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Ride on, Ride on in Majesty! Hark! All the tribes hosanna cry 
O Savior meek pursue they road with palms and scattered garments strowed, 

The story of Palm Sunday is one of celebration and excitement. The crowds cut palms
to greet Jesus as a conquering hero and line his route by throwing their cloaks in his
path. The disciples and other followers surround him and everyone shouts out their
praises and declares that Jesus is the promised and long expected king of Israel. 

Watching the scene, many would remember that the prophet Zechariah said that the
Messiah, the chosen one of God,  would enter the city humbly on a donkey. And they
would remember that in generations past when enemies rules the land that the people
waved palm branches to celebrate the armies of the Maccabees who liberated them
from oppression. So when Jesus enters Jerusalem that day the past and the future seem
to come together as the victory the people longed for was finally at hand. 

Watching the scene, I also expect some would also see the entry of Jesus of Nazareth
into Jerusalem like a Roman triumph or a victory parade. The crowds have come to
honor their conquering hero and they shout praises to him as he processes into the city
surrounded by adoring supporters. Even for those of us unaware of the prophesies and
history and the Roman practices there is no mistaking the mood as Jesus enters the
city. The scene is one of celebration and joy. Which really makes no sense. 

Because victory parades come after wars have been won. In the history of the people
Simon and Judas Maccabee came into Jerusalem to declare the people free after the
battles had been fought and the foreign armies had been driven out. Roman generals
only celebrated triumphs, victory parades,  after their enemies were defeated, the
victory was won, and the spoils of war were collected. And none of that applies to
what happens on Palm Sunday.  Because while all of us know the familiar story of the
crowds welcoming Jesus into the city with palm branches and shouts, we also know
what happens in the days which follow the triumphal entry. 

And Jesus talking about his own suffering and death while sharing a final meal with
his disciples don’t seem like a victory. Jesus being betrayed by one of his inner circle
for money, Jesus being arrested and his other followers abandoning him doesn’t seem
like a victory. 



2

Jesus being accused of crimes by the religious leadership, Jesus being denied by his
most ardent supporter and Jesus being condemned to death as a criminal doesn’t seem
like a victory. Jesus dying alone and between two evil men and his broken body being
placed in a tomb doesn’t seem like a victory. The events which follow Jesus entering
the city are difficult, are heart breaking, and lead to his death on a cross. And none of
that seems like victory. 

And yes, I know that Easter follows all of those things and we will get there but we’re
not there yet. If anything knowing that the tomb will be empty on Easter makes Palm
Sunday seem like a celebration in the wrong place. After Easter, after the resurrection,
now that would be a fitting time for the crowds to hail Jesus as the king of Israel and
to acclaim him as the Saviour sent from God. After death is defeated, sin is broken,
and fear gives way to hope, that is the right time to shout Hosanna, God saves, and
acclaim Jesus king of Israel.

But before the events of Holy Week, when we know that in a few short days the
disciples will betray and abandon him and the crowds will no longer shout hosanna
but crucify him, and Jesus will suffer and die, well the shouts of victory seem out of
place. But that doesn’t mean that the triumphal entry has no meaning or importance.

Ride on, Ride on, in majesty in lowly pomp ride on to die. 
O Christ they triumphs now begin over captive death and conquered sin. 

In the ancient world, a victory parade included the triumphant general and his army
but there was also a display of the wealth and treasures that had been captured. And in
our story there are no wagons of gold and jewels or exotic animals or slaves. But as
Jesus enters the city he is surrounded by disciples and followers whose lives have
been changed and transformed by his gospel. 

And the forgiven who follow him understand the mercy of God. The healed who are
disciples know the grace of God. The forgotten and abandoned who have found a
place with Jesus know the love of God. For when Jesus comes into the city he comes
with the treasure of God’s blessing and presence for the people. And the people who
have been saved by Jesus, who have been transformed by Jesus bear witness to the
power of God at work.

And so the shouts and praise draw our attention not to what was, what Jesus has done
in the past, but to what is happening and what will happen as the events of the passion
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unfold. For when we hear the Hosannas and the shouts that Jesus as the one sent from
God, our eyes aren’t meant to go to what he has done but what he is on his way to do. 

Yes, Palm Sunday is out of place if we think of it as a victory celebration because the
strife and battle and hardships are still going to take place. But if we understand that
the victory is coming, that Jesus is now bringing the mercy, the grace, and the love of
God not merely to the followers who have experienced it but to the world which needs
it then we can begin to grasp what Palm Sunday is. Not a celebration of what God has
done but faith and trust in what God will do. 

And I know that helps some but honestly the events which follow the entry are still
disturbing and difficult.  Because what God does through Jesus is unexpected. We’re
looking for pride and Jesus shows humility. We’re looking for Jesus to punish his
opponents and instead he forgives them. We’re looking for God to step in and stop the
evil and instead Jesus dies on the cross- condemned, abandoned, and broken. 

Which brings us to a wonderful line in the Palm Sunday lesson from John’s gospel-
“The disciples did not understand these things at first.” I like that verse because I think
it could just as easily be written. “Everyone who follows as a disciple of Jesus does
not understand these things at first.” Because what Jesus does is hard to understand
and difficult to see as a victory. Because suffering, despair, and death never seem to be
the path to something better. 

Except we know that this story doesn’t end with the cross but with the empty tomb.
And as much as we have to put holy week after palm Sunday in order to get ourselves
focused not on what Jesus has done up until that point but on what he is going to do,
we also have to keep in mind what happens after the horror of Good Friday. For the
victory God wins at the cross is not temporary but permanent. 

For through the cross, in the actions of Jesus, God allows evil to do its worst. And
then God answers with the unexpected event of Easter morning when the tomb is
empty and Jesus is risen. For then and only then do we begin to understand not simply
what happens to Jesus in the events of Holy Week but why those things take place.
For victory comes not because the crowds think that it has happened but because God
acts in Jesus’ death and resurrection to make salvation a reality not just in one place
and at one time but for all peoples in every place and in every time.

Ride on! Ride on in majesty! In lowly pomp ride on to die,
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bow they meek head to mortal pain, then take O God they power and reign. 


