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Gospel Reading - Matthew 21:1-11 NRSV 

21 When they had come near Jerusalem and had reached Bethphage, at the Mount 

of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2 saying to them, “Go into the village ahead of 

you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a colt with her; untie them and 

bring them to me. 3 If anyone says anything to you, just say this, ‘The Lord needs 

them.’ And he will send them immediately.” 4 This took place to fulfill what had 

been spoken through the prophet, saying, 

5 “Tell the daughter of Zion, 

Look, your king is coming to you, 

    humble, and mounted on a donkey, 

        and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” 

6 The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them; 7 they brought the 

donkey and the colt, and put their cloaks on them, and he sat on them. 8 A very 

large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the 

trees and spread them on the road. 9 The crowds that went ahead of him and that 

followed were shouting, 

“Hosanna to the Son of David! 

    Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 

Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

10 When he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was in turmoil, asking, “Who is 

this?” 11 The crowds were saying, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in 

Galilee.” 

_________________________________________ 

 

Bitter-sweet reminds me of chocolate.  If any of you have ever eaten a piece of 

bittersweet chocolate you would know that this type of chocolate has both bitter 

qualities and sweet qualities – some love it and some hate it.  Actually, now that I 



say that, the reason the bitter is the first word is because it is actually more of 

the bitter than it is sweet.  Bitter-sweet is also an interesting description of the 

times of our lives.  Think of your life experience.  Can you recall a time, maybe 

more than one, that the situation felt heavy?  Maybe hurtful? Painful? Sad? But in 

the same moment there was a tinge of sweetness?  Maybe a glimpse of beauty? Of 

love? Of peace? 

 

I think of when my dad was terminally ill.  Each visit was bitter in many ways -  

bitter because it was sad to see him decline physically from the strong, vital, 

robust man that he had always been, bitter because there was no cure, no 

operation, no medical magic that would make him well, bitter because he was 

suffering and bitter because I had regrets.  But in the same breath, I would have 

to say that time was also very, very sweet - sweet because I was spending real 

focused, quality time with him, sweet because we grew closer, sweet because there 

was an intensity, an energy in our time together that I cannot describe and sweet 

because I was able to serve him in a way that he would never have permitted when 

he was healthy.   

 

Jesus had many bitter-sweet moments.  One of those moments is what we read 

today.  We call this day Palm Sunday because this is the day we celebrate when 

Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey and the crowd waved palms and shouted 

“Hosanna.”  This day is also known as Passion Sunday, the Sunday before we 

remember Jesus passion – the passion that brought him all the way to the cross.  

The passion he had for God and ushering in the new covenant to all of humankind.  

Yes, this slow ride into Jerusalem on the donkey was bitter-sweet for Jesus.  

Bitter as he prepared to face the torment ahead of him, the betrayal, the denial, 

the broken heart and the broken body but sweet because he found sweetness in 

his selfless love for God and for creation, sweet because all of human existence 

would be changed because of his bitter journey. 

 

This procession of Jesus on the donkey was in fulfillment of another bible story in 

part from the prophet Isaiah but mostly from the prophet Zechariah. Jesus life, 

teaching, death and resurrection were all in fulfillment of the law and the 

prophets.  But those following the law did not see him that way.  They saw him as a 

rebel, a lawbreaker, and a threat to their way of power and manipulation. Jesus 

challenged their system and they didn’t like it and so they removed him.   

 



Jesus asks us to challenge our systems, all of them.  Jesus asks us to take a new, 

fresh look at all the automatics we have grown accustomed to and to ask ourselves 

the question “is this what Jesus would do?” Following our faith as supporters and 

believers in Jesus’ way of living and dying is countercultural by its nature.  And 

that is what brought him to the last week of his life – standing firm on what he 

believed at the cost of his life.  Not at all cost because there is a cost that is far 

greater than our physical life – Jesus put it like this, “What good is it for someone 

to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?”i 

 

The crowd that day wanted a great political leader.  They wanted Jesus to be that 

one; the one that would pull them back up to their former glory when David was 

king.  They ended up disappointed because that was not God’s plan.  God’s plan was 

greater. God’s plan was not about what the world sees as powerful, God’s plan was 

about goodness and love and mercy and surrender – the most powerful of 

combinations when directed toward God, yourself and each other.  All of life is 

valued by how we perceive it.  Do we perceive with eyes for the temporary or do we 

make an effort to perceive what God sees.  That choice will make all the 

difference. 

 

The crowd shouting “Hosanna” within days would be shouting “crucify him.”  Humans 

are fickle.  The fickleness comes from mixing up priorities, it comes from focusing 

on those things that are fleeting and will decay.  Conversely, God is not fickle; God 

is constant and dependable.  God is faithful and Jesus is faithful always. Jesus did 

not allow his sight to be clouded by those things that will fade away.  He stayed 

focused on God and his calling.  “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on 

earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But 

store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and vermin do not 

destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, 

there your heart will be also.”ii 

 

Then as a balance to the Gospel verses, we have the words of Paul to the 

Philippians.  He tells us that Jesus came to us as God in an ordinary person and he 

didn’t flaunt that reality but emptied himself.  He emptied himself of what? Did he 

empty himself of the majesty of heaven?  Or, as a human being, did he empty of 

the attitudes that cause human problems.   

 

In Proverbs we are instructed about things that God hates.  



There are six things the Lord hates— 

      no, seven things he detests: 

  haughty eyes, (arrogant, puffed up) 

  a lying tongue, (deceit of any kind) 

       hands that kill the innocent, (blameless, pure) 

  a heart that plots evil, (ill will, malevolence) 

       feet that race to do wrong, (what is wicked, dishonest, unethical) 

  a false witness who pours out lies, (perjure yourself, falsehood) 

      a person who sows discord in a family. (causes conflict, disharmony) 

(Proverbs 6:16-19) 

 

So, we are told that Jesus, God in the flesh, humbled himself to be a slave to those 

he came to teach and save.  Jesus did not use his status as God to exploit anyone 

but rather he served them in any and all ways that a person can serve another – 

from washing dirty feet, to laying down his human life.   

 

What we do and believe now develops our character while we are here and what our 

spirit will be when it is born into the next realm.  When we choose to hang onto, 

cultivate, nurture, and embody those qualities that we think glorify ourselves we 

are really destroying ourselves. Like a tree that refuses to let go of its leaves, 

when we cling to those attitudes and things that are perishing, we are unable to 

welcome the new fresh leaves born in the spring. 

 

Jesus came into town that day feeling the bite of the bitter and the taste of the 

sweet victory he would soon complete.  His faith brought him to it and his faith 

brought him through it.  That was his destiny and it is ours.   

Living one day at a time; Enjoying one moment at a time;  

Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace;  

Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it;  

Trusting that He will make all things right if I surrender to His Will; 

That I may be reasonably happy in this life and supremely happy with Him 

Forever in the next.”       --Reinhold Niebuhr  

Let’s think about that.  Amen. 

i Mark 8:36 NIV 
ii Matthew 6:19-21 NIV 

 


