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     One year ago we all celebrated Palm Sunday in a rather unusual way.  We were all at home, disappointed 

that we could not worship together in person as we tried to figure out what this coronavirus was all about.  It 

wasn’t normal and now, a year later, while many of us are back together for worship here in our church, things 

are still not “normal.”  But maybe that is somewhat fitting for this day as the way Jesus arrived in Jerusalem on 

Palm Sunday was not exactly “normal” and His arrival was about to change the normal understanding of life 

and death. 

     There was nothing “normal” about the parade that the people had for Jesus as He entered the city on a 

donkey.  The Roman government ruled Israel and I’m sure the people had seen Roman military parades, where 

leaders like Pontius Pilate would ride through a city on a majestic stallion and Roman military officers would 

carry the banners of armies they had destroyed as a show of strength.  This kind of parade was a proclamation 

of Rome’s superiority and I’m sure the message to the Israelites was, “Remain peaceful or we will control you 

by force.” 

     The Palm Sunday parade with Jesus on a donkey was very different, and I’m sure many people who had 

traveled to Jerusalem for the Passover celebration wondered, “Who is this man?  Why is everyone so excited 

about a man on a donkey?”  He didn’t look like a king.  He wasn’t wearing a crown, there was no army 

marching behind him, and there weren’t any banners flying in the wind.  I’m sure if the Romans had seen Jesus 

riding into Jerusalem on a donkey and people cheering, they probably would have laughed.  “We don’t need to 

worry about this guy trying to take over our government,” they may have thought.  But the irony of this Palm 

Sunday story is how it ends rather quietly, instead of with loud celebrations that go on through the night.  After 

Jesus is hailed by the people as their king, by the end of the day Jesus simply decides to leave the city and He 

goes to Bethany to spend the night.  His day of victory ends not with a bang, but with a shrug; “Who is this 

guy?” and that’s a clue for us.  The real meaning of Palm Sunday can only emerge as we observe what 

happened to Jesus during the rest of the week. 

     Palm Sunday begins with Jesus telling His disciples to go into the city of Jerusalem where they will find a 

colt.  (In the Bible, a colt was not a horse, but a young donkey.)  If Jesus was going to conquer Jerusalem with 

power and might, He would have ridden a horse – which was an animal of war, but instead Jesus rides a donkey 

– the animal of peace.  Just imagine the Savior of the world riding on a donkey.  This would be like the 

President of the United States riding in a Volkswagen Bug, instead of a big, fancy limousine.  But the donkey 

not only fulfills the prophecy that we heard in our Old Testament lesson from Zechariah 9:9 which says, 

“Behold, your king is coming to you…humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey,” it 

also makes perfect sense when we know that the triumph of Jesus came not through power or intimidation, but 

through loving service and sacrifice. 

     As Jesus nears the city, the crowds went wild and shouted, “Hosanna!  Blessed is He who comes in the name 

of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest!”  The people were excited as they took the clothes off their backs to throw 

them on the ground in His path as a type of red carpet treatment for the King of the Universe.  They knew that 

Jesus was their Savior and they thought they knew what that meant.  They thought it meant that whey would be 

free from the Roman government who controlled their land.  They thought it meant that Jesus was going to be 

their earthly King.  They thought it meant that they would be a great and powerful nation again, as they were in 

the days of the Old Testament.  So they rejoiced and celebrated at the picture that was forming in their mind – a 

picture of a powerful king who would save them. 

     But a few days later, that same crowd shouted, “Crucify him, crucify him!” when they learned that the 

picture which had developed in their mind was not the picture that Jesus had painted of Himself.  The dreams of 

that Palm Sunday were soon turned into the stark realities of the betrayal by one of His closest friends, the trial, 

and His death on a cross.  The crowds of Good Friday turned against Jesus for one reason: He didn’t fulfill the 

dreams they had of Him on Palm Sunday.  The reality of the situation was that Jesus was not an earthly king, He 

was a Heavenly King.  He was not a warrior who had come to destroy a foreign government, He was a warrior 

who had come to destroy death.  The picture Jesus painted for them was of a suffering Savior, one who would 



suffer for the sins of all people.  But that’s not what they wanted.  That didn’t seem normal.  The people missed 

the point and they were angry by the end of the week. 

     When I was in college, our football team was not very good.  We won only one game in my senior year.  

One of the games I thought we were going to win turned into a heartbreaking loss when our quarterback on the 

last play of the game threw the ball as far as he could, but there was no one near the ball to catch it.  After the 

game, the quarterback appeared to be upset with one of the receivers, who was wide open on the last play of the 

game, but he was no where near where the quarterback threw the ball.  Apparently the quarterback asked him, 

“Didn’t you hear me change the play at the line for you to run straight ahead to the end zone.  Why did you stop 

running?”  The receiver answered, “I heard you change the play, but I thought you were trying to trick the other 

team, so I didn’t think you meant it and I stopped running.” 

     I didn’t think you meant it.  Is that how we react to Jesus?  “I didn’t think you really meant it when you said 

we would have to pick up our crosses and suffer hardships as one of your followers.  I thought as a Christian, 

life would be easier.”  Are we like the crowd on that first Palm Sunday, still wanting Jesus to do things our way 

or do we get it?  Do we understand that we get a Savior who gives us power, but it’s a different kind of power – 

it’s the power of suffering love.  It’s a power that loosens my grip on all of my expectations and assures me that 

I don’t need to be afraid of suffering or sacrifice, because it’s the only way that I will experience true comfort 

and peace. 

     Palm Sunday is indeed the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat jammed up against each other, which is a 

pretty good description of life.  We start off our worship today by celebrating Christ’s triumphant entrance into 

Jerusalem, but we will leave here today knowing that Jesus is going to suffer and die by the end of the week.  

You could almost say that today is kind of like a funeral.  When a friend or loved one dies, it is natural to feel 

grief and pain that the person is gone.  Yet it is also a time of rejoicing in the hope of the resurrection and life 

eternal in heaven with God.  In fact, Paul said it very well in our second lesson for today from Philippians.  In 

verse 8 he states, “And Jesus being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the 

point of death, even death on a cross.”  But in verses 9-10 he says, “Therefore, God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bow, and 

every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.” 

     That message from Paul turns defeat into victory, and that’s the message we will celebrate next Sunday.  

Death does not have the last word, God will prevail.  So let’s not rush through Holy Week in order to quickly 

get to the trumpets of Easter.  Let’s take our time with this week to reflect and wrestle with the Palms and 

Passion of Holy Week. 

     This week people will gather to see Jesus, to worship Him, but what do you see?  Are you looking for a 

warrior king who will turn the world upside down and make things easier for you or will you see a suffering 

Savior, who conquered on a colt, who never retaliated when people hurled false accusations against Him, who 

willingly endured excruciating pain and even death on a cross so that you could live, and who simply asks that 

we patiently and faithfully follow Him every day of our lives.  Is that normal?  What do you see in this man, 

Jesus?   


