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What is it about Palm Sunday?  It is a day of celebration, a day to remember when Jesus was 

hailed as King.  But it is also the start of Holy Week, the week when we watch with Jesus as 

the forces of the world are arraigned against him, as we watch with the disciples as their 

Lord is arrested and taken away, as we watch with Mary as she sees her son hang dying on 

the cross.  Palm Sunday is a bit of a puzzle.  Why should we mark it at all in the church, 

when we know that it was not what it seemed at the time?  When we know that it was a 

treacherously false dawn. 

 

On the day, those who lined he road and cheered and hailed Jesus as the son of David were 

quite sincere.  This was what they had been waiting and praying for, increasingly as their 

occupation and oppression grew ever harder to bear.  They were waiting for the Messiah 

and he would set the nation to right, which meant giving it back its independence, and 

restoring it to the favoured nation of God, alone among the other envious nations.  When 

Jesus sat on a donkey he was giving the signal that he was the one they were waiting for.  

They all knew the prophecy that the Lord's anointed would come on a donkey, in humility 

and peace.  When you are waiting and waiting for something to happen you ask your 

questions and you find out all that you can about it in advance.  So they knew. 

 

Jesus knew that they were wondering about him – was he or wasn't he?  Was he the 

Messiah or not?  Up until now he hadn't told them, he had let his actions and teaching speak 

for themselves.  But now, though still not in so many words, he told them.  He sat on the 

donkey and the crowd went wild with delight.  In their life-times they were going to see the 

promises of God fulfilled.  They were quite sincere.  The problem was that they didn't 

equate this one action with all that had gone before, with the teacher who denounced 

power, who would not take on the authorities head to head, with the healer who ate and 

drank with the outcasts and low life of the land.  They didn't think what kind of a king he 

was likely to be.  They didn't even think about what it meant that their king should come 

humble and lowly and sitting on a donkey.  It is not thus that someone who was going to 

take on the Romans would come, not even in response to prophecy.  It is not thus that 

someone who was going to fight the powers of the world with worldly weapons would 

appear.  The crowd missed that point. 

 

And this is why we cannot really join in with the celebrations on Palm Sunday.  We can 

remember them, but we can't really join in.  Because we know that this was not the end of 

the story, and that the story did not end in the way that crowd expected on that feverishly 

exciting day. We can and we should and we do hail Jesus as king, but not the way that that 



crowd did, nor for that reason, nor with those hopes and expectations.  When we hail Jesus 

as king we hail the one who was going to have that crowd turned against him, and who was 

going to be strung up as a failed Messiah for all to see.  Our joy is deeper, our reasons for 

rejoicing are far wider and more profound.  We do not stand in solidarity with that crowd. 

 

Or do we?  We do not stand with them, because we know that they are the very ones which 

will turn against him, because Jesus will go to suffering and death at their hands, or at least 

agreed to by them.  We do not stand with them cheering Jesus as the one who will restore 

the nation of Israel to top dog amongst the nations, and cause all other people to envy 

them.  We know more and better than that.  But simply because we do know more and 

better, maybe we are also those who stand in the crowd on that Palm Sunday.  Maybe we 

are those who have unrealistically small expectations of what Jesus is about.  Maybe we are 

those who expect him to put everything right to our plan and timetable.  Maybe we are 

those who will be impatient to see God doing what we expect, what we pray for, and may 

even turn against him if we do not get our way.  The people in the crowd were human, just 

as human as you and me.   

 

Perhaps as we sing our hosannas on Palm Sunday we should do so remembering that we 

are just as flawed, as impatient, as near-sighted as the crowd was that day, and asking for 

forgiveness and insight, for patience and wisdom and faith to see God's plan work out in 

God's way.  Perhaps the hosannas of Palm Sunday should be the words that bring us to our 

senses and prepare us for the overturn of all our small hopes in Holy Week and Easter. 

 

The other name for Palm Sunday is Passion Sunday.  I used to think that this was because in 

too many churches the smallest services of the year are those held on Maundy Thursday 

and Good Friday, the days when we traditionally remember Jesus passion – passion 

meaning suffering, not, as we tend to use it, emotional excitement.  I used to think that the 

suffering of Jesus was being projected back onto Palm Sunday because people need to 

contemplate the cross if they are properly to witness and understand the resurrection, and 

if they wouldn't be at the service on Good Friday, then the church would make sure that 

they contemplated it the Sunday before Easter, as being better than not at all.  That was 

what I used to think.  (And I still do think it is a shame that the Holy Week Services are so 

small, and wouldn't it be great if this year people were to make them a priority!) 

 

But then it dawned on me that Jesus' passion, his suffering, began on that Palm Sunday.  It 

began with the uncomprehending cheers of the crowd.  Jesus was under no illusions about 

what he was doing and what would happen and what it all meant.  He knew that coming to 

Jerusalem meant that he would be handed over to the religious and civil powers, he had 

told his disciples so often enough, even if they would not understand.  He knew that by 

riding a donkey he might be giving one message to the Jews – a message about his Messiah-

ship – a message that was completely true – but that to the Romans it would give the usual 

message: I come in peace.  That was what a leader on a donkey meant.  It meant peace, it 

meant humility, it meant not being a threat.  Now, in one sense Jesus was a threat to the 

Roman powers, but not in the immediate way that they feared.  He was not coming to set 

up as king in opposition to them, and he told them so by riding that donkey.  His kingdom 

was not of this world, to be won and defended by the weapons of war or of violence.  That 

was what coming on a donkey meant,  That was what the prophet Zechariah who wrote 

about it so many years before meant when he said that the Messiah would come that way.  

He meant that he would not come to be a worldly king, but something different. 



Jesus came, not in surrender, because over the next week he had some of his most 

confrontational and challenging conversations with the powers that be, but in submission.  

He never surrendered, but he did live in complete submission to God's will.  And he knew 

that when he came to Jerusalem that this life of submission was about to become difficult 

and painful.  Maybe he had in mind the passages from Isaiah, one of which we read today, 

which talk of the suffering of God's servant.  In the passage we read today the servant says 

“The Lord God has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backwards.”  

(v:5)  And then he goes on to speak of giving his back to those who struck him and his 

cheeks to those who pulled at his beard, about not turning his face from the insults and the 

spitting.   

 

Later this week we will read about things very like this happening to Jesus.  When he came 

on a donkey he knew that they would.  His common sense would have told him so, quite 

apart from his study of the scriptures.  And so he weeps over Jerusalem.  All this turmoil 

and cheering and shouting, and Jesus is not caught up in the atmosphere, or not the way the 

crowd might expect.  Surely he should smile and wave, as royalty always must, to 

acknowledge its subjects?  But Jesus weeps.  He weeps because the crowd do not know 

what makes for peace.  It is not violence, it is not overthrowing the powers that oppress.  

Peace is found from within, from doing God's will, even though it lead to the most terrible 

suffering.  Peace comes, as Jesus knew, from putting himself out for others, whether in 

teaching, feeding and healing when he was tired, or in turning over the tables in the temple 

to benefit the poor and the foreigners, as he would do next.   

 

It is because we see Jesus entering the city, not triumphant but weeping, that we know that 

this is in fact the start of his passion and suffering.  It begins now, and although he will be at 

liberty, and teaching and conversing and rebutting false ideas for the next four days, it is all 

part of his suffering.  Through it all he knows that nothing he does or says can make a 

difference until he is done to death for what he stands for; until he is killed for not being the 

political Messiah, for not being the war leader, for not trying to defend himself, for not 

calling on the power of God to blast his enemies.  Jesus is killed not so much for what he did 

do – the authorities knew that what he did was only good, which is why they had to trump 

up charges against him – so he was not killed for what he did but for what he would not do 

and be and endorse.  He was killed because he lived in submission to God and he would not 

turn aside from that path.   
 

This month we have been looking at stewardship in Laggan and you might be wondering 

why this is not a stewardship sermon, telling you about giving money and our need to bring 

our monetary lives under God's priorities.  But you see it is a stewardship sermon.  If we 

live our lives in submission to God then that will include bringing our finances into 

submission to him.  Moreover, one of the next things that Jesus did, after he had cleansed 

the temple, was to hang out there and watch the people bringing their gifts.  And that was 

when he commended the widow who put in all she had to live on, small as it was.  Not 

about stewardship? – every part of following Jesus is! 
 

This Palm Sunday let us leave our service in repentance that we have not always followed 

in his way of submission, that we have too often been impatient or near-sighted in our 

prayers.  Let us vow to follow with Jesus all the way to Gethsemane and Calvary, that we 
might also meet him in his resurrection. Amen. 

 

--- ooo --- 


