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The Word Preached:

The First Palm Sunday

Rev. Daniel T.W. Chow

Matthew 21:1-11

Most New Testament scholars agree that the Triumphal
Entry of our Lord Jesus Christ into Jerusalem took place on the
day following the Jewish Sabbath. As we know, the Jewish Sab-
bath occurred on our Saturday. The Triumphal Entry, therefore,
took place on our Sunday. We may call it the First Palm Sunday.

John tells us that by this time, there was a price on Jesus’
head. For the chief priests and the Pharisees had given orders that
if anyone know where Jesus was, he should let them know, so that
they might arrest him (John 11:57). It would have been natural
that if Jesus was going into Jerusalem at all, he should have
slipped in unseen and hidden himself in some secret place in the
back streets. But he entered in such a way as to focus the world’s
limelight upon himself, and to occupy the center of the stage. Fur-
thermore, the publicity of our Lord’s last entry into Jerusalem was
strikingly unlike the general tenor of our Lord’s life. On other oc-
casions, we see him withdrawing from public observation, retiring
into the wilderness, charging those whom he healed to tell no man
what was done. On this occasion, all was changed. He seemed to
seek after public notice. He appeared to desire that all should see
him and should note and observe what he did. Why?

The first answer is that there was no need now to conceal
himself. For he was prepared to die on the cross. He knew that the
hour was approaching when he must finish the mighty work He
came to do, by dying for the sins of man upon the cross. He knew
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that his earthly ministry was to finish soon, and he was prepared

to offer himself as a sacrifice on Calvary. Bearing all this in
mind, he no longer, as in time past, sought secrecy. Knowing all
this, he thought it good to enter the place where he was to be de-
livered to death, with peculiar solemnity and publicity. The Lamb
of God was about to be slain. The great sin-offering was about to
be killed. It was suitable that the eyes of all Israel should be fixed
upon him. This great thing was not to be done in a corner. In oth-
er words, our Lord did what he did in anticipation of his ap-
proaching death on the cross. Before dying for our sins, he called
public attention to himself, and filled Jerusalem with the report of
his arrival, so that when he was crucified a few days later, the at-
tention of the entire multitude assembled at Jerusalem for the
Passover was directed to him. And his death on the cross would
therefore be known by many who came from foreign lands.

The second answer is that he wanted to fulfill the prophe-
cy of Zechariah. Matthew writes, “This took place to fulfill what
was spoken by the prophet, saying, ‘Tell the daughter of Zion,
Behold, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on an
ass, and on a colt, the foal of an ass.”” In other words, the Trium-
phal Entry was a deliberate claim of Jesus to be God’s Anointed
One, the Messiah. It was, however, a claim to be a special and
particular kind of Messiah. He had no political or military moves
in mind, but emphasized the spiritual and non-political interpreta-
tion of the Messiah’s mission. According to the custom of that
time, a king would ride upon a horse when he was bent on war; a
king would ride upon an ass when he was coming in peace. Jesus
came riding upon an ass. This indicated that he was God’s
Anointed One, the Messiah. But he was not the expected hero
who would come to deliver them from the political oppression of
the Roman Empire and to establish a kingdom which would be
the center of the world’s political scene. No, he was not that kind
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of Messiah. He was not the warrior figure men dreamed of. He

was the Prince of Peace. He came not to destroy, but to love; not
to condemn, but to help; not in the might of arms, but in the
strength of love.

I believe that both answers were correct and that they were
complementary to each other. But the tragedy was that no one at
that time seemed to understand the correct meaning of the Trium-
phal Entry. Not even the disciples of Jesus, who should have
known so much better, understood it correctly. Like the crowds
that went before Jesus and followed him shouting,
“Hosanna” (that is, “Save now!”), and looked on Jesus as the con-
queror who would soon deliver them from the political oppression
from the Roman Empire, the disciples of Jesus were also looking
for the Messiah of their own dreams and their own wishful think-
ing, and did not understand the true meaning of this dramatic pic-
ture of the triumphal entry. No wonder a few days later, when the
crowd discovered that none of the things which they expected
from Jesus seemed to happen, they became impatient, and shouted
for his death. No wonder the disciples were disheartened when
they saw Jesus crucified and were scattered away.

At least part of the reason why they misunderstood the
Triumphal Entry was because they did not wish to understand it
otherwise. What they wanted was a military revolt against Rome;
what they hoped for was a leader who would call for a rebellion.
Modern psychology has revealed the truth that a man can deliber-
ately shut his mind to a truth which he does not wish to see; he
can be deliberately stupid towards teaching which he does not
wish to accept. The crowd and the disciples of Jesus were preoc-
cupied with their traditional idea about Messiah and his kingdom
and were unwilling to understand it otherwise, so, in spite of the
fact that Jesus was not riding on a horse but an ass into Jerusalem,
they failed to understand the correct meaning of it.
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We have reason to believe that it must have hurt him when

Jesus approached Jerusalem with the shout of the mob hailing a
conqueror in his ears. For they were looking in him for that very
thing which he refused to be. In fact, according to Luke, when
Jesus came near and saw the city of Jerusalem, he wept over it
and said, “Would you, even today, recognize the things which
would give you peace! But as it is, they are hidden from your
eyes...because you did not recognize the day when God visited

2

you.

So, the tragedy of the first Palm Sunday was the tragedy
of ignorance, the ignorance which was partly due to their unwill-
ingness to see the truth. Jesus drew a dramatic picture of what he
claimed to be, but there was none who understood the claim. He
had life to offer them but he could not give it to them, because
they were ignorant. The light of the world was among them, but
they could not see him. They were blind. The celestial message of
peace was hinted to them, but they could not perceive it. They
were insensitive. Worst of all, they were unable to realize their
ignorance, their blindness and their insensitiveness. At any rate,
they did not realize it until the crucifixion and the resurrection of
Jesus and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost!

Some of you may have heard the sad story about a woman
during the visit of the great Viennese surgeon Dr. Adolf Lorenz to
this country some years ago. During his stay in this country, there
were a great many requests for his help, and he could not possibly
meet them all. A woman in one of the big cities in the west where
it was expected that Dr. Lorenz would come, made efforts to get
in touch with Dr. Lorenz to ask for his help in curing her child.
Dr. Lorenz was in the habit of taking a daily walk immediately
after lunch each day, no matter how threatening the weather, and
he instructed his chauffeur to come for him in case of hard storm.
One afternoon it began to rain, gently at first, but after a bit it was
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evident that a heavy storm was coming. As the rain began, the

woman who desired the doctor’s help went out onto the front
porch to look at the sky and to see that the wicker furniture was
safely put away. While she stood there an elderly gentleman came
up the walk toward the house, his light summer suit almost
soaked with the rain. Taking off his hat he said in a slightly for-
eign accent, “Madam, may I sit on your veranda till the rain
stops?” Indifferently and without a word the woman motioned
him to a chair and though he was elderly and wet, she did not ask
him to enter but turned on her heel and went into the house, leav-
ing him there on the porch. After a while there was a sudden
creaking of brakes as a car drew up and a chauffeur came running
frantically up the walk with an umbrella and a raincoat. From
within the woman saw the incident but thought little of it until she
read in the paper the next morning that the famous surgeon had
been left alone and helpless, marooned, in a rainstorm and had
taken shelter on a porch where he had suffered nothing more than
two chills, one from his damp clothes and the other from the
woman of the house. In dismay she rushed to the hotel only to
learn that a few moments before, Dr. Lorenz had taken the train
for the East, never to return. A lost opportunity!

Today, just like the first Palm Sunday, Jesus is approach-
ing us in a special way. Today, the great surgeon of our soul is
standing at the door of our hearts. The questions are: Are we sen-
sitive enough to realize his approach? Are we wise enough to rec-
ognize his presence? On the first Palm Sunday Jesus came to the
city of Jerusalem and was enthusiastically welcomed by a great
crowd. Unfortunately, their enthusiasm was based on a misunder-
standing of the mission of the Messiah. And the consequence was
that many of them later turned their enthusiasm into anger and
disappointment and shouted for his death. But the amazing thing
is that in spite of their misunderstanding, our Lord did not re-
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proach them. On the contrary, when the Pharisees asked him to

rebuke his disciples, he answered, “I tell you, if these were silent,

"’

the very stones would cry out!” And when he was nailed on the
cross, he prayed for those who had turned their enthusiasm into
anger and shouted for his death, and said, “Father, forgive them;
for they know not what they do.” No doubt, Jesus knew that the
multitude and his disciples had misunderstood him, and yet, he
appreciated their genuine loyalty and honest enthusiasm. No
doubt, he knew the danger of a misguided enthusiasm, and yet, he
saw the possibility of transforming it into loyal discipleship. To
him, the problem of enthusiasm is not a problem of suppression,
but of direction and deepening. Many a time, our devotion to him
is also generated from an inadequate conception of what it really
means to be his disciples, but if it is sincere, he is willing to ac-
cept it and will transform it into lasting loyalty and use it for the
furtherance of his kingdom. After all, there was still a portion of
joy in that first Palm Sunday. It was the joy of our Lord’s patience
and understanding, the joy of our Lord’s willingness to accept our
inadequate but sincere W77 -
devotion, the joy of our
Lord’s transforming
power and the forgiving
grace which are still
available to all who are
willing to respond to his
call to become his disci-

ples.

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted by permission. If you
would like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Tim-

othy Chow (tchow@alum.mit.edu). €
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