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Text 
As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2 

saying to them, "Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt 

by her. Untie them and bring them to me. 3 If anyone says anything to you, tell him that the Lord needs 

them, and he will send them right away." 4 This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: 

5 "Say to the Daughter of Zion, 'See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the 

foal of a donkey.'" 6 The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them. 7 They brought the donkey 

and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them. 8 A very large crowd spread their cloaks 

on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9 The crowds that went 

ahead of him and those that followed shouted, "Hosanna to the Son of David!" "Blessed is he who comes in 

the name of the Lord!" "Hosanna in the highest!" 10 When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was 

stirred and asked, "Who is this?" 11 The crowds answered, "This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in 

Galilee." 

 

Now when I went to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ and found that the Lord had opened a door for 

me, 13 I still had no peace of mind, because I did not find my brother Titus there. So I said good-by to them 

and went on to Macedonia. 14 But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ 

and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. 15 For we are to God the 

aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing. 16 To the one we are the 

smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal to such a task? 

 

Introduction 
 Today is what has traditionally been called ‘Palm Sunday’ the day we remember 

Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem to begin his last week of mortal life.  [I used to say the last 

week of his life, but that’s just not true; come back next week to find out why]  On the 

Sunday before his death Jesus entered the capital city to loud cheers and people waving 

palm branches.  Thus ‘Palm Sunday’.  This event is also referred to as the Triumphal 

Entry, because Jesus was greeted with shouts of praise and a jubilant sense of impending 

victory.  The air was triumphant among those pilgrims from the north traveling to the big 

city for this high holy day. 

 I’ve titled this sermon “Triumphalism and the Triumphal Entry.”  Dictionary.com 

defines tri·um·phal·ism as a “triumphant spirit or character.”  That’s not much help.  

The second definition is “the attitude or practices of a church that seeks a position of 

power and dominance in the world.”  That’s getting us somewhere.  What I mean by the 

term ‘triumphalism’ is that outlook which expects unabated growth, glory, and success; 

champions happy stories of victory, advancement, and overcoming; and disdains 
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suffering, setbacks, and defeats.  It presents a face of strength and not weakness; beauty 

and not messiness; thrill and not monotony. 

 We’re going to look at two passages of Scripture today.  The first is the story of 

the Triumphal Entry.  What was going on there?  Was the triumphal spirit really a good 

thing, an aura that we should try to replicate here today in our worship?  The second 

Scripture passage comes from a section of the Apostle Paul’s writing, one that’s often 

used to advocate for a victorious Christian life.  I’m going to try to show you that the 

Bible does not call Christians towards triumphalism at all, but rather a life that is shaped 

by Jesus’ humiliation and suffering.  And then we will look at some specific ways we 

might be tempted towards triumphalism. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Triumphal Entry 
 Let’s look at the story of Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem in Matthew 21.  There we see 

Jesus approaching his destination, the holy city of Jerusalem – the place where David had 

reigned, the place where the temple was, the place of so many great events in Israel’s 

history and central to its life at that time.  As Jesus got to the suburbs he sent some of his 

disciples to pick up a ride for him.  Most likely Jesus had made arrangements ahead of 

time with a friend and supporter to borrow his donkey.  His disciples were supposed to go 

and find it tied up waiting for them.  When the owner saw them untying it he would 

naturally ask what they were doing and they would say, “The Lord has need of it,” and 

that would be the signal that this was for Jesus. 

 Jesus is getting ready to make his grand entrance in to the holy city for the 

culmination of his ministry and he has no motorcade.  He’s still just a simple Galilean 

preacher living off of the generosity of others.  He rides in on a borrowed animal!  It’s 

kind of like a broke young guy getting married and he has to borrow a get-a-way car for 

the wedding from some friends of the family.  He sends his college roommate best-man 

over to their house the day before with the garage door code to get it.  That groom is 

probably not Prince William.  But this is King Jesus! 

 Now going with the borrowed car for a wedding analogy for a bit… it’s not even 

that somebody leaves the keys above the visor of a new Lexus, it’s more like a ten year 

old Toyota Corolla.  Jesus doesn’t get on an impressive steed, a mighty war horse.  He 

gets on a donkey, a baby donkey.  And Matthew tells us that “this took place to fulfill 

what was spoken through the prophet [Zechariah]: ‘Say to the Daughter of Zion, “See, 

your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey”’” 

(vv. 4-5).  It is a picture of humility.  Why?  Because Jesus did not come to assert power, 

but to be crushed by the powerful.  Jesus was entering into Jerusalem to suffer and die. 

 He had been telling this to his disciples on many occasions, “that he must go to 

Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of 

the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life” (cf. 16:21).  It 

was his purpose: to go to Jerusalem not to be served, “but to serve, and to give his life as 

a ransom for many” (20:28).  But this did not compute with his disciples who were still 

hoping for some great display of power.  Unwilling or unable to recognize the leanness of 

this operation, they were out of touch with reality and swept up with the hype and 

enthusiasm of messianic expectation. 
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 The disciples went and picked up the donkey and her colt and brought them to 

Jesus and took off their cloaks to make a saddle for him and a path.  The large crowd of 

other northern ruffians along the way began to do the same.  Some even cut off palm 

fronds and spread them in his path.  The atmosphere was electric; a powerful worship 

service.  “The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted, ‘Hosanna 

to the Son of David!’  ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!’  ‘Hosanna in 

the highest!’” (v. 9).  Hosanna is a word that means something like “Save now!”  It was 

like a triumphalistic campaign slogan – “Health Care Reform Now!” or “Stop Activist 

Judges Now!” 

 Did Jesus stop it?  No.  Was it in some way ironically a picture of his glory?  Yes 

(cf. Lk. 19:40).  It wasn’t entirely wrong.  Jesus was worthy of worship.  He was the 

Messiah.  He was the Son of David.  He was coming to bring salvation.  But just not in 

the expected way.  “When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, 

‘Who is this?’ (v. 10).  But within a few days they would say, “Who is this?” and discard 

him outside the city gates to die in shame and dishonor.  And that was Jesus’ intention.  

He did not get killed on accident while trying to pull off a daring coup.  He didn’t come 

to assert his power.  By all human standards his mortal life ended in failure.  One of his 

good friends betrayed him.  One of his best friends denied him.  By and large his 

disciples abandoned him while he was mocked, beaten, humiliated, stripped, and 

inhumanely executed for all to see as a demonstration of Roman power and control.  It 

was not pretty.  It was not heart-warming.  It was raw and ugly and disgusting.  

Something you turn your head from.  It made the so-called Triumphal Entry seem so silly 

in a sense. 

 So that’s the Triumphal Entry, an example of people’s triumphalism run wild and 

Jesus’ intentions and actions going completely against any triumphalistic notions.  It 

wasn’t a nice, neat success story of ascendancy to power, but a bloody, messy display of 

weakness and descent into humiliation. 

 

The Triumphal Procession 
 Now let’s turn our attention briefly to Paul, perhaps one of Jesus’ most famous 

apostles.  In some ways his legend has grown in Christian lore as a strong, courageous, 

heroic, wildly successful Christian leader.  But his life deserves a closer look as well.  He 

started off on the fast track to success.  He went to the best schools.  Had great 

connections.  Was powerful.  But then he met Jesus. 

 Jesus knocked him off his high horse and put him on a different path, a path to 

spread Christianity around the world – yes – but listen carefully to the description of what 

his life would be like henceforth in Acts 9:15-16 – “This man is my chosen instrument to 

carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.  I will 

show him how much he must suffer for my name.”  His name changed from Saul (the 

strong, handsome first king of Israel) to Paul (which means small).  All his accolades he 

had before he now considered nothing and suffered the loss of all things so that he may 

know Christ and the power of his resurrection but also the “fellowship of sharing in his 

sufferings, becoming like him in his death” (Ph. 3:10). 

 Paul wrote in many places statements like “the sufferings of Christ flow over into 

our lives” (2Cor. 1:5).  “I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s 

afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church” (Col. 1:24).  His missionary 
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journeys were not grand exploits where the gospel advanced with great success and he 

was welcomed as an influential and important man.  He didn’t anticipate dynamic 

revivals across Asia Minor as he rode into town – “I only know that in every city the 

Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me” (Acts 20:23).  Often he 

was beaten senseless and would have to escape secretly in the middle of the night.  He 

reports on his glamorous life of enjoying God’s blessings: 

 

Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three 

times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was 

shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea.  I have been 

constantly on the move.  I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from 

bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in 

danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger 

from false brothers.  I have labored and toiled and have often gone without 

sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I 

have been cold and naked.  Besides everything else, I face daily the 

pressure of my concern for all the churches. (2Cor. 11:24-28) 

 

Paul is not a glowing picture of ease and success.  Almost all the churches he did 

plant were severely jacked up.  That’s why we have the New Testament writings because 

he’s dealing with fights and doctrinal errors and rampant immorality.  Many of his 

converts apostasized, that is they heard the gospel from him and were baptized but they 

later betrayed him and left the faith (i.e. 2Tim. 1:15).  Towards the end of his life he 

writes to his timid younger associate Timothy who he left to straighten out a mess at 

another church – “At my first defense, no one came to my support, but everyone deserted 

me” (2Tim. 4:16).  And then we don’t hear anything more from him, because his life too 

ended in execution from the Romans.  Now where in the world did we get this idea of the 

victorious Christian life from? 

 But it’s always been around.  In fact, the whole book of 2Corinthians it could be 

said is dealing with these people.  Paul calls them ‘super-apostles’ (cf. 2Cor. 11:5, 12:11).  

These guys were good looking, well dressed, polished speakers.  They were cool and hip 

and successful.  They could come to town and grow a mega-church in no time.  And here 

is Paul, not so eloquent, weak, plain, uncharismatic, scarred from all his beatings, 

rejected by many people and they interpret that as not having the Lord’s blessing, 

ineffective.  Answering that is the purpose of 2 Corinthians. 

 And knowing that should then affect how we read 2 Corinthians 2:14.  What does 

Paul mean when he says, “Thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal 

procession in Christ?”  Is Paul a positive thinker who sees everything in his life leading 

on to bigger and better?  Obstacles falling down before him as he rides on victoriously? 

I think we’d like him to be saying that, but if you study the background for Paul’s 

statement here all scholars agree he’s referring to a well-known Roman practice of an 

emperor who won a battle.  The “verb invoke[s] the image of a triumphal procession in 

which the vanquished foes were led through the streets of the city as a public display.”
1
  

This was an institution that can be seen clearly in the carvings on the inside of the Arch 

of Titus in Rome after the defeat of the Jews in 70 A.D.  There we can see a victory 

parade in which the spoils where shown off.  And we know from other writings that 
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behind this came a sample of the conquered peoples, the prisoners of war, being marched 

around as a spectacle on their way to death, often in the Coliseum. 

Paul is putting himself as one of the conquered, defeated, derided ones being led 

to slaughter.  Paul is a captive.  As he is in Christ his life is taking on a cruciform shape.  

As one scholar has put it, “in II Cor. 2:14 Paul is rejoicing precisely because God, like a 

victorious general after his victory, is leading him as a slave to death.”
2
  This is the 

Christian life.  It is not about triumphalism.  It is being conformed to the image of Christ.  

It is about salvation, but through weakness, powerlessness, humility, death. 

 

Triumphalistic Temptations Today 

 So from a closer look at the Triumphal Entry and Paul’s description of being led 

in a triumphal procession we’ve seen that the Bible does not call Christians towards 

triumphalism at all, but rather a life that is shaped by Jesus’ humiliation and suffering.  

Now let’s look at some specific ways we might be tempted towards triumphalism. 

 Politics  The setting for the first Palm Sunday was very political.  The tendency 

for fans and followers of Jesus to fall prey to a political manifestation of triumphalism is 

just as much present today.  The ‘Moral Majority’ – that is an easy example of 

triumphalism.  But if it’s not as bald as taking America back for God, it may be other 

political causes, even local ones, that Christians of the Right or Left can get excited about 

because of theological reasons and become enthusiastically obsessed by, thinking that 

being on God’s side will spell victory.  I wonder how many Christians were crushed 

when Prohibition was repealed or lost their faith with Justice Kennedy changed his vote 

at the last minute and Roe v. Wade was upheld in 1992.  It’s dreadfully unfortunate when 

the noun ‘evangelical’ (which means literally ‘someone defined by the gospel’) becomes 

associated with a moral and political ideology and considered nothing but a voting block.  

That’s not what real evangelical Christianity is about (political triumphalism).  And if 

you are a Christian, you should expect that no matter who you elect this November, he 

won’t usher in the millennium. 

Culture  Maybe politics isn’t your temptation, but perhaps more general forms of 

changing the world are.  Maybe it’s ending poverty in Africa or infiltrating Hollywood.  

There are many ways Christians seek to impact culture, transform it.  I’m all for cultural 

engagement and Christians contributing positively to culture and city renewal, but a 

notion that you or even all of us together if we could just get together can ‘change the 

world’ is extremely triumphalistic, don’t you think?  We need to be chastened by 

Scripture in those grandiose dreams.  Watch Blood Diamond and ask what you can do, 

but expect that the world will always have those problems until Jesus comes back; you 

will never rid the world of evil and injustice. 

Prayer  I think we often take a triumphalistic mood into prayer.  We tout the 

power of prayer and (rightly) believe that God answers prayer, but turn it into something 

more akin to the prophets of Baal slashing themselves on Mt. Carmel.  God can and does 

move powerfully through prayer, but usually after breaking us.  Prayer is a posture of 

weakness (on your knees).  It is taking the position of a humble beggar, eschewing all 

notions of your own ability.  It’s not a power move. 

And we love to highlight the dramatic answers to prayer, don’t we?  Awhile back 

I took a pamphlet from some people on 18
th

 Street and Blue Island inviting me to “Ask!  

You Shall Receive.  The Event.”  First off, big events in football stadiums and the like are 



6 

generally triumphalistic.  But this one was all about getting what you want by learning 

how to pray with faith.  “Chances are you feel incomplete in key areas such as 

relationships, money, health, family, faith, and personal dreams.  Welcome to the Ask! 

Event…..  The Ask! Event will start on Sunday October 17
th

 in over 30 countries.  Over a 

¼ million people will join in on a 40-day journey of prayer and action to change some 

aspect of their lives.”  And there are photos of happy people with testimonies about how 

they asked and now they have happy marriages and own their own business, etc…  

Instead, we should expect prayer to be difficult, grueling, patience inducing, and often 

having results unlike our initial petition that instead change something about us. 

Worship  Then there’s triumphalistic worship that expects worship to always be 

tingly and exhilarating, emotional, filled with visions and the extraordinary.  But do you 

know what extra-ordinary means?  It doesn’t ordinarily happen.  Expect to come to 

church every Sunday to hear again (in Word and Sacrament) the gospel of God that 

though you are a sinner you are a saint for whom Christ died.  Expect that some Sundays 

the preacher will do better at communicating this than others.  Expect that even if it’s said 

clearly it won’t always make you feel goose pimples.  And yet what do most church 

websites lead you to believe?  Come here for a dynamic, powerful, inspiring, worship 

experience.  It’s a form of triumphalism.  But do you want to see the greatest event in 

human history?!  See there?  Outside the city gates?  A bloody man, naked, hanging 

between criminals, wheezing for breath, crying out in agony.  Step right up.  The greatest 

show on earth; the greatest spectacle in life.  Are you kidding?  It’s grotesque, disgusting, 

pathetic. 

Church Growth  Yes it is, and so why are we so triumphalistic about church 

growth.  Because of the scandal of the cross, conversion is an utter miracle.  It’s not 

something that can be manufactured.  Any time someone puts their faith in Christ it is 

amazing.  And yet we somehow think that if we can make church appealing we will grow 

like crazy.  We have discovered the cool way of doing church or been offered this new 

program that will double the size of our church and make it that place where all kinds of 

exciting things are happening and people just want to be there.  It’s so easy for churches 

to slip into plugging how great their church is all the time (we had this many baptisms, 

we’ve done all this stuff, “Yah us!”).  But as one person has pointed out, “So much of 

what you see and hear of others’ ministries is airbrushed and Photoshopped.”
3
  That’s 

triumphalism. 

And related to that is the way it affects church planting.  We’re going to take over 

our city with church planting!  We’re going to move into this neighborhood and win it for 

Christ.  I’ve had a triumphalistic attitude towards church planting before.  We sent out 

people to start a new church in 2010 to great fanfare and high hopes, and God in his grace 

and mercy allowed it to fail.  Now, we’ll still try to do that, because we have to, but it 

needs to be done with much more humility and brokenness.  Expect church planting to be 

difficult with perhaps modest to no returns. 

Community  I’ve also probably made some pretty outlandish claims and had some 

pretty idealistic dreams of church community before too.  Triumphalism when it comes to 

community expects that because of Christ we will all just love each other.  Differences 

won’t separate.  We’ll be committed through thick and thin.  The church will be a place 

of deep relationships that everybody out there in the world is longing for but can’t find 

anywhere else.  But the truth of the matter is that even when you preach the gospel and 
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pray and do all the things right, church community will rarely if ever fully meet your 

dreams.  Consumeristic individualism is so deeply ingrained in us that a few sermons 

about community won’t quickly fix it.  We romanticize the early church, but if you go 

and look at it again, it had major problems.  As I said earlier, Paul wrote churches letters 

because they had issues.  Most of the churches mentioned in Revelation were pretty sick.  

Those that weren’t were undergoing severe persecution.  Even in Acts you have Annanias 

and Sapphira and deep racism that they were unaware of for a decade or so.  Not so 

glamorous, even in the glory days.  You should expect people to hurt you and let you 

down, even other Christians. 

Personal Growth  We have a triumphalistic view of personal growth, too.  We 

love the before and after testimonies.  We want stories of victory over sin, progress, 

healing, freedom, resolution.  But we ignore or radically re-interpret Romans 7 and Paul’s 

honest confession of his continual struggle with sin or fail to understand that Paul calls 

himself the chief of sinners at the end of his life (1Tim. 1:15)!  Now there is freedom and 

there is growth in godliness, but it isn’t triumphalistic.  And it may look different 

sometimes than what we expect.  Listen to Gerhard Forde: 

 

Am I making progress?  If I am really honest, it seems to me that the 

question is odd, even a little ridiculous.  As I get older and death draws 

nearer, I don’t seem to be getting better.  I get a little more impatient, a 

little more anxious about having perhaps missed what this life has to offer, 

a little slower, harder to move, a little more sedentary and set in my ways.  

Am I making progress?  Well, maybe it seems as though I sin less, but that 

may only be because I’m getting tired!  It’s just too hard to keep indulging 

the lusts of youth.  Is that sanctification?  I wouldn’t think so!  One should 

not, I expect, mistake encroaching senility for sanctification!  But can it 

be, perhaps, that it is precisely the unconditional gift of grace that helps 

me to see and admit all that?  I hope so.  The grace of God should lead us 

to see the truth about ourselves, and to gain a certain lucidity, a certain 

humor, a certain down-to-earthness.
4
 

 

Expect to be a sinner until the day you die. 

So here are a few possible areas where Christians can be prone to triumphalism.  

Triumphalism is irrational optimism, over-confidence.  An insistence on the clear cut and 

avoidance of complexities.  It values influence, wisdom, strength and despises the lowly 

things. 

Now many of you are saying to yourselves, “This is not me.  I’m not 

triumphalistic at all.  In fact, I’m defeated, veering towards apathy.”  But I think even that 

stems from a triumphalistic presupposition.  A lot of disillusionment comes from false 

expectations.  We probably started with some forms of triumphalism somewhere and 

were surprised by suffering and struggle.  Now, I’m not saying we should just lower our 

expectations to cope with life.  Not at all.  Next week we will look more at the topic of 

hope and the power of Christ’s resurrection.  We should expect big things from God.  But 

I believe one of the biggest things God can do in a person’s life is wean him or her off of 

reliance on works.  And works is the greatest temptation to triumphalism we face. 
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 Works  In ourselves we are addicted to the idea that we can overcome, with 

enough grit and determination, that we have the power in ourselves to save ourselves.  

And so we are suckers for the system of works – I do enough good and I’m good.  What 

I’ve been talking about today is what the Reformer Martin Luther described in the 

Heidelberg Disputation in 1518 as a theology of glory.  Instead, a truly Christian theology 

is a theology of the cross.  A theology of glory wants the razzle dazzle, the show, the 

great feats.  But, Luther said, “God can be found only in suffering and the cross... 

Therefore the friends of the cross say that the cross is good and works are evil, for 

through the cross works are dethroned and the old Adam, who is especially edified by 

works, is crucified.  It is impossible for a person not to be puffed up by his good works 

unless he has first been deflated and destroyed by suffering and evil until he knows that 

he is worthless and that his works are not his but God’s.”
5
 

 God calls us to identify with Christ and carry our crosses.  He calls us to lives that 

usually are not smooth sailing, but filled with suffering and set backs to teach us to lean 

on Jesus for our righteousness, holiness, and redemption, not ourselves.  This is the 

Christian message, not, as William Willimon puts it – “humanity and it improved,” but 

“Christ and him crucified.”
6
  You can never be good enough or do enough to earn your 

salvation.  It took the Son of God become man, dying in your place.  Nothing else would 

do.  That’s what we remember this week. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
And that’s what we remember at the Lord’s Table.  This is a simple meal.  It’s 

nothing flashy… 

 

Benediction 
If you boast, may you boast of the things that show your weakness (2Cor. 11:3), for his 

grace is sufficient for you and his power is made perfect in weakness (2Cor. 12:9).  For 

the sake of Christ, then, may you be content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities.  For when you are weak, then you are strong (2Cor. 12:10; 

ESV). 

 
 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 1, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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