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A King Like No Other 

We are all guilty of selective reading when it comes to the Bible, by which I mean seeing in it 

what we want to see, and hearing what we want to hear.  Nothing new about that.  Everyone 

does it, preachers included.  In fact, preachers may be the worst offenders.  But there are very few 

stories in the Bible that are so selectively read, and as a result so consistently misread, as the 

gospel accounts of the events we commemorate today, the events we call Palm Sunday.  In fact, I 

can only think of one other story in the Bible that is so consistently misread, and interestingly 

enough, it is also a story about a procession into the city of Jerusalem, and that, I am pretty sure, 

is no coincidence. 

It is, however, a problem.  A problem because this story marks the beginning of the particular 

sequence of events we know collectively as Holy Week, which, if you’ve read my article in this 

month’s Messenger you know is in effect a week long Christian passion play, a play we act out 

every year not just with special services, but with a series of re-enactments beginning with 

parades today on Palm Sunday, continuing with a “last supper” on Thursday evening, a three 

hour vigil on Friday afternoon during the hours of Christ’s crucifixion, and culminating in the 

great celebration of the resurrection on Easter when some of us really will be outside pounding 

on the door “early on the morning of the first day of the week.” 

But as with any story, when you get something wrong right at the start, right off the bat, that 

can very easily cause problems with how we read all the rest of the story.  That, I think, is very 

much the case with our reading of the events that took place on Palm Sunday, a reading, a 

misreading which among other things provides us with a short-cut that leads straight to Easter 

by which all too often we simply avoid the unpleasantries of Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. 

Now there’s a reason why we do this, why we so consistently misread the events of Palm 

Sunday.  It’s not that we pay no attention to what the Bible actually says.  Because we really do 

have here a glimpse of what might have been, a glimpse of a world that really did seem, at least 

for a while that day, to have been on the verge of becoming a reality, and with it, a route to Easter 

that actually would have avoided the betrayals of the disciples on the night of Jesus’ arrest and 

the terrible tragedy of his death on Good Friday, thus achieving the redemption of this world 

without so much as the shedding of a single tear, much less its Savior’s blood.  It really did look 

for that short while as if it just might happen. 

Naturally, that’s the story we would all have preferred, and so the story that deep down inside 

we all want to hear, and wishing that could have been the case, that’s how we see the events of 

that day.  The day of what we like to call Jesus’ “triumphal” entry into Jerusalem, an occasion we 

then celebrate with festive parades while waving palm branches and shouting hosannas, and we 

studiously maintain that fiction by reading only part of the story.  We just stop reading at the end 

of the parade with the shouts of Hosanna still ringing in our ears, and what might have been 

suddenly seems like it really was. 
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But the gospel accounts of the events that day don’t stop there, and if we keep reading—

which we did today, but usually don’t—we’d be reminded that what might have been did not 

come to pass, that the day did not end on a high note with the parade, but with Jesus in the 

Temple where it was all too obviously business as usual that day in Jerusalem, with traders doing 

their thing in the house of the Lord on the day of his coming.  Which was not supposed to be the 

case, not according to the prophets, and that is the first clue we have that this story is not going 

to end well. 

So the parade is the closest we ever get to King Jesus, and that’s who we want our Savior to 

be.  We want him to be a king.  We’ve always wanted our man to be a king, undeterred by the 

fact that there is very little warrant in scripture for the kind of ruler we have in mind, and 

absolutely nothing in the life of Jesus up to this point that would suggest he had any desire 

whatsoever to be a king or anything remotely like a king.  But we want Jesus to be a king, and for 

a few hours that morning in Jerusalem on that first Palm Sunday, it looked like it just might 

happen.  Like King Jesus might just get his throne. 

It’s true that Jesus really did ride into Jerusalem that day at the head of a great procession, 

just as had David and all the other kings of Israel, no doubt accompanied by the same shouting 

of hosanna and the waving of branches (Matthew doesn’t actually say anything about palm 

branches).  But at the end of the day, after causing quite a ruckus at the Temple, and having the 

first of what would be repeated confrontations with the authorities that week, Jesus, who we 

claim had just entered Jerusalem “triumphantly,” then turned around and left.  Rode right back 

out of the city, or more likely, walked back out, by that point having had to return the donkey to 

its rightful owner.  That makes you wonder, because what kind of king does that?  Lays claim to 

his city and then leaves? 

It’s also true that just like Zechariah said the king would, Jesus enters the city that day humbly, 

riding on a donkey.  But the humility didn’t last very long.  He certainly wasn’t very humble 

when he got to the Temple and started overturning tables and really giving the traders there what 

for, people who had no idea who this guy was or what he was doing or why, and then right in 

the middle of the uproar, Jesus stops.  Stops to do what?  He stops to heal the blind and the lame 

who had gathered there in the Temple.  Not the sort of thing we expect kings to do.  What kind 

of king does that? 

And yes, it’s true that he was acclaimed by the crowds that day as the Son of David, and 

everyone knew what that meant, since the Kings of Israel, the rightful kings of Israel, had all been 

sons of David, that is to say, descendants of David.  But it wasn’t just the people in the streets 

during the parade who shouted that, it was—amazingly enough—some children who were there 

in the temple while Jesus was overturning the tables.  The children were calling him that, a fact 

which seems to have particularly galled the authorities, far more so than anything that had 

happened earlier that day along the route of the parade.  What is more, it was the children who 

got it right, at least according to Jesus.  What kind of king is that, a king proclaimed by children? 

So yes, Jesus was—and is—a king, but let’s be very clear, he was and is a king like no other.  

A king not because he wears a crown, or sits upon a throne, or wears a purple robe, or lords it 

over his realm, but a king who rules like no other, because frankly, he doesn’t rule at all.  This 
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king serves.  A king like no other, because he doesn’t act like any king we’ve ever known.  A very 

different kind of king whose ways seem to have made perfect sense to the blind and the lame and 

the children, but not so much—as we shall see very shortly—to chief priests and scribes, or to 

Roman governors, or even to this king’s own disciples.  None of whom knew what to make of 

this king, this king who was like no other. 

I’m not sure we know what to make of him either, not really, which is perhaps why we go all 

out to honor him to the point of building magnificent churches like this, but not so much to the 

point of actually following him, of just doing what he asked us to do—to feed the hungry, clothe 

the naked, visit the prisoner, preach the good news, and welcome the stranger.  Maybe it’s why 

in the images we have of him—whether in painting or simply the way we imagine him—we give 

him the crown and the scepter and the throne we think he should have, like any self-respecting 

king should have, but the very stuff that he wanted no part of, because he was—and is—a king 

like no other.  That’s still hard for us to understand today, just as it was for almost everyone back 

on that first Palm Sunday, which is why the next chapter in this story, the next act in our Passion 

Play, is not Easter, but Maundy Thursday.  Because they didn’t know what to do with this king 

who was like no other. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 

to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


