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Text 
As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage and Bethany at the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two 
of his disciples, 2 saying to them, "Go to the village ahead of you, and just as you enter it, you will find a 
colt tied there, which no one has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. 3 If anyone asks you, 'Why are you 
doing this?' tell him, 'The Lord needs it and will send it back here shortly.'" 4 They went and found a colt 
outside in the street, tied at a doorway. As they untied it, 5 some people standing there asked, "What are you 
doing, untying that colt?" 6 They answered as Jesus had told them to, and the people let them go. 7 When 
they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it, he sat on it. 8 Many people spread their cloaks 
on the road, while others spread branches they had cut in the fields. 9 Those who went ahead and those who 
followed shouted, "Hosanna!" "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!" 10 "Blessed is the coming 
kingdom of our father David!" "Hosanna in the highest!" 11 Jesus entered Jerusalem and went to the 
temple. He looked around at everything, but since it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the 
Twelve. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Introduction 
 How many times have you read a book or watched a movie and identified with a 
character?  Perhaps in your imagination you see yourself as the hero or the beloved.  How 
many kids read or watch The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe and begin to role play as 
Peter or Susan or Lucy?  …definitely not the White Witch, and probably not even 
Edmund.  Eugene Peterson in one of his newest books tells of the following incident: 
 

A number of years ago I was in a bookstore.  As I was paying for 
my purchase, I saw a stack of books on the counter.  The book had been 
written by a good friend of mine.  His name was prominent on the cover: 
Alvin ben-Moring.  The book was about one of the wise men present at 
Jesus’ birth.  Balthasar: The Black and Shining Prince was the title.  It 
was a popular Christmas book in the sixties.  I hadn’t seen Ben for several 
years, but I knew about this book.  We had talked about this book, 
discussed plot and characters during the years we were together in college 
and seminary.  And now here it was, published!  I said to the clerk, “This 
book was written by a good friend of mine; I didn’t know it had been 
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published.”  She said, “Well, you’d better buy it; you might find yourself 
in it.” 
 I did buy it, and I did find myself in it.  But not in the way I 
expected.  We had been close friends; he had given every indication of 
liking, even admiring, me.  But in the book I was not at all likeable, and 
certainly not admirable.  There was no escaping the fact that it was me – 
unfortunately, though, not the me of my fantasies.1 

 
 This book [the Bible] was written by someone who loves us very much.  You 
could kind of look at it like a love story – it tells of God’s passionate, red-hot love and 
pursuit of humanity.  The biblical story takes place over the span of several millennia and 
culminates in the solemn events of one spring week circa A.D. 30.  We read the story of 
Scripture today to find ourselves in it.  We read it for inspiration.  We read it because we 
need solace and comfort when we’re distraught.  We read it as a religious text at religious 
functions, special holidays like Easter and Christmas.  We read it expecting to feel 
affirmed, encouraged, refreshed, renewed,… to find ourselves as the object of God’s 
affections – the other main character in the love story, the child of God, the bride of 
Christ.  And those types of reading are not altogether bad. 
 But if we read the biblical story carefully, we also find ourselves in it as the 
flawed and foolish characters – not very flattering.  We see ourselves in the passivity of 
Adam and the recklessness of Eve.  We see ourselves in the envy of Cain, the dysfunction 
of the patriarchs, the obstinate grumbling of the Israelites, the indiscretion of David; the 
selfishness, the fickleness, the betrayal, the power grabbing, the inauthenticity, the 
laziness, the pride… and, if we’re reading the story correctly we should get a sick feeling 
in our stomachs.  We’re in here, but most of the time we’re not at all likeable, certainly 
not admirable. 
 This is certainly the case when we approach the Passion narrative – the last week 
of Jesus’ earthly life.  This is the climax of the whole biblical story.  And it’s the 
quintessential story of all humanity for in it we all find our sin that turned on and mocked 
and beat and killed the Son of God and we see the depths of God’s persistent love, the 
heights of his infinite grace.  This is the story we find ourselves in this week.  What I 
want to do today is set the stage for the story as we look at the Triumphal Entry, what we 
mark with Palm Sunday.  I want to begin to help us see ourselves here in these sacred 
pages and then preview what this week is going to look like in the life of Immanuel 
Baptist Church.  So today’s just going to be getting the ball rolling for the whole week-
long experience.  I want the next 7 days to be a week-long event, a holy exercise in 
ruminating on the work of Christ as revealed to us the Scriptures.  It’s a story that never 
grows old.  I’m praying for myself and for all of you that this year God would show us 
more of himself as we focus on the central point of our faith – the death and resurrection 
of the Lord Jesus Christ! 
 In Mark’s telling of the story, it all starts at the beginning of chapter 11 (this is a 
major structural shift in the Gospel of Mark).  R.T. France tells us that “the traditional 
description of this scene as the ‘Triumphal Entry’ is [a misnomer]: it describes Jesus’ 
approach to the city, not his entry.”2  To be technical, Jesus is still approaching the city 
along the road that leads from Jericho (the City of Palms; cf. Dt. 34:3), through Bethany, 
then Bethphage, over the Mount of Olives, ending up eventually at the temple in 
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Jerusalem.  Now there’s also a little debate over whether this was Sunday or possibly 
Monday,3 but I think we can go with tradition here that the ‘Triumphal Approach’ 
occurred on Sunday, Palm Sunday. 
 When Jesus got to the Mount of Olives, Mark relates to us, he sent two of his 
disciples ahead to get a colt for Jesus to ride.  It’s a bit peculiar that Jesus would want to 
have a ride for the final leg, but we’ll see why in a moment.  The details of Jesus’ orders 
are also peculiar.  Is this based upon supernatural knowledge that he has or simply an 
elaborate pre-arranged plan with acquaintances he’s made in the area involving a secret 
password and all?  We don’t know for sure, but the two go and find things exactly as 
Jesus described them and do exactly what Jesus asked, returning with a colt for Jesus to 
ride on the rest of the way. 
 “When they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it, he sat on it” 
(v. 7).  And he started to go towards Jerusalem.  There’s something going on here that we 
may miss, being 21st century Americans living in Chicago, but those around Jesus didn’t 
miss it.  First of all, who are these people lining the streets?  They’re not, for the most 
part,4 citizens of Jerusalem that have heard about Jesus and come out to meet him and his 
twelve disciples.  They’re mostly Jews from Galilee and other outlying areas making 
their way to Jerusalem for Passover.  They’re pilgrims and they’re from the more 
conservative, less sophisticated and influential parts – the parts where Jesus happened to 
do most of his ministry.  To put it into today’s terms: they’re not Washington, D.C. 
insiders or elites; they’re farmers and truck drivers and factory workers from the South 
caravanning together to the capital for the 4th of July celebrations. 
 It’s a large crowd filled with anticipation and national pride as they come to the 
capital city for a weeklong celebration of what made them a nation – the exodus from 
Egypt.  Understand, also, that this nation ever since 63 B.C. was occupied by the 
Romans; they were captives in their own homeland.  The sophisticates and leaders in 
Jerusalem had made arrangements with and concessions to the Roman government, they 
had a working relationship going that granted them a bit of power, but the Galileans and 
other pilgrims were more resentful and staunchly patriotic.  And here comes this man 
who’s just healed a blind man in Jericho and has made waves up in Galilee and he’s 
riding on a donkey!  This is what we may miss that nobody then would have.  We say, 
“So what, a donkey!?”  Well, you see, there is this prophecy from an OT book called 
Zechariah that says, 
 

Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! 
Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! 
See, your king comes to you, 

righteous and having salvation, 
gentle and riding on a donkey, 

on a colt, the foal of a donkey. (9:9) 
 
 Jesus’ choice of a colt “which no one has ever ridden” is intentional.  He’s the 
fulfillment of the OT prophecies of a Messiah.  The people recognize this.  Here’s a man 
that’s done some interesting stuff, making his way to Jerusalem with everyone else for 
Passover, and then he gets on a donkey!  And his disciples are going crazy.  They don’t 
fully get what’s going on, but they know this is it, this is what they’ve been prepping for.  
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The people start going crazy – “Many people spread their cloaks on the road, while others 
spread branches they had cut in the fields.  Those who went ahead and those who 
followed shouted [praises taken from OT psalms and prophecies], ‘Hosanna [which 
means save us now or the Lord saves]!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!  
Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David!  Hosanna in the highest” (vv. 8-10)! 
 This is a royal processional; the pomp of an enthronement ceremony.  They’re 
rolling out the red carpet so to speak for their king.  They saw Zech. 9:9 unfolding before 
their eyes and they were rejoicing greatly because their king was coming, righteous and 
having salvation.  Salvation, they understood as political independence, a throwing off of 
the bondage of foreign rule, a final defeat of the enemies of God understood as the 
political enemies of Israel, an establishment of God’s kingdom understood as the 
restoration of the Davidic kingdom.  Let the revolution begin. 
 Jesus took the praise.  In fact, his actions called for it, for he was indeed the 
Messiah, the king coming to usher in the long-awaited kingdom of God.  Hosanna!  The 
Lord saves indeed!  But it wasn’t a military salvation, a freedom from Roman rule.  It 
was a defeat of the Enemy (capital E), a freedom from sin; a victory that came by way 
not of a regal stallion/war horse, but a humble donkey, not a throne, but a cross.  His 
kingdom was ironically initiated by his death!  So different from popular opinion and 
expectation!  The reign that God wanted to bring in was so much deeper than just a 
glorified Davidic kingdom – a world empire with Jerusalem as its capital.  It wasn’t some 
minor modifications and tune-up of what had already been done and what had already 
been seen in human history.  It was a complete cosmic overhaul, a total fixing and 
restoration and remaking.  And the first problem that had to be dealt with was sin, thus 
the cross – this cosmic, mysterious, divine transaction whereby sin was dealt with and 
true salvation was procured for God’s people at the expense of God himself. 
 But the people didn’t get this.  They had a different idea of what Jesus was doing.  
They were praising him based upon him fitting into their expectations.  They thought 
someone was here who could finally do what they wanted and they jumped on his 
bandwagon.  But their worship was contingent on Jesus fitting into their preconceived 
mold of what a Messiah should be.  They had an agenda.  Their praise had certain strings 
attached, came with certain misconceptions.  It wasn’t a real worship for who Jesus was.  
It was a worship based upon what they perceived Jesus could do for them and how he 
could affirm their desires and dreams.  They wanted to worship Jesus as the Messiah they 
desired, not the Messiah that he was.  So the worship wasn’t genuine.  They voiced the 
right praises, but they didn’t really mean them. 
 How much of our worship of God is like this – worshipping a God that fits with 
our idea of what God should be like; coming to God and saying, “If you’re this kind of 
God that will do this for me, then ‘Hosanna, glory, hallelujah, praise the Lord!’”  But 
when he turns out not to be that, to not cater to your wishes, to not ‘meet your needs’, you 
desert him.  How many times do we seek to manipulate and control God with our praise 
and worship?  How many times is our worship actually the worship of a god that we have 
made up to suit our whims and demands, passed off as evangelical worship of Jesus? 
 We just sang 5 songs in a row of adoration and praise; hosanna songs.  How 
authentic was it, really?  If we’re honest, how many times do we think of worshipping 
God as a way to get in good with him/butter him up so he will do what we want?  God, I 
have these plans – I want a nice wife, a good job, smart kids… Hosanna!  God, I’m 
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bringing my tithe and now I want you to make me wealthy and prosperous… Hosanna!  
God I want to feel good about myself, have a feeling of spiritual ecstasy… Hosanna!!  
God, I’ll give you my worship, fulfill my duties and then you can give me my space… 
Hosanna.  But what happens when the wife never comes or gets cancer and dies?  What 
happens when you’re poor?  What happens when the emotions run dry?  What happens 
when God gets in your face and steps over the line with demands on your life? 
 Sometimes I listen to Christian radio because it’s “positive and encouraging.”  It 
makes me feel good.  And I sing along to the songs.  Nowadays more and more I’m 
singing along to familiar songs with silly voices, falsettos to mimic the female parts.  I’m 
not really worshipping God.  I’m feeling good about myself listening to praise songs and 
I’m worshipping the sentimentality of the songs – they’re attached to good memories, it’s 
escapism, they make me feel safe.  But God is not a tame God, a feel-good, Romantic 
sort of ‘safe’ God.  Is he? 

Now the crowd that cheers Jesus’ arrival to Jerusalem is not the same exact crowd 
that demanded his crucifixion a few days later outside Pilate’s place, although there could 
be some overlap.  But it still deserves to be pointed out – where are all these people who 
hailed Jesus’ processional to Jerusalem on Palm Sunday… Hosanna!... when Good 
Friday rolls around?5  They’ve all abandoned ship.  If this is the kind of king he is, then I 
don’t want any of that, thank you very much.  What a disappointment. 

Do you see yourself here?  I’m like the prophet Nathan saying, “You’re the man; 
you’re the woman; you’re the crowd in the story – flippant and fickle, full of empty 
praise” (cf. 2Sam. 12:7).  I hope you see yourself here, because if you don’t in some way 
you’re going to miss the whole point of Good Friday and Easter and Jesus.  I think we all 
have to see ourselves here, to some extent.  We all worship our own ideas of God from 
time to time that fits with our own wants instead of the God whose says, “My thoughts 
are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways…  As the heavens are higher than 
the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” (Is. 
55:8-9).  Jesus does not fit into our own agenda.  He has his own agenda and yet we can 
treat him like a genie in a bottle or a giant gumball machine in the sky, but when he 
doesn’t deliver the goods we drop him like a hot potato or get upset and disappointed, 
even angry, angry enough to kill him. 

I want us this week to see ourselves in the whole Passion narrative.  I want us to 
experience this whole week from within the story.  I want us to see ourselves in the fickle 
crowd that sang Jesus’ praises on Palm Sunday, and then in the crowd that cried for his 
crucifixion on Good Friday.  I want us to see ourselves demanding that Jesus fit into our 
program and resenting his authority like the chief priests, teachers of the law, and elders.  
I want us to see ourselves arrogant, cold, indifferent, and self-reliant like the Pharisees, 
Herodians, and Sadducees.  I want us to see ourselves betraying him like Judas and 
denying him like Peter and abandoning him like the other disciples.  I want us to see 
ourselves ignoring him like Pilate.  I want us to see ourselves mocking him like the 
Roman soldiers and the passers by.  I want us to see ourselves nailing him to the cross.  I 
want us to see ourselves in the story and not be flattered, but feel sick to our stomachs.  I 
want us to see our hypocrisy and see our pride and our sin that made the cross necessary.  
I want us to feel the darkness of it, the confusion, the loneliness of Saturday as his cold 
body lay in the tomb and not rush too fast on to Sunday. 
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I want this week to be an entering into the story, not just another nonchalant 
hearing of it and thinking, “Oh, that’s nice,” and going home.  In order to help with that 
I’ve put together a Bible reading plan for every day of the week.  It’s on the insert in your 
bulletin.  There’s a reading there for the morning and one for the evening.  Take it home 
and put it by your bed and make this be the first thing you do when you get up in the 
morning and the last thing you do before you go to bed – the story that encompasses and 
bookends all of your waking hours this week. 

Or you could read the morning section for breakfast and the evening section for 
dinner instead of food and “eat” this story, chew on it, take it in.  In the past our whole 
church has done a week-long, church-wide fast on different occasions for different 
purposes.  It’s been an extremely rewarding spiritual exercise.  For those of you who can, 
I’d like to recommend that you do that this week.  If you’re not pregnant and physically 
healthy and not planning to run a marathon this week then you can do this.  If you look in 
your bulletin I’ve put together a schedule that’s similar to how we’ve done this in the 
past, but slightly different. 

This is optional.  You don’t have to do it, but I think it would be neat and 
spiritually beneficial if a good number of us were doing it together.  And if you can’t fast 
from food for some physical reason, give up something else, like sports or internet or 
video games.  Here’s how it goes: no red meat starting tonight and going through 
Wednesday.  All day Thursday eat only fruit – it’s the best way to ease into a fast.  Then 
have only water on Friday and Saturday.  The point is to make this week set apart and 
special and to focus more time on prayer and reflection and to create a growing sense of 
anticipation for Sunday, to feel the hunger pains and remember the suffering of Christ, to 
experience the longing and emptiness and feel the despair of the disciples during those 
two long days – Friday and Saturday – as we feel the weakness from a lack of food.  It 
should cause a sense of expectancy to foment.  And then, when you come to church on 
Sunday there will be some fruit to munch on – it’s the best way to ease out of a fast.  And 
then we will celebrate and dance and shout as we hear the news that he is risen and 
explore the implications of that and feel the joy of the Resurrection and you can go home 
and feast with your families for lunch to continue the jubilation. 

But that’s next Sunday.  Don’t jump there yet.  In the meantime I want us to feel 
the weight and gravity of the week.  I want us to feel it in our bones.  Also, in your 
bulletin you’ll see three different events for this week that will add to the experience of it.  
All the small groups are cancelled so I encourage you to try to make it to at least one of 
these events, hopefully more.  We’ll have a Maundy Thursday service on Thursday to 
remember and experience the pathos of the Last Supper.  On Good Friday we’ll be 
watching the graphic portrayal of Christ’s crucifixion together in the movie, The Passion 
of the Christ.  This is also an outreach.  We’re hoping that many non-believers from the 
neighborhood will be there too.  Then on Saturday there will be a special prayer meeting 
commemorating the Sabbath day that Jesus lay in the tomb and the accompanying 
confusion.  I encourage you to make the most of this week; to really get inside the story. 

We’ve started this week as the crowd of pilgrims glibly singing praises to Jesus – 
words that we don’t fully understand; praises that if you’re honest were not completely 
genuine; praises that in one way or another were shallow, directed to a Jesus that was less 
than the real Jesus in all his complex beauty and splendor. 
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Benediction 
Now, may you continue to find yourself in the story as you go forth from here and live in 
it this week. 
 
Appendix: Bible Reading Plan for Holy Week 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 9, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 

 
End notes: 
                                                 
1 Eugene H. Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2006), 63. 
2 R.T. France, The Gospel of Mark: A Commentary on the Greek Text NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2002), 430. 
3 The confusion is based upon John’s comment in 12:1 that Jesus arrived in Bethany “six days before the 
Passover” and left for Jerusalem the next day (Jn.12:12). 
4 Cf. Jn. 12:18. 
5 France’s comment is a little too harsh a corrective: “There is no warrant here for the preacher’s favourite 
comment on the fickleness of a crowd which could shout ‘Hosanna’ on day and ‘Crucify him’ a few days 
later.  They are not the same crowd.  The Galilean pilgrims shouted ‘Hosanna’ as they approached the city; 
the Jerusalem crowd shouted, ‘Crucify him’” (430). 


