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Jesus the Messiah King Enters His Royal City

Nina Heereman, SSD March 24, 2024—Palm Sunday

Procession Gospel: Mark 11.1-10; Mass readings: Isaiah 50.4-7; Philippians 2.6-11; Mark 14.1-15:47

On Palm Sunday the Church celebrates and enacts Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, which “manifested the coming of 
the kingdom that the King-Messiah was going to accomplish by the Passover of his Death and Resurrection. It is with the 
celebration of that entry on Palm Sunday that the Church’s liturgy solemnly opens Holy Week” (CCC 560). The liturgy is 
never the simple memorial of a past event, but always the re-presentation of Christ’s Passover. For this reason, on Palm 
Sunday the Church helps us to enter the mystery of Christ’s Passover in such a way that we become more fully aware 
that we are not just spectators from afar, who look back on an event that took place 2000 years ago, but partakers in an 
event that takes place here and now. In the procession that precedes the liturgy of the Word, we are now the people of 
Jerusalem who receive the Messiah King into his Holy City, which is the Church. We hail him as our Messiah, acknowledge 
him as our savior, and accompany him as he enters his passion. 

The Procession of the King

The Procession Gospel, which is read at the beginning of the liturgy, presents Jesus as the Messiah King who 
comes to inaugurate his Kingdom (Mark 11.1-10). It is Jesus himself who orchestrates the details of his entry into 
Jerusalem and thereby reveals its true significance. He is the Messiah King who is coming to take possession of his royal 
city (see Ps 48.2), to be enthroned therein and inaugurate his eschatological kingdom of peace through his death and 
resurrection. 

Jesus had opened his preaching ministry by announcing that the Kingdom of God was at hand (see Mark 1.15). 
According to the prophet Zachariah, the Kingdom of God would be inaugurated with the Lord himself standing on the 
Mount of Olives (see 14.4, 16-17). This is the very place where Jesus now stands. He sends two of his disciples into the 
village ahead, predicting that they will find “a colt tethered on which no one has ever sat” (11.2). They are to untie it 
and bring it to Jesus. In case someone objects, they should reply “the Master (Kyrios) has need of it and will send it back 
here at once” (11.3). The Greek word Kyrios can be translated as “master,” but it is more likely that we are intended to 
hear the term as the Jewish circumscription of the divine name, “the Lord.” After all, Mark has already presented Jesus as 
the son of God (see 1.1, 11; 9.7) and hinted at his being the Lord himself. The Gospel opened announcing the fulfillment 
of Malachi 3.1, “Lo, I am sending my messenger,” depicting John the Baptist as the messenger who was to prepare the 
way for the Lord. Now, with Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, and more concretely, the Temple (11.11), the second part of the 
prophecy is fulfilled: “And suddenly there will come to the temple the LORD whom you seek, And the messenger of the 
covenant whom you desire. Yes, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts.” 

Everything unrolls exactly as Jesus had predicted. The scene is reminiscent of Samuel predicting to Saul the 
events that would follow his anointing (1 Sam 10.1-9). Jesus is prophet, priest, and king at once. By choosing to enter 
the city on a young colt, he signifies the fulfillment of Zechariah’s prophecy: “Rejoice heartily, O daughter Zion, shout for 
joy, O daughter Jerusalem! See, your king shall come to you; a just savior is he, meek, and riding on an ass, on a colt, the 



foal of an ass” (Zech 9.9). The mule symbolizes the opposite of a horse, bringing peace instead of war, as the prophecy 
goes on to explain: “He shall banish the chariot from Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem. The warrior’s bow shall 
be banished, and he shall proclaim peace to the nations” (9.10). Zechariah’s prophecy envisions the future Messiah as 
a new King Solomon, the iconic King of Peace, who had been mounted on a mule on the day of his enthronement (see 1 
Kgs 1.33,38-40). 

The disciples and the people of Jerusalem immediately understand Jesus’ prophetic sign-act. They throw their 
cloaks across the back of the colt and Jesus sits on it (v.7). Many spread their cloaks on the road, while others spread 
reeds which they had cut in the fields, crying, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Blessed is 
the kingdom of our father David that is to come! Hosanna in the highest!” (vv. 8-10). The act of spreading cloaks for the 
acclamation of a new king is known from the coronation of Jehu in 2 Kings 9.13. The spreading of branches, on the other 
hand, is reminiscent of the Jews celebrating the Solomon-like Simon the Maccabee’s victory over their enemies and the 
cleansing of the citadel (see 1 Macc 13.50-51; 14.4-15)—which is exactly what Jesus is about to do to the Temple. All 
the while they shout “Hosanna”, which means “Save us, we pray,” blessing Jesus as the one who comes in the name of the 
Lord (see Ps 118.25). There is no mistaking: the people acclaim Jesus as their savior king and hail him as the promised 
Son of David, the Messiah who has finally come to take possession of his Holy City and inaugurate the long-awaited 
messianic kingdom of David.

The Evangelion and the Kingdom of God

To understand the full impact of the scene, and what Jesus’ royal entry into the city of Jerusalem signified for the 
people at the time, it is important to be conversant with their expectation of the coming Davidic kingdom. It was shaped 
by the Old Testament’s ideal of kingship, according to which the king was understood to be a son of God on account of 
his divine anointing. As God’s representative on earth, he was charged with the restoration of paradise on earth. To do 
so, he was anointed king to save God’s people from the hand of the enemies (see 1 Sam 9.16). Once the country was at 
rest from all the enemies around (Deut 12.10; 2 Sam 7.1), he was to build a dwelling place for God on earth and then to 
enthrone the Lord in his Temple. 

From the outset of the Gospel, Jesus is presented as the Son of God (see 1.1, 11). He has come to proclaim the 
Evangelion. In English, this word is often translated as “good news” or “gospel.” For the people of the time, however, 
it had quite a different connotation. The word had been used by both the Greek and Roman kings and emperors to 
announce the good news of the birth of an emperor, or—more frequently—to announce a great victory in battle that 
had consolidated their kingship. The Greek translation of Isaiah 52.7 uses the same term to announce the Evangelion 
that “God is King,” which in that context meant that God would be victorious over Israel’s enemies, the Babylonians, 
and that the Israelites would be freed from their captivity. Which victory, then, is Jesus proclaiming when he preaches 
“the Evangelion of God” (Mark 1.14)? Victory over the Roman occupation, as the people might have expected? Certainly 
not. Jesus, who just emerged victorious from the desert (1.11-12), announces the kingship of God because Satan has 
been defeated. He will later identify himself as the one who has bound the strong man (Satan), entered his house, and 
plundered the strong man’s goods (see 3.22-27). This is exactly what Jesus does throughout his public ministry. After 
having been anointed and publicly acclaimed as the son of God (1.11) and having overcome Satan’s temptations in the 
desert (1.12), Jesus goes around the country casting out demons and healing all sicknesses (1.21-28; 1.34; 3.22; 5.1-20). 
Interestingly, King Solomon, the son of David par excellence, was associated with exorcisms and healings in the centuries 
leading up to the birth of Christ. It seems that the people had already understood that they needed deliverance from a 
much more vicious enemy than just a political overlord. 

Jesus’ messianic pedigree as the one who inaugurates the Kingdom of God is pivotally stressed by his referring to 
himself as the “Son of Man” (see Mark 10.45; 14.62). Particularly, his affirmative answer to the high priest’s question “Are 
you the Messiah?”, reveals that he is the Son of Man prophesied by Daniel (7.13) who will inherit an eternal kingship and 
who is “the Lord” mentioned by David to whom the Lord said in the prophetic Psalm, “sit at my right hand, while I make 
your enemies your footstool” (Ps 110; see Mark 12.36-37). For this reason, Jesus is at once the expected son of David 
and yet more. He is ultimately the Son of Man predicted by Daniel to whom “dominion, splendor, and kingship” shall be 
given, so that “all nations, peoples and tongues will serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not 
pass away, his kingship, one that shall not be destroyed” (Dan 7.13-14).



Yet, how Jesus will inaugurate his kingdom and save God’s people from the enemy differs greatly from the 
people’s expectations. “The Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many” 
(Mark 10.45). This job description of the Messiah identifies the Son of Man in glory prophesied by Daniel with the 
Suffering Servant prophesied in Isaiah 53. Jesus will inaugurate the Kingdom of God through his suffering, death, and 
resurrection, as perfectly described in the readings of the liturgy. Contrary to Adam, he is not rebellious to God’s word, 
but gives his back to those who strike him (Isa 50.5-6); he does not “regard equality with God something to be grasped. 
Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, coming in human likeness; and found human in appearance, he 
humbled himself, becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross” (Phil 2.6-8). Taking the sin of the world upon 
himself, he becomes the scapegoat of the Day of Atonement, which, according to a rabbinic tradition, was to be spit on 
and mocked (Mark 15.16-20; see Lev 16), the suffering servant who does “not shield [his face] from buffets and spitting” 
(Isa 50.6), as well as the immolated goat whose blood cleanses from all sin. As the true son of David, he builds a new 
palace for the Lord by tearing down the old in his death (symbolized by the tearing of the veil) and rebuilding it in His 
resurrection (Mark 15.29; 38). 

The Kingdom of God has come in Christ’s death and resurrection. It will come in glory when Christ hands it over 
to his Father. In every Eucharistic celebration, the Kingdom is in our midst. With the people of Jerusalem, we hail its 
coming when we sing, “Blessed he who comes in the name of the Lord” and thereby welcome the representation of the 
Lord’s Passover (CCC 559, 2816). 
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In Short . . .

• With his entry into Jerusalem, Jesus comes as the Messiah King who takes possession of his royal 
city (see Ps 48:2), to be enthroned therein and inaugurate his eschatological kingdom of peace 
through his death and resurrection.

• The disciples and people of Jerusalem understanding Jesus’ prophetic sign-act of riding on a mule, 
acclaim him as their saviour king and hail him as the Messiah who has finally come to inaugurate 
the long-awaited kingdom of David.

• Contrary to the people’s expectation, however, it is not through his triumphal entry into Jerusalem, 
but through his passion, death, and resurrection that Jesus inaugurates his kingdom. 
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