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5 Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form 
of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7 but emptied 
himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in 
human form, 8 he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even 
death on a cross. 9 Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is 
above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  (Phil. 2:5-11 NRSV) 
 
1 When they were approaching Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of 
Olives, he sent two of his disciples 2 and said to them, "Go into the village ahead of you, 
and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a colt that has never been ridden; 
untie it and bring it. 3 If anyone says to you, "Why are you doing this?' just say this, "The 
Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately.' " 4 They went away and found a 
colt tied near a door, outside in the street. As they were untying it, 5 some of the 
bystanders said to them, "What are you doing, untying the colt?" 6 They told them what 
Jesus had said; and they allowed them to take it. 7 Then they brought the colt to Jesus and 
threw their cloaks on it; and he sat on it. 8 Many people spread their cloaks on the road, 
and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. 9 Then those who went 
ahead and those who followed were shouting, "Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in 
the name of the Lord! 10 Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! Hosanna 
in the highest heaven!" 11 Then he entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when 
he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with 
the twelve.  (Mk. 11:1-11 NRSV) 
 

1 
 A biblical text can be too familiar.  The story imparted to us by Mark is one such 
text.  It is so familiar we easily miss its edge.  We’ve heard about and participated in Jesus’ 
triumphant parade so many times we don’t see how satirical and plain odd the event 
being described really is.  Let me cite the odd and then the satirical. 
 If we read straight through Mark’s Gospel account, we meet a Jesus who tells 
everyone who has any idea who he really is not to tell anyone.   “Go and tell no one,” is 
Jesus’ consistent command.  As readers of the Gospel, we have the benefit of knowing the 
whole story and so wonder why Jesus is so keen to keep his identity such a guarded 
secret.  What is known stylistically as the “messianic secret” hangs over the entire Gospel 
account…until Palm Sunday.  All of a sudden he chose the busiest, most crowded week in 
the Jewish calendar…to do what?   
 To enact a highly public messianic street theater orchestrated to make sure there 
was not a soul in Jerusalem who didn’t know some peasant made a dramatic entrance that 
day.  Jerusalem’s visitors and townies may not have known his name but they knew a man 
rode into town in the fashion of a conquering hero – in much the same way as twelve other 
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conquering heroes before him.1  In a far from subtle fashion, Jesus made sure everyone 
knew he had arrived.  Odd…very odd. 
 The Palm Sunday story is also odd because of what we know…that Jesus was a 
dead man.  Oh, he was not dead yet – but we know he would be in less than a week.  The 
religious leaders in Jerusalem wanted him dead…but on Palm Sunday their plans were 
not worked out.   

All the same, Jesus was a dead man – he knew it and we know it.  We want to shout 
through time and tell Jesus to run away.  We want to tell the disciples to tie him up and 
throw him in an ox cart – to do whatever it takes to get him away from Jerusalem.  But 
there is nothing we can do to stop the events that would fill holy week…and it is a good 
thing we can’t.   

2 
 The street theater wasn’t just odd, though…it was satirical.  Jesus routinely 
demonstrated brilliant wit.  Palm Sunday he was at his witty best.  I mean, what kind of 
king or messiah comes to Jerusalem, the capital city, the holy city, dressed in the clothes of 
a common man…dressed as “everyman,” if you will?  What kind of king or messiah starts 
life by being born in a barn with a hay trough for a bed…and then concludes his life 
looking ridiculous astride a donkey?2  What kind of king or messiah enters a hostile 
occupied zone, without a sword by his side or an advance assault team of fully trained and 
equipped soldiers or a squadron of F16 fighter jets protecting the skies overhead?  It’s 
satire. 
 The long-expected messiah was supposed to throw out the enemy and re-establish 
the glorious throne of David.  He was supposed to turn the tables on Israel’s enemies…not 
overturn the tables in the Temple that were used to help make it easier for Jews to worship 
God.  He was supposed to grind underfoot the infidel…not the priests who were the 
guardians of sacred Temple worship.  He was supposed to make things right again for 
God’s chosen people…not challenge them to greater, deeper, more sincere faithfulness. 
 Jesus’ point is clear enough to us.   He was a king, to be sure, and not a king…a 
messiah and not a messiah…at least not the kind of king or messiah the people expected or 
wanted.  For those with eyes to see, the street theater of Palm Sunday mocked the people’s 
mistaken expectations.  Jesus was surely their king and messiah due a glorious, cheered 
welcome.  What they didn’t know was that he would not let their expectations make him 
be anything less than the king and messiah God sent him to be and they really needed. 

It is impossible to know what Jesus was thinking as he rode into Jerusalem that day.  
It is possible, though, to know what the earliest chroniclers of the story of Jesus wanted us 
to make of this parade.  They captured the parade’s lasting satire.  The people’s cheers 
were appropriate.  They just didn’t realize how appropriate.   

3 
 From Jericho, Jesus traveled that day toward Jerusalem.  When he and the disciples 
were outside of Jerusalem at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, they 
stopped.  Mark doesn’t tell us he stopped to see Lazarus, Martha, and Mary but John does.      
 From there, Jesus sent two of his disciples on to the next village to obtain a colt.  The 
village was not named…neither were the disciples.  The two were told that, finding a colt 
tied to a post, they were to untie it and bring it to Jesus.  If anyone asked them what they 
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were doing, they were to tell them the “Lord” had need of it and that they would bring it 
back immediately.  That being precisely the way events unfolded, the two disciples 
brought the colt to Jesus. 
 After the disciples threw their cloaks on the colt, Jesus climbed on and set off slowly 
for the gates of Jerusalem.   
 When he crested the Mount of Olives and began to descend into Jerusalem, heads 
turned.  As word spread, people gathered.  They may not have known the man – but they 
knew what he was enacting.  They knew this was the way the messiah would arrive.  
Perhaps this was the long expected king – God’s servant – the one sent by God to save his 
people. 
 One thing led to another, and people took off their cloaks and spread them on the 
road ahead of Jesus.  They also spread leafy branches they had cut in the nearby fields.  St. 
Jerome, the late 4th and early 5th century church father, said the people in the crowd spread 
their cloaks and leafy branches before Jesus to symbolically “make the crooked ways 
straight, and the rough ways smooth, so Christ the conqueror of sin might walk straightly 
and safely into the hearts of the faithful.3  You suppose Jerome’s lofty theology was on the 
minds of the people in that crowd? 
 Surely you’ve either been a part of a crowd or seen a crowd in action.  The crowds 
yesterday in Washington, DC, and many cities across the country and the planet were 
something to behold.  But a crowd can be swept up by an intense emotion one day and an 
absolutely opposite emotion the next day. 
 No telling what the crowd in Jerusalem was like that Palm Sunday.  C-Span was 
nowhere to be seen.  Neither was I.  Did the disciples rustle up a crowd to welcome their 
friend Jesus?  Did people see him coming and rush to greet him?  Or were they simply a 
suggestible crowd in town for the Passover?  Did they happen to be in the right place 
when Jesus was passing by – throwing Frisbees, playing music, eating lamb-kebobs – and 
decided to join the parade?  Were they faithful vigilant people, after all, always on the 
look-out for the messiah’s arrival?   
 Whatever the make-up or mood of the people, they quickly became an excited 
crowd.  “Hosanna,” they shouted…using an acclamation straight out of Psalm 118.  
“Hosanna,” they shouted…”Save us, we beseech you.”4   

4 
 When all the shouting and waving ceased, Mark tells us Jesus went alone into the 
temple.  He looked around at everything and then left Jerusalem with the disciples and 
went back to Bethany. 
 That too was an odd and fascinating moment.  As readers of the Gospel account, we 
realize Mark has hurried us to Jerusalem.  We have heard Jesus announce three times that 
Jerusalem will be the place of his rejection, suffering, and death.  We have watched conflict 
and misunderstanding follow Jesus from his baptism all the way to Jerusalem.  Finally, 
Jesus arrives at the holy city.  We are at the edge of our seats…and Jesus simply looks 
around and does nothing.  The great clash we have expected doesn’t occur.  It will come 
soon...but not yet.  Jesus simply looks around the Temple and heads back out of town.5  
 Why did he do this?  The text says “it was late” – but why did that matter?  The 
other Gospel writers don’t include this curious detail.  Matthew and Luke recount Jesus 
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entering and cleansing the temple on Palm Sunday.  Matthew includes the people of 
Jerusalem asking, “Who is this?”6  Mark has no mention of this.  Luke includes a 
conversation the Pharisees have with Jesus where they say, “Teacher, get your disciples 
under control.”7  Jesus replies, “If these people were silent, the stones would shout out.”  
Mark makes no mention of this, either. 
 Why did Mark have Jesus enter the temple on Palm Sunday, look around at 
everything, and then turn and leave town?  It is the type of detail that drives biblical 
scholars crazy.  It is also the type of detail that should make us pause and wonder. 

5 
 Perhaps a partial answer lies in the fact that Jesus would not then and will not now 
be bound by our expectations.  The crowd wanted Jesus to fulfill their expectations.  We 
do too.  But generally our expectations of God are mistaken.  So often our expectations 
have a way of blinding us to God’s real gift.  Jesus subverted expectations…particularly 
when fulfilling them would let us settle for a small God and for less than the full life God 
intended.   
 On this Palm Sunday, what expectations do you and I have that must be disrupted 
in order to make way for the real Christ?  Amen. 
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