Prayer as Submission: Living Sacrifice (Palm Sunday)		Memory Verse: Romans 12:1
March 29th, 2026						Scripture Reading: Matthew 12:1-11
[SLIDE 1]
	Today we celebrate Palm Sunday, the day Jesus triumphantly entered into Jerusalem to the shouts and fanfare of the crowds.  It marks the first day of Holy Week, which tells the story about Jesus, his cross and his tomb.  But, though today is a bit of a celebratory high point, I would like to fast-forward a bit as we talk today about prayer as submission.  We are going to see submission play out in the life of Jesus, but before we talk about that, I would like to first turn our attention to something Paul wrote in his letter to the Romans, a crucial phrase that impacts the way each of us live out our faith.  And to do justice to his words, we are going to need to consider some of Paul’s background.   
[SLIDE 2]
	The apostle Paul wrote most of our New Testament which means, he had a lot to say.  And he had a lot to say because he had a lot of explaining to do.  Paul was a Pharisee who went by the name of Saul, presumably after Israel’s first king.  He was extremely learned and totally immersed in God’s word, that is, the Law and the Prophets, what we know as the Old Testament.  Saul was a life-long student of God’s law, he conformed his life to the Law, he made sure that people within his community and synagogue conformed their lives to the Law as well.  Saul was zealous for the Law.  It was his passion, his life’s goal to see God’s people following all the rules included in God’s Law. Saul’s daily tasks, his speech, his habits, his intellect, were all focused on obedience to the Law of God. 
	But then something strange happened to Saul one day on the road to Damascus. [SLIDE 3]  He was heading into Damascus in the first place in order to enforce the Law.  He was planning to track down some of these pesky new Christians and have them arrested.  These were people who flaunted the Law of God. They tried to dismantle so many of the long standing traditions that established Judaism over the centuries.  These people must be stopped, and Saul had been granted the authority to go into town and make some arrests.  Now, just to reiterate, Saul is a good guy, he simply defending his faith. He is heading into Damascus with a clear conscience, absolutely sure that he is in the right; sure that he is doing God’s work. 
	But, in route, Saul suddenly found himself knocked off his horse on flat onto the ground. [SLIDE 4]  And on top of all that, he quickly realized that he could no longer see. He had been blinded by a bright light and he heard a voice asking a question, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Saul understood that this voice was none other that the voice of Jesus Christ himself.  Saul had never had such an interaction before. It was an event that changed the course of his life. Jesus had revealed himself in such a unique and powerful way, Saul knew then and there that he was, in fact, in the wrong. He came to understand that all the Law and the prophets actually pointed to Jesus.  All the that he had dedicated his life to found fulfillment in Jesus and so Saul knew that his life moving forward must now be dedicated to Jesus as well. 
	Many things changed for Saul.  For starters, he was given a new name, [SLIDE 5] Paul which means “humble” and certainly Paul had been humbled.  No longer did he hold a place of authority or respect within the Jewish community.  No longer did he consider his knowledge and deference to the Law as so valuable. For Paul, Jesus became everything.
	But let us take a moment to consider this change that occurred in Paul. We can list out some of the ways he lived his life differently, but what was the cause of this change?  We can point to this event that happened on the road to Damascus, this blinding light, this heavenly voice, that is sure to cause a change in someone’s life.  But what really instigated a change in Paul’s life is the same thing that causes real change in anyone’s life: our hearts.
	Through God’s miraculous intervention, Paul had a change of heart. [SLIDE 6] He no longer loved the Law above all things, he loved Jesus, the Word of God himself, the One who authored the Law in the first place, the One, the only One, who can fulfill the law. Paul was shown his own weakness and inability to actually live out the law. Try as he might, he would not be able to fully submit to the law in all things.  He was, as his name reflects, [SLIDE 7] humbled.
	But in his humility, we found that he could submit to Christ, because no longer was Paul’s heart committed to a list of rules, he was in fact, committed to a person, Jesus Christ.  Paul had entered into a real and true relationship with Jesus, with God himself. And this heart change caused Paul to write things like this: [SLIDE 8] Romans 12:1, “So, brothers and sisters, because of God’s mercies, I encourage you to present your bodies as a living sacrifices that is holy and pleasing to God.  This is your appropriate priestly service.”  Paul could never have said anything like this if he was only trying to submit to the Jewish law.  For one, Paul refers to his “brothers and sisters” that is, other believers, as priests! This flies in the face of every law written in the Old Testament about the holiness of the priesthood, that priesthood that can only be entered by descendants of Levi, that priesthood that, by design, is NOT for everybody.  But Paul is dedicated to Jesus, and in Jesus the job of the Levitical priests has been fulfilled. So now, all who believe and trust in Jesus are considered part of, what we call, the priesthood of all believers. Paul also says something very strange here, an oxymoron actually. He says we ought to [SLIDE 9] present ourselves as “living sacrifices.” Living sacrifices. That’s the phrase I want to focus on today. It’s a profound description of those who follow Jesus, but on it’s face, it makes no sense. [SLIDE 10] 
	In Paul’s experience and the experience of any Jewish person, a sacrifice would come from your own herd or flock.  You would want to examine it before taking it to the temple to ensure that the animal did not have any sort of defect.  Then, once at the temple, you would hand the animal over to the priest who would than slaughter it, sprinkle it’s blood around the altar and then declare the one making the offering to be cleansed of their sins…at least until next time; until they sin again.  But, the most crucial aspect of the entire transaction was that fact that the sacrifice was killed!  Its life was given in exchange for the one offering the sacrifice.  The death of the animal, the shedding of its blood, was the whole point. 
	But Paul brings a whole new understanding.  When Paul speaks of “living sacrifices” he speaks of you and I and any other Christian, that we are to present ourselves as a sacrifice.  We don’t come before God with a healthy and strong animal, we come emptyhanded…we come presenting ourselves.  And at the altar, where every sacrifice meets it’s end, we in fact, find life. Because the sacrifice has already been made, the Lamb of God has already been slaughtered.  The blood of the sacrifice has already been applied.  We have been ushered into a relationship, not with temple rule and priestly regulations, but with a real and true relationship with the living sacrifice himself, Jesus Christ. 
	So when it comes to knowing Christ, for Paul and for ourselves, we are entering into a spiritual reality, we are experiencing a change of heart, a change of status in a spiritual sense. While Jewish worship is very much rooted in physicality: a physical temple, physical animals, actual blood, and physical exertion, coming to God is no longer a transaction, now it is an entering into a relationship, one that is rooted in physical history, but takes place in the depths of the human heart. It requires faith, and a prayer, and then an ongoing desire to love and serve our Savior Jesus Christ. 
	In this way, we present ourselves as the sacrifice. We come willing to lay down our lives for the sake of Jesus, to know him in a spiritual sense that then dictates our physical lives. But in order for any of this to work, in order for Jesus to come and live in my heart; actual, physical events had to take place.  Jesus had to be born to Mary as [SLIDE 11] fully man and fully God.  Jesus had to be baptized in water in order to confirm his commitment and calling to his heavenly Father.  Jesus had to go out into the wilderness to face temptation at the hand of Satan.  Jesus had to establish the signs of the kingdom; the lame walking, the blind seeing, even the dead rising again to life. Jesus had to, physically, be taken to the outskirts of town and nailed to a cross.  If Jesus was going to be our sacrificial Lamb, Jesus had to die. And today, we commemorate the beginning of Jesus’ last week.  A happy and triumphant day, a day when people would hail Jesus as king as we’ve been singing all month. But it is not long before that term wears thin.  Attached to the cross we know they hung a sign declaring in mockery and sarcasm, “King of the Jews”.  Here hangs your miserable king, humiliated, scorned, weak, physically dead. A horror to behold. One, considered to be in fact, cursed by God. Some king.
	But while the evil powers of this world and the spiritual powers of darkness may have celebrated for a short time, we know what is to come! Spoiler alert: Physical and actual resurrection, thereby making Jesus a physical and actual living sacrifice.
	But this physical and actual truth opens the door to a spiritual reality that moves us from transactions with God into a relationship with God. [SLIDE 12] And now, we can mirror Christ himself and come before God as living sacrifices. We engage in a spiritual reality that changes our physical lives.
	Our spiritual reality is inseparably rooted from what physically happened to Jesus. And this idea of being a living sacrifice cannot happen without prayer.  [SLIDE 13] For many weeks now we have been talking about many different aspects of prayer: praise, petition, confession, intercession, waiting and listening in silence…and today we come to the type of prayer that can make you and me into the living sacrifices that Paul talks about.  It is the prayer that Jesus prayed in the garden of Gethsemane before he was arrested and hauled in front of the authorities. It is the prayer of submission. Christ comes before God alone, he comes sweating blood, he comes pleading. Luke’s gospel lays it out like this in chapter 22: “And Jesus came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives, and the disciples followed him. And when he came to the place, he said to them, ‘Pray that you may not enter into temptation.’ And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and he knelt down and prayed, saying, ‘Father if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.’ And there appeared to him and angel from heaven, strengthening him. And being in agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground.” Listen again to Jesus’ prayer: [SLIDE 14] “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” This is submission.  And it’s the hardest prayer you will ever pray.
	((Submission means to do that which you do not want to do. It is as simple as that. Jesus clearly expresses his desire to God.  He asks for another way, any other variation on the plan, anything but the cup of suffering he will have to face. Jesus is clear about what he wants to have happen, but he then inserts this word: [SLIDE 15] “nevertheless”, which means “in spite of.”  Father God, this is what I would like to see, this is my desire but in spite of that, your will be done. In spite of my desire, I pray that your will be done. In other words, I come before you God as a living sacrifice, dead to myself, and submitting to your will.)) 
	In the sport of wrestling, there are a number of moves one can employ called submission holds. [SLIDE 16] These maneuvers apply large amounts of pressure to joints and muscles or even to the neck.  The goal is to cause pain or restrict blood flow so that your opponent will tap out or submit.  They can no longer take the pain and they must submit to you as the victor of the match.  To submit in this case is the equivalent of losing.  In wrestling, only losers submit. 
	And when it comes to the prayer of submission, the wrestling match is not less real.  We go to the mat with God, as we struggle with his will and seek to make our own desires known. The exertion is real, the sweat is real, the agony of defeat is real. And the question looms: will we submit?
	But God is not a championship wrestler.  God does not wrench our joints out of socket, though he did that once with Jacob. His goal is not to cause us pain or drive the air from our lungs.  God does not force us to tap out…rather, he asks us to. [SLIDE 17] Our prayer of submission is a free choice we get to make, it is the choice of a living sacrifice who has a list of preferred outcomes but decides, nevertheless, to have God’s will be done. 
	[SLIDE 18] We all have experiences in which we do things we don’t want to do. We have to change the baby’s diaper, take out the trash, do our taxes, clean out the garage, cook dinner, repair the car…and on and on and on.  These are things we find we have to do. We wouldn’t really choose to do them.  But we sort of submit to the circumstances and we do what needs to be done. These are very small examples of dying to our own will and doing things we would rather not, but [SLIDE 19] submission to God goes beyond these tasks and it takes the wrestling match into our heart of hearts where we face down both our deepest desires and our deepest fears. We wrestle with questions like: Who do we love the most?  What do we fear the most?  Who do we most want to please? We all live with sacred cows within us.  Those things that we will defend to the death, those things that we will never let go of.  It could be a stubborn pride….I will never back down!  It could be a deep hatred.  I will never reach out!  It could be a distorted sense of righteousness… I will never apologize!  It could be a need to always be right…I will never compromise! I could be a sense of entitlement…I will never be less than! It could be a commitment to affluence…I will never go without! These and many other commitments are things our hearts are prone to and they come directly into conflict with the will of God. So we end up on the wrestling mat, but if you look just beyond the ropes of the ring, you’ll see an alter sitting there. How will you respond?  Will you submit? Will you become a living sacrifice?   
	[SLIDE 20] We join with Jesus in this harrowing prayer.  We wrestle with God, not so he can overpower us into tapping out, but so we can bring our living selves to the point of crawling up on that altar, offering ourselves as sacrifices and praying these words with all of our hearts: “Not my will, but yours be done.” Amen.
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