Who Is This? When the King Arrives
3.29.2026
Matthew 21:1–11; Psalm 118:1–2, 19–29; Philippians 2:5–11
Opening Prayer
Lord Jesus Christ, as you entered Jerusalem, enter us. Disturb our borrowed assumptions. Quiet the noise of the crowd within us. Gather us again to your holy presence. Free us from crowd-thinking, from shallow religion, and from any loyalty that competes with your lordship. Give us the humble mind of Christ, and form in us a holy obedience that is steady, truthful, and full of love. Amen.

SERMON OPENER
Friends, there is a difference between a standing ovation and true allegiance...
Sometimes people stand because they are deeply moved.
Sometimes they stand because everyone around them stood first.
From the outside, those two things can look almost the same...
And that is one reason Palm Sunday still searches us.
Matthew gives us a public scene full of motion and noise. Cloaks are spread on the road. Branches are cut from the trees. Crowds surge in front of Jesus and behind him. The city is stirred. The atmosphere changes. But beneath the movement is a deeper question, and Matthew tells us exactly what it is: “When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, ‘Who is this?’” (Matt. 21:10, NIV).
That is the question.
Not only for Jerusalem.
For Marion.
For the church.
For every heart.
Palm Sunday is not mainly about what is on the road; it is about the moment a people must decide what to do with the King who has arrived...
Many in that crowd had likely heard of Jesus before this day. They had heard stories, formed opinions, borrowed language, and joined conversations. But hearing about him is not the same as bowing to him. On this day, some recognize a king; others are simply carried along by the crowd.
And we should ask ourselves the same question: how many people are still living on borrowed assumptions, repeating what others say, doing what others do, without ever truly reckoning with Jesus for themselves?
The gospel begins in a person when Jesus is no longer treated as interesting, useful, or symbolic, but as Lord.
INTRODUCTION
That is where the sermon must begin: with the living crisis of recognition. Who is this?
Matthew says Jesus sent for the donkey and the colt, and then tells us why: “This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: ‘Say to Daughter Zion, “See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey”’” (Matt. 21:4–5, NIV)...
Jesus is not improvising. He is not accidentally becoming famous. He is not being pushed into significance by public enthusiasm. He is entering Jerusalem deliberately, scripturally, royally, and humbly.
This is coronation language, but it is not worldly coronation style. There is no warhorse, no military column, no crushing display of force. Jesus comes with authority, but without swagger. He comes with kingship, but without spectacle. He comes in humility.¹
And that matters because many people are comfortable with Jesus as teacher, example, or inspiration. But Palm Sunday will not let us leave him in those smaller categories. Palm Sunday confronts us with a King.
The crowd cries out, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” (Matt. 21:9, NIV). And the crowd cries out, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” (Matt. 21:9, NIV).
That language is loaded.
“Son of David” is king-language.
“Hosanna” is rescue-language.
Psalm 118 lies behind it all: “Lord, save us!” (Ps. 118:25, NIV).
And then: “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” (Ps. 118:26, NIV).
So, the crowd is not wrong to cry for help. They do need saving. We need saving. The crowd gets that much right. But Palm Sunday also shows how a true cry can be attached to a shallow expectation...
They want rescue, but the kind of rescue they already understand: fast relief, visible victory, a king who confirms their hopes on their terms.
And Jesus will save, but not cheaply. He will answer the cry for rescue, but more deeply than the crowd imagines. He is not merely treating symptoms. He is going after the disease.
Transition
That is still our problem. We want Jesus to reduce our stress, ease our fear, fix our families, settle our outrage, vindicate our side, stabilize our country, and bless our plans. And yes, thanks be to God, he does meet us in the concrete places of life. But he does not come merely to make our existing lives run more smoothly. He comes as Lord.
And when the King arrives, the issue is no longer admiration. It is allegiance.
MAIN POINT
That is why this question matters so much: Who is this?
If Jesus is merely interesting, you may admire him.
If Jesus is merely useful, you may employ him.
If Jesus is merely symbolic, you may display him.
But if Jesus is Lord, you must bow.
Now let me bring this into today, because the crowd has not disappeared. It has multiplied.
We are living in a moment when crowds form quickly, opinions harden fast, and people can be swept into moral certainty before they have had time to pray, test, listen, or discern. And let me be careful here: not every public concern is false. Some concerns are deeply just. Some gatherings are rooted in real suffering, real compassion, and real need. Christians should care about what is true, just, and merciful...
But even a just concern can become humanized and drift from its center.
The problem is not that people care. The problem begins when caring is no longer governed by truth, humility, and Christ’s lordship.
So let me say it plainly: Palm Sunday is not a warning against public concern. It is a warning against letting the crowd become lord of the conscience.
Crowds make poor saviors.
Crowds make poor teachers.
Crowds make poor shepherds.
And crowds make terrible lords.
The answer to crowd-pressure is not isolation. It is re-centering.
In the language of Thomas Kelly, the soul must be gathered again to the Divine Center and led into holy obedience.².. That is a deeply Friends way of hearing Palm Sunday. The answer is not to become cynical, detached, or loveless. The answer is to become inwardly gathered around Christ.
That is one of the gifts of the Friends tradition when it is healthy: we do not gather to echo the crowd; we gather to hear Christ. We wait upon the living Lord, we test our impulses in the Light, and we learn obedience together. Then, when truth becomes clear, we act—not with borrowed outrage, not with the anger of man, but with holy conviction shaped by the character of Jesus: compassionate, kind, humble, and gentle (James 1:20; Col. 3:12, NIV). Turning over tables belongs to the Lord. Our calling is to stand in the truth, speak it in love, and walk humbly in the mercy and justice of God (Eph. 4:15; Mic. 6:8, NIV).
Holiness, in this sense, is not a private glow or moral display. It is a people learning to live under the living authority of Jesus together.⁵
Illustrations
Palm Sunday is not merely asking, “Did you wave a branch?” The crowd gives us emotion and momentum, but Scripture always presses deeper, because the Lord looks at the heart (1 Sam. 16:7). So, the deeper question is this: what moved the hand that waved the branch, what voice formed the shout that followed it, and what ruled the heart beneath the motion? Was it faith, or was it the pull of the crowd? Scripture says, “Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong” (Exod. 23:2) and “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind” (Rom. 12:2). So, who is shaping your conscience? What is governing your loyalties? Who is teaching you what is true, what is good, and what is worth giving yourself to? 
Because borrowed faith will not sustain you when the parade ends.
And that is where Holy Week becomes so searching. The same city that is stirred on Sunday grows darker by Friday. The same public energy that feels impressive in one moment becomes unstable in another. The same crowd dynamic that can lift a person emotionally can leave that person hollow spiritually.
Hearing about Jesus is not the same as bowing to him.
D. Elton Trueblood warned that a culture can remain attractive for a while even after it has been severed from its sustaining roots; it becomes, in his famous phrase, a cut-flower civilization.⁶ That warning applies not only to culture out there, but to religion in here. We can preserve forms, language, ceremony, memory, and even emotion, and still be cut off from living obedience to Christ.
Paul Anderson’s Christ-centered reading of the Friends tradition presses in the same direction: the center is not our distinctiveness for its own sake. The center is Christ himself.³ ⁴
And that helps us hear the gospel on Palm Sunday.
The gospel is not: become more religious.
The gospel is not: get swept into the right crowd.
The gospel is not: feel strongly enough about Jesus.
The gospel is this: the King has come, and you must decide what to do with him...
Now Philippians deepens the picture for us. Paul writes, “In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5, NIV). Then he shows us the shape of Christ’s kingship: “He humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Phil. 2:8, NIV).
CONCLUDING
So Palm Sunday and Philippians belong together.
Matthew shows us the King arriving.
Philippians shows us what kind of King he is.
He is humble.
He is obedient.
He is self-giving.
He is holy.
And here is the turn for us: holiness begins when Jesus is recognized rightly and received fully...
Holiness begins when the soul stops negotiating and starts yielding. Holiness begins when the church stops treating Jesus as mascot and receives him as Lord. Holiness begins when a people are freed from crowd-thinking and gathered again to the Divine Center in holy obedience.² ⁵
So the question is not only, Who is this? The question is also, Will we receive him as he is?
Will we let him rule our thoughts, our loyalties, our speech, our social concern, our discernment, our obedience? Will we still follow when the King rides not toward our preferred victory, but toward a cross?..
Let me bring this all the way home.
Some of us know how to talk about Jesus better than we know Jesus.
Some of us have inherited a vocabulary without a yielded life.
Some of us are near the crowd of Jesus, but not yet surrendered to Jesus.
And some of us are exhausted from being pulled around by voices, trends, screens, anxieties, causes, and pressures that keep rearranging our inner life.
So the question remains over us: “Who is this?” (Matt. 21:10, NIV).
This is Jesus. The King who comes in humility. The Lord who will not be reduced to a symbol. The Savior who answers our cry for rescue by going deeper than relief. The Holy One who frees us from crowd-thinking and calls us into holy obedience.
So on this Palm Sunday, do not merely wave branches in your mind. Do not merely admire the scene. Do not merely stand because everyone else is standing.
Receive the King.
And ask the question honestly: Where do I need Christ to free me from crowd-thinking and lead me into holy obedience?..
Because the gospel begins in a person when Jesus is no longer treated as interesting, useful, or symbolic, but as Lord. 
Amen.
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