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Triumphal Entry?? 

 

Isaiah 50:4–9a 

Psalm 118:1–2, 19–29 

Philippians 2:5-11 

Mark 11:1-11 

 

Text: Philippians 2:5, 7-8 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, … And being found in human form, he 

humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. 

 

Introduction 

The Arch of Constantine (slide) is a triumphal arch in Rome dedicated to the emperor 

Constantine the Great.  The arch was commissioned by the Roman Senate to commemorate 

Constantine's victory at the Battle of Milvian Bridge in AD 312.  Situated between the 

Colosseum and the Palatine Hill, the arch spans the Via Triumphalis, the route taken by 

victorious military leaders when they entered the city in a triumphal procession.  In most 

triumphs, the general funded any post-procession banquets from his share of the loot.  There 

were feasts for the people and separate, much richer feasts for the elite; some went on for most of 

the night.  Often the conquered people, now slaves, would be paraded in chains.  It was a grand 

public spectacle. 

 

Today’s leaders in our Western world arrive on well appointed aircraft with appropriate 

entourage of government officials, staff, and security detail.  The events are orchestrated and 

coordinated with media present to ask the appropriate questions complete with film crews so the 

moment might be broadcast on the tech device of your choosing.  These clips are pushed to 

social media outlets for maximum exposure.  Teleprompters ensure a sanitized speech promoting 

the correct spin on current happenings.  The impression given is that all will be well with these 

people in charge. 

 

1. The geographical structure of Mark's gospel now brings Jesus for the first time to Jerusalem, 

to an area which for a Galilean was essentially foreign, and where Galileans could expect at best 

to be tolerated as fellow Jews rather than welcomed as fellow citizens.  When Mark tells us that 

“they were approaching Jerusalem,” the ‘they’ refers to Jesus, Jesus’ disciples, plus the crowd of 

pilgrims, all Galileans, who had just left Jericho and were travelling up to Jerusalem together.   

They are all looked down upon as Galileans as far as the Jerusalem dweller is concerned.  If 

Jesus were looking to make an impressive statement upon arrival his handlers would surely have 

suggested better company. 

 

And then he asks his disciples to procure a donkey for him to ride on.  Not a magnificent well-

trained steed—but the colt of a donkey.   His disciples, who have left everything to follow him, 

don’t even have such a lowly creature among them so Jesus had to arrange for it.  Likely, “The 

Lord needs it and will send it back here immediately,” was the pre-arranged password.  And they 

have no saddle so make do with the cloaks of the disciples; no advanced scouts arranged for a 

stage for a speech or stands along the way or red carpet.  Instead, they make do with local 

vegetation to throw on the pathway.  No loudspeakers and bands just chanting voices.  We call 
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this the triumphal entry of Jesus but there isn’t much triumphant about it, at least not by world 

standards.   

 

In fact, Mark doesn’t say this chanting crowd even entered Jerusalem with Jesus on the donkey.  

After describing this group of Galileans on their approach to Jerusalem Mark says, “He (Jesus) 

entered Jerusalem and went into the temple and looked around at everything.”  On his approach 

to Jerusalem Jesus rides a donkey, the sign of lowliness, humility, ordinariness.   The early 

church hymn that the Apostle Paul cites in his Philippian letter makes the point clear: “who, 

though he (Jesus) was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 

exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And 

being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—

even death on a cross.  

 

Our Lord’s humbling of himself here on the approach to Jerusalem is illustrative of the paradox 

that is the gospel.  In the paradox that the gospel will always be, we must be sure to note that our 

Lord’s humiliation is his exaltation; his degradation is his triumph; his dying gasp “It is finished” 

is the declaration that his mission has been accomplished.  Paradoxically, again, his victimization 

at the hands of miscreants is his victory.  And in the paradox of paradoxes, Christ’s shame is his 

glory. 

 

The scriptures declare that Jesus is the manifest face of God; to see Jesus is to know the heart of 

the One he calls the Father.  It is counter-intuitive to our world to conceive that one whose 

magnificence is sufficient to create all things would come among us, and would do so in 

humility.  We think that people with great talent have no need to be humble; they don’t need to 

boast but humility is regarded as thinking lowly of yourself.  Jesus’ humility isn’t a sign that he 

considers himself unworthy or has nothing to say.  For Jesus, humility isn’t equated with being 

milk-toast, after all the next day after entry to Jerusalem he does drive the money changers from 

the temple.  Surely his humility is borne of the love that God is.  God’s self-forgetful self-giving.  

Humility is that regard that puts others and their needs ahead of yourself and your own needs.  

Jesus put our need of his saving work ahead of any self interest of his own.  Humility, the kind 

Jesus enjoins, is to be for God and for others.  

 

We marvel at our Lord’s humility seen this day in his not-so-triumphal entry; humility that will 

lead to the cross where he will sacrifice himself for our sakes.  The humility the Apostle Paul 

enjoins is borne of the humility of Christ; our humility is in the spirit of that humility we trust, 

namely in our Lord Jesus Christ.  The humility we trust is his; the humility we live out is our 

own.  Our humility is in response to his—his giving of himself for us. 

 

2. When you read Mark’s story of what we call Jesus’ triumphal entry he spills a lot of ink on the 

details around the procuring of the donkey; close to two-thirds of the story is about Jesus 

directing his disciples and his disciples going to the village ahead of them to bring the animal.  

Why is Mark drawing our attention here?  Given that his whole story is about ‘The beginning of 

the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God’, surely, he wants to tell us something about Jesus. 

 

There are two schools of thought about the acquiring of the donkey.  The first is that this is 

illustrative of how Jesus knows all things.  It would not be uncommon for a distinguished Rabbi 
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upon coming to your village to need hospitality of some kind and the phrase “the Lord needs it” 

is equivalent to saying that you are loaning your donkey for God’s work.  Jesus is seen to be the 

one who knows all things—that there is a donkey in the village ready to hand.  The comfort for 

Mark’s hearers being that Jesus knows the details of what is unfolding in our lives.   

 

The second way this procurement is understood is that Jesus pre-arranged for the donkey with 

someone he knew, and the phrase was a password the people Jesus sent to get the donkey would 

use.  In John’s gospel we are told that Mary and Martha and Lazarus had held a party for Jesus at 

their home a few nights before; they lived in Bethany—is it possible that the donkey belonged to 

them?  We don’t know but Jesus has followers in places we might not expect.  I find this so.  In 

the course of my work when encountering people on the margins of society, I faith in God; I find 

people who know they live dependent on him. 

 

Mark also drills down here on procuring the donkey because he and his hearers know the 

messianic prophesy from the book of Zachariah; “Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!  Shout 

aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!  Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, 

humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”  We believe that the gospel 

writer Matthew has Mark’s gospel in his hand as he writes, largely following Mark’s outline.  

Matthew makes explicit this point about Zechariah’s prophesy that Mark hints at implicitly.  

(Matthew 21:4-5) Mark wants us to know that when Jesus comes to Jerusalem the true king 

arrives.  Mark wants us to know that Jesus knows this prophesy as well.  Jesus is finally making 

public what he had asked his disciples to hold close to their vests—that he is the Messiah. 

 

I note with you that in Mark’s account the owner of the donkey does not appear in the story.  It is 

‘bystanders’ who allow them to take the donkey.  In a small village people look out for one 

another when strangers show up and start untying a donkey.  I wonder if the owner knew the 

magnitude of the moment; that this was the moment Jesus would make himself known as 

Messiah.  I think about all that so many do at Central United to make the public worship of our 

Lord happen; the team who cares for the property where our public proclamation occurs; the 

gifts given that have made possible rendering the sanctuary a beautiful place;  plus the 

technology that makes possible joining from home.  We would be here a long time if we listed 

all  the people that are involved in the many details and aspects of worship.  Like the loan of a 

donkey, the cloaks for a saddle, the palm branches strewn in celebration, every act of service, 

every gift given, is to serve Jesus and his purposes to save.  Like many other days, the public 

declaration of Jesus in our worship today is a day when Jesus makes himself known not only to 

us but to others—some others who are perhaps hearing for the first time or some for whom new 

light has shone on a familiar story and Jesus is recognized afresh. 

 

3. Then, Mark tells us, that the people ahead and behind were shouting “Hosanna!  Blessed is the 

one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 

Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  They are chanting a portion of Psalm 118—a messianic Psalm.  

Clearly, they have discerned what Jesus’ act of riding the donkey towards Jerusalem means.  But 

the chanting of this small band of Galilean pilgrims soon dies down once inside Jerusalem.  In 

Mark’s telling the chanting dies down before they get inside. 
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Kingdoms are colliding in Jerusalem.  Ensconced inside Jerusalem are the religious 

powerbrokers whose power is concentrated in the office of the High Priest.   From the west the 

political power of Rome has come as Pilate makes his way from his palace on the Mediterranean 

to the Antonio Fortress in Jerusalem to keep an eye on possible trouble at this Jewish religious 

festival.  From the east comes this humble king on a donkey with a band of no-account Galileans 

cheering him on as they approach the city. 

 

What is becoming increasingly clear in our western world is that the political powers of secular 

liberalism will not allow any other God—no god but theirs.  Christian voices are increasingly 

excluded from the public sphere.  As we look around and see the church decline, our voice 

drowned out, we may be feeling diminished and of little account.   We Christians seem like this 

insignificant group of Galileans going before and after Jesus shouting our praise of him.   Mark’s 

gospel was written to a beleaguered church set upon by the political power of Rome.  His story is 

an encouragement for these harassed Christians that these Galilean pilgrims were walking to 

Jerusalem with the true king. 

 

4.   You notice that the pilgrims shouted “Hosanna!”  The word means ‘save now.’  They were 

calling on this king to save them.  Jesus said, referring to his own mission, “the Son of Man came 

to seek out and to save the lost.”  Of course, what this saving entailed was not something the 

pilgrims imagined.  Isaiah 53 is the prophet’s depiction of the servant of God, a depiction that 

was seen, centuries later, to fit our Lord like a glove.  As the prophet concludes his portrait of the 

self-giving servant of God he comments (Isa. 53:11 RSV), “He shall see the fruit of the travail of 

his soul, and be satisfied.” As you and I give ourselves, or give ourselves afresh, to the One who 

has given himself for us, we shall be the fruit of the travail of his soul.  And as we are the fruit of 

the travail of his soul, he will indeed be satisfied. 

 

The Palm Sunday hymn ‘Ride On! Ride On in Majesty!’ rightly notes, “in lowly pomp, ride on 

to die.  Jesus ‘rides on’, indeed he rides on in order to die; and he rides on deathward in majesty 

just because he, this king, is king like no other. The only crown this king will ever wear is a 

crown of thorns; the only throne he will ever adorn is a gibbet; and the only subjects who will 

ever thank and praise and adore him are those who have given themselves to him as surely as he 

first gave himself to them and for them. 

 

What matters is that I – you too; what matters is that we give ourselves up afresh to him who 

finds our adoring gratitude and love the fruit of the travail of his soul.  For then he will be 

satisfied for ever and ever. 

 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, … And being found in human form, he 

humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. 


