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Isaiah 50:4-9a Philippians 2:5-11 
Psalm 31:9-16 Luke 23:1-49 

What a reception Jesus received on this Palm Sunday. A reception fit for a king. 

The passage implies that Jesus had made arrangements to obtain a colt to ride into 

Jerusalem. Jesus mounted the colt and as he was entering Jerusalem, people were 

throwing their cloaks on the road. As he travels down the road, we read that a whole 

multitude of disciples were praising God joyfully declaring “Blessed is the king who 

comes in the name of the Lord!” Thus Palm Sunday has been celebrated as a joyous 

celebration, symbolized by the waving of our palm branches this morning. 

We are given some clues here that all is not what it appears to be, and that it was 

not a reception of a king. Jesus rode a donkey. Such an animal was not a majestic 

animal, one that a victorious king or military commander would ride. The donkey was a 

humble animal, suited for sacred use, not royal use. One would never ride a donkey to 

war. Even though the crowd was proclaiming him king, he was not the kind of king the 

crowd was expecting. Rather he was a servant, humble king. By throwing their coats on 

the road, they were divesting themselves from the symbols of their status instead of 

putting on the trappings of war. And the disciples, the large group that had been 

traveling with him, direct their praises to God, not in anticipation of a victory still ahead, 

but for the “deeds of power” Jesus performed, the healings and exorcisms, for example, 

that they have already witnessed. So something different is going on here. It is not quite 

the celebration it appears to be. 

Reflecting on this difference, some churches are celebrating Palm Sunday in a 

different way. Some churches have moved from it being Palm Sunday to Palm/Passion 

Sunday. Note the progress of our worship. Our worship began with the children waving 
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the psalms, then we read the of the triumphal entry, and singing the joyous song of 

praise All Glory, Laud, and Honor. As we progress through our worship we come to 

reading the fateful events of Jesus crucifixion. If any of you saw Mel Gibson’s The 

Passion of the Christ, you experienced—to some extent--how horrific the crucifixion 

was. It was one of the worst ways to die; it was extremely painful, and was a very slow 

process of dying, sometimes people would hang there for days! So why hear the story 

on what was traditionally a celebration of Palm Sunday, a day of a multitude of disciples 

praising God, joyfully welcoming Jesus into Jerusalem. Come on now, why do we have 

to read something so negative, so horrific, on this joyous day. Why be a party pooper? 

Every party needs a pooper so we invited you? 

The main reason is that there are many who worship on Palm Sunday, and then 

worship on Easter, but do not attend Maundy Thursday or Good Friday services. If you 

look at the attendance figures, attendance at week day holy week services is very low 

compared to Palm Sunday and Easter Sunday. Thus people come and celebrate the joy 

of the triumphal entry, and then come back to celebrate the resurrection, without 

hearing anything about the humbling, painful crucifixion of Jesus, the death of Jesus. 

They go from one joyous occasion to another joyous occasion without hearing, without 

remembering Jesus pain and suffering. 

We all know what is going to happen. As the week progresses, we go from the 

larger group of disciples joyfully receiving Jesus and praising God to a crowd 

demanding that Pilate crucify Jesus. We go from sounds of praise to sounds of 

condemnation. Nothing stops this downhill movement once it starts. Pilate did not want 

to crucify Jesus, but the crowds demanded it. And so, on Good Friday, Jesus is 
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crucified and dies on the cross. There is nothing sugary about the crucifixion. There is 

nothing to celebrate about the crucifixion. 

And yet, churches do espouse a sugary theology, a prosperity gospel. They 

hardly mention the crucifixion, if any at all. They may not even have crosses in their 

worship space for that is too negative! They preach: Get right with God, and life will be 

just great: you will have a wonderful marriage, wonderful kids, prosperity. Do you know 

what you get when your play a country western cd backwards? You get your dog back, 

your wife back, your house back. These churches proclaim, get right with God, and you 

will get your wife back, your dog back, your house back. The gospel is not about having 

a wonderful spouse, or family, or house, or dog. It is not “get right with God and God will 

bless you with all kinds of material blessings, life will be a spectacular celebration” 

These television evangelists who proclaim a gospel of prosperity say that if you give 

your money to God, God will bless you materially. Give your money to God, and God 

will make you rich. Have you ever noticed that when they say to give your money to 

God, these evangelists give you their address to which one should mail your donation to 

God? 

Christ, in his death on the cross, defeated the powers of death and darkness. 

Paul, in his letter to the Colossians, wrote, “[Jesus] disarmed the rulers and authorities 

and made a public example of them, triumphing over them in it.” It was in Jesus’ death 

that Jesus defeated the powers of darkness. In the end God will be victorious. There 

cannot be a resurrection without a crucifixion. We cannot go from the triumphal entry to 

the joy of the resurrection, and skip over the crucifixion.  
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How can a gospel that is all prosperity, all victory, all sugar, speak to those who 

are suffering? People who hear the prosperity gospel, but experience darkness in their 

lives—and who doesn’t—may wonder, “What is the matter with me that God doesn’t 

bestow material blessings on me?” They may question their own faith, wonder what 

they are doing wrong. Life is full of pain, suffering, disappointments, and loss.  

In Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art there was a piece of art titled 

"America's Joyous Future.” Erika Rothenberg took a piece of everyday life, in this case 

a small church bulletin board, and turned it into a provocative work of art. In a manner 

familiar to clergy across the land, she spelled out life at one local congregation in simple 

white letters against a stark black background: EVENINGS AT 7 IN THE PARISH HALL 

Monday: Alcoholics Anonymous; Tuesday: Abused Spouses; Wednesday: Eating 

Disorders; Thursday: Say No to Drugs; Friday: Teen Suicide Watch; Saturday: Soup 

Kitchen. Sunday Sermon 9 a.m.: "America's Joyous Future" James Wind thought, “As I 

left the museum I wondered what all its visitors thought as they considered 

Rothenberg's work of art. Did they see "America's Joyous Future" as an indictment of 

churches and synagogues that preach pie in the sky in their worship services while 

remaining oblivious to the real hurts and needs of people? Or did they see it as a sign 

that our congregations are deeply immersed in human suffering, that their doors are 

wide open to the pathologies of the times? Instead of pie in the sky, [are] the thousands 

of local congregations in our land lifting brave hope out of the ashes of human 

suffering?  
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When the church acknowledges the suffering of Jesus, and the suffering in the 

world and in our own lives, the church can lift brave hope out of the ashes of human 

suffering. 

Let every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. 


