
Jesus had quite a day. That first Palm Sunday was jam packed with intensity, from Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem 

on the backs of two animals, according to Matthew’s slightly weird storytelling, to his anger in the temple, to 

a confrontation with religious authorities over the chant that had rung out through Jerusalem all day long. 

“Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna!”  

  

“Hosanna!” It is a shout of praise, and we repeat it every year as we celebrate this day. But the people had 

more than praise on their lips. On that first Palm Sunday, children and adults alike also interceded with Jesus, 

waving their palms and scattering garments and shouting Hosanna! “Save us, Son of David,” they cried. 

“Deliver us! Redeem us!” That’s what they were saying with every “Hosanna” they shouted. “Save us. 

Redeem us. Deliver us.” 

  

From what did these first century disciples seek to be delivered? The same question might be asked of us, and 

our text this morning offers us three different ways to answer it. 

  

Maybe the people were looking for political deliverance, and maybe we are, too. Of all the gospel texts from 

which we can preach, this surely is the most overtly political. Jesus rode into the city and he staked a political 

claim. He allowed people to treat him like a king and invest him with the authority of a Messiah, a figure with 

political dimensions in first century Palestine. In Jesus’ time, Palestine was an occupied territory, its 

sovereignty lost to the Roman Empire. The Romans were not only harsh rulers, but, when it suited them, they 

also turned their backs on the economic exploitation and corruption that kept poor people poor and rich 

people rich. So poor people, who were the majority, wanted to be out from under all sorts of oppression. 

“Save us, Son of David. Deliver us. Redeem us.” 

  

Maybe it wasn’t just that, the politics of it all. Maybe these people who followed Jesus also hungered for 

religious deliverance. The first thing Jesus did in Jerusalem was to storm into the temple and upend the 

commodification and consumerism that he found there. People couldn’t even go to worship without going 

through the gauntlet of money-changers and offering sellers. It is beyond the scope of this sermon to discuss 

the contemporary parallels – the tangled relationships of Christianity and capitalism – but we can at least 

admit that even in our times some people feel burdened by our stewardship efforts or the role that money 

plays in our congregations. Other things oppress us, too: the weight of bureaucratic structures and 

expectations, the subtle ways our theological heritage has of supporting the status quo and its systemic 

injustices. “Hosanna, Son of David. Save us. Redeem us. Deliver us.” Perhaps this is our prayer, too. 

  

Or maybe our prayer is more personal. Matthew tells us that blind and lame people came to Jesus in the 

temple, hoping to be healed. Children shouted “Hosanna!” They sought an individual touch: their bodies 

made whole, the possibilities for their future opened up, perhaps a realization of their deepest hopes. 

“Hosanna. Save us. Deliver us.” They prayed the same kinds of prayers we offer every week in our joys and 

concerns, as we lift up troubled situations and loved ones who are ill or injured or facing an imminent death. 

“Hosanna! Grant us your salvation.”  



We don’t exactly know whether the crowd was praying for political, or religious, or personal salvation. It is 

possible that Jesus touched all these chords when he rode into Jerusalem that day so long ago. People need to 

be delivered from all sorts of things, and each one of our stories is different. “Save us. Deliver us.” What was 

it about Jesus that led people to pray to him like this? 

  

As Matthew tells this story, he quotes from the prophet Zechariah, but as he does so he makes a significant 

change in the text. Zechariah uses three adjectives to describe the king riding into the city on a donkey: 

“triumphant, victorious, and humble.” Matthew omits the first 2 adjectives: He leaves out triumph and 

victory; Matthew focuses on Jesus’ humility alone. 

  

Look, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a donkey. 

  

I came across a story about humility told by a Presbyterian minister named Tom Are, who is the pastor of the 

Village Presbyterian Church in Kansas City. The story is set in Atlanta, where Are grew up, and it occurs 

when he was in 9th grade. For two months that summer Johnny Oates, the catcher for the Atlanta Braves, 

lived in the Are family basement. Are remembers the night that Oates moved in: 

    

When you are in 9th grade and you have a major league ball player in the basement, 

the second coming of Jesus is anti-climactic. 
 

The first night, at about midnight a little sports car pulled into the driveway and 

Johnny Oates got out of his car. No glove. No uniform, no cleats. Absolutely nothing 

to let my neighbors know that a major league ballplayer was in my driveway. 
 

We sat at the kitchen table. I asked him about the game. I asked him what it was like 

to play on the same team with Hank Aaron. He talked about what it was like to catch 

a Phil Niekro knuckleball. It was a magical night.  
 

And then my dad turned into my dad. He says, “John, you know Tom is quite a ball 

player.”  
 

I thought, “Ooooooh, Dad.”  
    

“Tom and Joe Barnes turned a double play last week in church league softball.” 
    

“Dad,” I said, “Stop. It’s not like he’s going to want to see me take some ground balls 

or anything. . . (Although, a double play is pretty rare in church league softball.) 
    

Had anyone else been at that midnight table, I would have been happy to fill in the 

details on that double play. But it was the last thing I wanted to talk about that night. 

Why? Because I was humbled. I was humbled and not because I felt inadequate or 

unimportant. It was actually a wonderful night. I was humbled because in my 9th 

grade mind, there was greatness in the room. My humility did not result from a 

modest self-assessment but rather from seeing worth in another.1 

1Tom Are, Jr., unpublished paper quoted in the sermon “Coming to You Humbly,” by Jon M. Walton, First Presbyterian Church, New 

York City, April 9, 2017. This sermon is shaped by Walton’s thoughtful interpretation of this story and Jesus’ humility. 



Perhaps this helps us understand the humility of Jesus, who did not count equality with God as something to 

be grasped or exploited, but instead devoted his ministry to serving people whose worth he recognized. 

  

And so he rode into the city, not because he thought he should be a king, but because its people mattered. He 

rode into the city not because he wanted to be a bold messiah, but because the people of the city had intrinsic 

dignity. He rode into the city not to gain the political upper hand, but because he respected and cherished the 

people who cried out for redemption. And as he looked into the eyes of the crowd and heard their prayers, he 

was humbled. 

  

And he is humbled today. He’s humbled when he rides into cities like Juarez or Tijuana and watches families 

huddle at the border. He’s humbled when he enters towns and villages in Myanmar or Bangladesh and 

encounters Rohingyas running for their lives. He’s humbled when he comes into cities and towns and 

villages all over the world, and sees people struggle for daily existence and dignity. He’s humbled by the 

suffering he sees. He’s humbled by the whispers of hope he hears. He’s humbled by the dignity he recognizes 

in each of God’s children, even you and me. 

  

God so loved the world that God took the form of a servant and entered human life in Jesus of Nazareth. And 

one day, God rode into a city on the back of a donkey, humbled by the privilege of serving and saving the 

likes of you and me. That’s what the people saw in Jerusalem that day, and that’s what we still see. And so 

we shout, “Hosanna! Deliver us. Redeem us.”  

 

Amen.  

 

 


