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The Triumph of the Crucified 

 

Psalm 118:19-29 

Mark 11:1-11 

 

 I have always been struck by what seems to me the extraordinarily bad timing of the victory 

celebration on Palm Sunday.  According to the Gospel of Mark, Jesus is welcomed into Jerusalem by a 

crowd of unnamed citizens, who throw palm branches and various articles of their clothing onto the road 

in front of him.  They welcome him as a conqueror and chant portions of Psalm 118, a patriotic national 

hymn which celebrates the ancient victories of Israel over its enemies.  

 Yet before the week is over Jesus will be betrayed by one of his closest associates and 

repudiated by another.  The crowds that welcomed him on Sunday will denounce him on Friday.  His 

friends will abandon him to his fate as they scramble without dignity or honor to save their own lives.  

The religious establishment, the leaders of the otherwise competing temple and synagogue, will conspire 

to have him executed.  A weak and vacillating Roman official will knowingly corrupt Roman law in 

order to buy a few more months of peace and tranquility, a positive efficiency report from his superiors, 

and the possibility of a quiet retirement at the end of his tour of duty.  Jesus will be imprisoned, 

scourged, and crucified, a painful execution in which the victim dies from a combination of exposure, 

shock, loss of blood and slow suffocation.   

 Palm Sunday initiates the worst week in the life of Jesus.  It seems to provide no clue to 

what will follow but stands, so it appears, in the sharpest possible contrast to it. 

I 

 If we examine the Psalm which the crowds are chanting as they rush to meet Jesus, we can 
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see, I think, what they have in mind.  Psalm 118 is a patriotic song rather in the spirit of the "Battle 

Hymn of the Republic."  The psalm was sung in the temple on certain high holy days when the king was 

present.  There are passages at the beginning and end of the psalm which were to be sung antiphonally 

by several choirs of pilgrims and priests.  But the central portion was to be sung by the king himself, 

ideally, of course, by king David and later by David's successors.  The message of the psalm is 

straightforward.  While Israel was surrounded by enemies as by a swarm of angry bees, God has 

delivered Israel from their wrath.  The enemies relied on their own power, but Israel's king relied on God 

alone.  Israel ought therefore to give thanks to God, because he is good and because his mercy has no 

end. 

 I want to make clear that the enemies that the psalmist has in mind are real, flesh and blood 

enemies.  It is the conflict between Jew and Syrian, Jew and Egyptian, Jew and Babylonian, Jew and 

Greek, Jew and Roman that forms the background for the psalm.  While it is possible to read the psalm 

as a spiritual hymn which celebrates the triumph of pious men or women over the vices which threaten 

to bring them under the power of death, that is certainly not the meaning that the author of the psalm 

wanted to convey.  When the choirs chant, "blessed is he that comes in the name of the Lord," they are 

welcoming a real conqueror, an Eisenhower or a MacArthur, not an itinerant preacher whose victories 

are spiritual and whose kingdom is heavenly. 

 Psalm 118 is therefore an appropriate psalm to sing during the festival of Passover, which 

celebrates the liberation of the ancient Israelites from slavery in Egypt.  It is even more appropriate for 

the festival of Hanukah.  In the second century before Christ, Israel was ruled by a Syrian king, 

Antiochus, who was determined to stamp out the Jewish religion.  To own a copy of the law of Moses or 

to circumcise a child was a crime punishable by death.  Antiochus even desecrated the temple in 

Jerusalem.  He introduced the worship of the pagan god Zeus where the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
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Jacob had been worshipped.  He turned the temple court into a brothel and even sacrificed swine's flesh 

on the altar of sacrifice, a double desecration since pork is a meat which is ritually unclean to the Jews. 

 Judas Maccabaeus organized a Jewish insurrection against the Syrian occupation and in 163 

B.C. succeeded in driving out Antiochus and in reconsecrating the temple.  The feast of Hanukah 

celebrates this military victory over an occupying army.  What more appropriate song could one sing in 

order to welcome Judas Maccabaeus to Jerusalem than Psalm 118.  "All nations—especially Syria and 

its allies--compassed me about: but in the name of the Lord will I destroy them....Blessed is he that 

comes in the name of the Lord." 

 The Jerusalem which Jesus enters is again occupied by a foreign power; this time by Rome 

and its allies.  The crowds hope that Jesus is a second Judas Maccabaeus whom God has raised up for 

this hour.  Even his name, Jesus, means deliverer.  He may be great David's greater son, the king and 

general who will triumph over Israel's enemies.  "All nations of the Roman empire compassed us about 

but in the name of the Lord, Jesus shall destroy them....Blessed is he that comes in the name of the 

Lord."  

 There may even be a Soweto-like character to the singing of Psalm 118, a protest of the 

oppressed in the presence of their oppressors--like the singing of "We shall overcome" in Selma, 

Alabama, in the 1960's; like "Oranje boven" chalked on the walls of occupied Amsterdam in 1942; like 

the singing of the forbidden national anthem by Adenauer at the founding of the Federal Republic of 

Germany; like the Solidarity salute of the Polish workers in the 1980's.  The demonstrators had taken 

their courage in their hands to meet Jesus, to welcome him openly to Jerusalem, to sing the ancient 

defiant song of Israel's triumph over earlier would-be conquerors. 

 You can imagine the shock and disappointment of the Palm Sunday crowd when their 
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deliverer is meekly delivered into the hands of their enemies, when their general surrenders without so 

much as one defiant act of resistance against Israel's oppressors, when the triumphant strains of Psalm 

118 are drowned out by the desolate lament of Psalm 22: "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken 

me?"  Whatever else Jesus may be, he is not a second Judas Maccabaeus, God's appointed instrument to 

lead a military insurrection against Rome. 

II 

 The fact, however, that the Palm Sunday demonstrators use Psalm 118 to nourish their false 

messianic hopes does not mean that Psalm 118 provides no important clues to the meaning of Holy 

Week.  On the contrary, the exuberant crowds are chanting the right psalm even though they are drawing 

the wrong conclusions from it.  Palm Sunday is about a real battle and a real victory. The enemies are 

real, too, though they are not the enemies the Psalmist originally had in mind.  Mark uses the Psalm to 

remind us that unless we see the entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem in the context of conflict and victory 

we will misunderstand it.  Psalm 118 celebrates a victory which God wins, a victory which never lies in 

human hands and which can be turned aside by no human power.  It is a victory in which someone 

formerly despised is exalted to a position of honor.  It is a victory, moreover, in which the oddsmakers 

were counting on a resounding defeat. 

 Conflict and victory are not, I believe, the themes that modern Protestants first think of when 

they contemplate the cross of Christ.  There have been three theories which Christians have used over 

the centuries to explain the significance of the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Each rests on a different 

metaphor.  

 Some Christians think first of a courtroom, not a civil courtroom in which they are an 

aggrieved party bringing suit against a person who has wronged them, but a criminal courtroom in 

which they have been charged with violations of the law of God.  They are in fact guilty of the crimes 
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with which they have been charged and should be punished by God for their wrong-doing.  However, 

God in his mercy provides an innocent party, in this case his own son, who agrees to suffer the penalty 

which should rightfully be imposed on them.  They are freed, not because God treats his own law 

lightly, but because God suffers on their behalf and in their stead.  The metaphor of the courtroom 

emphasizes that the cross is a message about the suffering love of God, a love which triumphs over 

human guilt and the moral consequences of human wrong-doing, not by overlooking or excusing 

human sin but by bearing it.  This is an important theme from the New Testament, but it is not the 

burden of Psalm 118 and it is not the theme which Mark stresses in his account of Palm Sunday. 

 Other Christians like to think of the cross as evidence of a love that cannot be turned aside.  

The theory is more or less psychological and draws on metaphors based on human interaction.  The 

fundamental human predicament is not that God is alienated from us, but that we are alienated from 

God.  We are selves turned in our selves, preoccupied with what enhances our own power and self-

esteem, alienated from God, from our neighbors and from our own true nature.  God sends the prophets, 

who are ridiculed and mistreated, to warn us of our predicament.  Finally he sends his son, Jesus of 

Nazareth.  The world turns the full fury of its alienated self-love on this disturber of the peace and 

subjects him to a cruel and painful death.  Jesus voluntarily submits to that rejection and hatred and so 

demonstrates the character of the love of God.  The cross is the evidence of a love that will not be 

broken by human hatred, a love that continues to love even when it is despised.  When sinners see the 

demonstration of that love of God in the cross of Christ, they are brought up short by it.  The cross is a 

mirror which shows their faces, distorted and made ugly by their hatred and self-centeredness, to 

themselves.  Overcome with contrition they repent and experience an awakening of a love for the God 

who loved them with a love that would not let them go.  That is an important theme from the New 
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Testament but it is not the burden of Psalm 118 and it is not the theme stressed by Mark in his account 

of the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem. 

 The early Christian Church liked to use the metaphor of a battlefield when it talked about 

the death and resurrection of Jesus.  For the early Christians, Holy Week is a reminder that God has 

taken our side against all the enemies that threaten to oppress us, the chief of which is our old enemy, 

death--an enemy whom we struggle to hold at bay but whom we will meet all alone in some dark corner 

of this world at a day and hour of his choosing.  Jesus Christ too met death.  It was a wrongful death 

at the hands of enemies who had no respect for justice and no pity for the innocent.   It was the kind of 

death in which this world specializes and which it administers every day with a cruel generosity.  But 

while death could hold every other victim it has ever claimed, it could not hold Jesus of Nazareth.  God 

raised this innocent victim up as a sign that he is an implacable enemy of our enemies, that the patience 

of God is not endless, that innocent suffering and death do not have the last word but that God does.   "I 

shall not die," cries the psalmist, "but live, and declare the works of the Lord."  This is an important 

theme in the New Testament and it is the burden both of Psalm 118 and of Mark's account of the first 

Palm Sunday. 

III 

 Mark agrees with the Palm Sunday demonstrators that a king and general is entering 

Jerusalem.   All throughout the gospel of Mark, Jesus is portrayed as a conqueror who is overturning the 

kingdom of sin, death and devil by his healing miracles and his mighty acts.  He enters Jerusalem as a 

king enters his recaptured capital.  Mark even shows Jesus in the closing verse of this lesson coolly 

surveying the temple as a scene of future conflict much in the way a general may study the terrain and 

disposition of his forces on the night before a battle.  Jesus has come to Jerusalem to do battle, only the 

enemy he has in mind is not Rome but the kingdom of sin and death.    
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 It may be objected that the world after Palm Sunday and Easter continues to look very much 

like the world before Palm Sunday and Easter.  The innocent continue to suffer, death still claims its 

reluctant victims, and the world continues to celebrate its old pagan festivals and cling to its old wicked 

ways.  But generals know that long before a war is over, the decisive battle may fought which 

determines the outcome.  After the defeat of Lee at Gettysburg, the South could not win the Civil War, 

even though hundreds of battles were still to be fought and thousands of men would die.   Long before 

the fall of Vicksburg or the surrender at Appomattox Court House, the battle had been fought which 

determined the outcome.  Napoleon never recovered from the defeat at Moscow or Hitler at Stalingrad. 

 Palm Sunday is the preface to that kind of decisive battle.  The victory has been won, even 

though the firing has not stopped and the armistice has not been signed.  Jesus did not come simply to 

give the world good advice or to repeat the moral law which we all know in our hearts already.  He is 

not even here just to show the character of the suffering love of God or to bear our sins in our place and 

on our behalf.  He is a king and a general, a second Judas Maccabaeus, who has come to free his people 

from the enemies that oppress them--sin, cruelty, injustice, indifference, ingratitude and death. 

 There is every reason, therefore, for us to join the crowds that welcome Jesus to Jerusalem, 

even to chant with them the strains of Psalm 118.  "We were surrounded by our enemies, even our 

ancient enemies, sin and death, but God in Christ will destroy them.  Blessed is he that comes in the 

name of the Lord. Hosanna!  Deliver us now!"     

 


