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, 
so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” (Hebrews 12:1-3) 

Journeying with Jesus means drawing strength from him during the hard times. This past year has, 
for us, been one of the hard times. But we can know that he has walked this wilderness road 
before us, and that he is walking with us now. He is using even our struggles to transform us, and 
to prepare us for the day when all sorrow and sighing will flee away.  
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I am about to do a new thing;

    now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?

I will make a way in the wilderness

    and rivers in the desert. Isaiah 43:19 

Response 
Some questions to reflect on:


• Do you relate to the heroes of faith in Hebrews - experiencing both victories and struggles? 
Which are more common right now?  

• Have you experienced any surprising answers to prayer?  

• Has anything been new or helpful to you during this Lent season of journeying through the 
wilderness?  

• What can you pray for you as you come to the end of this term, and journey through this 
Easter season?  

Hymn 263 Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna in the highest! 

Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna in the highest! 
Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna in the highest! 
Lord, we lift up your name, with hearts full of 
praise; 
be exalted, O Lord, my God! 
Hosanna in the highest!


Glory, glory, glory to the King of kings! 
Glory, glory, glory to the King of kings! 

Lord, we lift up your name, with hearts full of 
praise; 
be exalted, O Lord, my God! 
Glory to the King of kings!


Carl Tuttle (b. 1953) 

Sending Prayer 
Jesus, we have walked with you this far. 
May we not abandon you in this Holy Week, 

but stay by your side through your sorrow, 
that we might also join you for your resurrection morning. 
Surprise us on this journey, 
as we fix our eyes on you, 
author and perfecter of our faith. Amen. 
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