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Why did the people gather and shout as they did for Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem?  In his three 
years of ministry Jesus entered many towns and villages.  He was pressed in by many crowds 
of anxious on-lookers.  And yet, on this particular day, it looks like the people treated Jesus’ 
arrival very differently. What did they expect? Who did they think this was?  
 
All four gospels include the story of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem in the days before the 
Passover, but each version helps us appreciate that people had a number of different ideas and 
expectations about who Jesus was. In John’s gospel we see that Jesus approached the city 
with quite a crowd already following him.  We read, “the crowd that had been with him when he 
called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to testify to the event” 
(Jn 12.17).  An event, like the raising of a dead man to life, would have overwhelmed the town 
of Bethany where Lazarus lived.  Then as now, the people would have come out in droves after 
such a wonder. For those from Bethany, here was a miracle worker beyond imagination. They 
followed him in awe of what he had done. Perhaps some hoped Jesus would work a personal 
miracle for them as well.  
 
Luke portrayed the day differently. According to Luke, it was his disciples who first formed the 
entourage and first raised up the chant as they approached Jerusalem, “Blessed is the king, 
who comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna!” (Lk 19.37),  shouting out because “of all the acts 
of power they had seen”.   The disciples would have been the ones most convinced that Jesus 
had come from God, perhaps even being the long awaited Messiah. Mark’s telling of this story 
makes this notion even clearer, for in his account the people cried out “Blessed is the coming 
Kingdom of our ancestor David.” In this view Jesus was the one foretold by prophets: a new 
king of the line of David who would reign forever. What would it mean for people who saw Jesus 
that way that day? It is likely that many saw Jesus as a coming political ruler, hopefully the one 
to finally run the Romans out of Judea. And so they yelled out “hosanna”.  “Hosanna” literally 
means, “save us!”.  For others perhaps more of a spiritual ruler who would usher in the long 
expected “end of the age” according to the Jewish belief that Heaven and earth would one day 
be renewed.  
 
Now Jerusalem that day would have been packed, for it was common for pilgrims to come to 
this holy city to celebrate Passover. We read that this crowd in the city had already heard the 
stories about Jesus before he had even arrived. Hot news travels fast! So when word went out 
that THE miracle worker was entering Jerusalem, the people in the city went out to see him too, 
(from John) “because they heard Jesus had performed this sign” by healing Lazarus (Jn 12.18).  
So some probably went out  to see a celebrity, the talk of the town. Others in the crowd saw 
Jesus differently again.  In Matthew’s version the arrival of Jesus in the town caused an uproar, 
and the people in the city asked about Jesus,  “Who is this?”. Some, apparently, didn’t know 
about Jesus.  Those in the know said, “This is the prophet Jesus!” (Mt. 21.11).  Prophets had 
loomed large in Jewish history. They were spokespersons for God.  
 
So many different ideas about who Jesus was.  And with every different idea there was likely 
different expectations about what Jesus would do. “Speak to us the words of God” some would 
want. “Drive the Romans out now” others would want. “Heal my illness” others would want. “End 



this age and renew the earth so our suffering will end” others would want. “Show us something 
amazing” others would want.  
 
Different ideas….sparking different expectations of Jesus. But out of all these expectations grew 
something common to all those hearts: hope. Hope that now with this triumphal entry something 
would now be different. Hopes were showering down on Jesus. Hopes were being imposed on 
him. And people were excited because it looked like just maybe their hopes could be realized.  
 
How did Jesus respond to this barrage of hope that day? We don’t really know. Perhaps he 
approached Jerusalem with the attitude spoken of by the prophet…with humility. But I think it is 
safe to guess that Jesus saw many of those hopes that day as being misplaced. I chose the 
Lukan account of Palm Sunday because it adds this bit about Jesus weeping over Jerusalem as 
he approached the city that day. He wept because people misunderstood what he called here 
“the way of peace.” In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus preached about peacemaking coming 
through non-violence and reconciliation…saying that peacemakers are blessed and would be 
called children of God. Jesus knew he would be dashing the hopes of those who expected him 
to be a military leader who would drive the Romans out of Judea. Jesus said as he approached 
Jerusalem “if you had only recognized today the things that make for peace!...If only you 
recognized that this moment is a visitation from God!” In this passage we also hear of Jesus 
appreciating that the people’s hope for political and military action would be completely 
demolished 40 years into their future when the Romans would surround Jerusalem, tear down 
its walls, crush the people…totally ending Judea and prompting the great Jewish Diaspora. 
Jesus was saddened that people hoped he would be something he was not. He was not there to 
be a military leader.  
 
The same thing in the story of the cleansing of the Temple, that happened later on the same 
day. Not just the religious leaders would have been horrified by Jesus’ actions. Many common 
Jews would have been as well. The Temple for 1,000 years had been the most sacred place of 
God. Would the descendant of King David do such a thing as this? Would the Messiah do such 
a thing? Another bunch of hopes would die in the aftermath of the cleansing of the Temple. 
Indeed the event was so atrocious to the religious leaders that they doubled down on their 
intention to see Jesus killed.  
 
The story of Palm Sunday is a story about hope…and many misplaced hopes. Hope is 
important. Vitally so. Martin Luther wrote that all that is done in the world is done by hope. So 
much in life is beyond our control, and filled with uncertainty, so all we can do is live with the 
hope that things will go the way we want them to go. That is true for you and me every day, and 
it was true for the crowd Palm Sunday as they cheered Jesus. Such diverse understandings 
about who Jesus was, promptings different expectations, different kinds of hope. Jesus said, 
they “…did not recognize the time of their visitation from God” (Lk 19:44).  To me, this line says 
it all about Palm Sunday. The people came out to see Jesus for so many very different reasons. 
But they missed the crucial one: he was the son of God. The fickle crowd, a few days later, 
realized that Jesus wasn’t panning out as they hoped. Those early hopes were fading fast. And 
the subversive,  deadly plan of the religious leaders was able to roll towards its inevitability. That 
same adulating crowd, a week later, would gather before Pilate and scream, “Crucify Him!” 
 
The question being asked that first Palm Sunday was, “Who is this Jesus?” The answers in the 
crowd that day are the answers we still hear today. Some say he was a teacher who ranks up 
there with Confucius and others. Visit the shrine at St. Anne de Beaupre in Quebec and you’ll 
see that many think of him as a healer.  Tour groups come from all over the world to descend on 
Lakewood Church in Houston because that church believes God will make you financially richer 



if become more faithful.   Others see Jesus as a footnote in history or a snakeoil salesman who 
passed himself off as God.   Then there’s the four year old girl  who was taken by her 
Presbyterian parents to visit the local Baptist Church one Sunday (true story).  As the girl sat in 
the sanctuary, she was quite impressed by the large stained glass window portraying Jesus, 
teaching the crowds with children sitting at His feet.  When she got home she said, “I always 
knew God was a Presbyterian, but I didn’t know until today that Jesus was a Baptist!”  Who we 
think Jesus is sets our expectations, and fosters our hopes.  
 
I think this passage about the first Palm Sunday, with its three stories (that of Jesus 
approaching Jerusalem and weeping for her, the triumphal entry and the cleansing of the 
Temple) has two messages for us. The first is: always be a bit skeptical about who we think 
Jesus actually was then…and is for us today. Don’t have our expectations locked in. The story 
about Jesus weeping for Jerusalem, and Jesus cleansing the Temple reminds us of that. In a 
congregation I previously served there was an elder who was diagnosed with a form of 
dementia. The day I visited her I found her spitting mad! She told me, “Why would God let this 
happen to me? I’ve been a good worker for God all my life!” In her answer to the question, “who 
is this?”, she assumed that Jesus rewarded his dutiful followers with a better life, compared to 
others. She didn’t deserve to get this condition! That expectation about God faded away with 
her diagnosis, and with it went some of her hope in God…hope that she needed to support her 
in the coming years.  Holding our expectations about God a little loosely can help us adjust our 
faith if we find those expectations challenged. 
 
I think the other message of the Palm Sunday stories is that the answer to the question “who is 
this?” got clearer the closer Jesus got to Easter. He wasn’t there to take on the Roman soldiers. 
In fact, soldiers put him on the cross to die.   He wasn’t there to dispense miracles for a crowd 
who wanted their own personal Lazarus moment. In fact, he was there to rise from the grave 
himself! He wasn’t there to talk about the power of God like a prophet. In fact, he was going to 
demonstrate that power by bringing death to an end! The nearer to the cross we get, the clearer 
our understanding….the more realistic our hopes! 
 
There are many hopes we have wrapped up with the cross: a renewed relationship with God, 
eternal life, and such. But in the age of Coronavirus there is one hope I think that should stand 
out for us. In his three year preaching ministry Jesus was trying to reshape people’s 
understanding not only about God but also about society. He preached about the Kingdom of 
God and how that was to look here on earth….now….look lived out. It was a kingdom of love. 
Followers of Jesus are citizens of that Kingdom, and we witness to the reality of that Kingdom’s 
existence by living out that love in the practical ways we explored two weeks ago. But in the 
days of the pandemic we can feel at a loss about how to do this now… Now when what we can 
do appears so greatly limited. Now when we are concerned about our own well-being. This is a 
strange new world we find ourselves in, and we can easily feel hopeless about what we can do 
in response.  
 
A few days after that first Palm Sunday the Last Supper took place. At the talk over table Jesus 
said, “A new commandment I give unto you, that you love one another as I have loved you.” He 
was commanding his followers to go out and start living the Kingdom of love. And then he made 
a promise: “I will send a helper.” One to help you live out the Kingdom of love. The helper was 
the Holy Spirit, and it came at Pentecost…sent as Jesus promised. In the age of Coronavirus 
we can feel hopeless: our situation can seem overwhelming, and what we can do can seem so 
so restricted. We can feel hopeless to help. But we have help for helping others. The Holy Spirit. 
The Spirit can inspire our imagination to appreciate new ways to express love…and sustain us 



in the work of loving others. If that is our expectation, then we will have hope. As Martin Luther 
wrote, “all that is done in the world is done by hope.” Even in times such as these.  
 

 
 


