Notes on the Readings, Palm/Passion Sunday, Year A
(Palm Gospel) Matthew 21:1-11: Jesus approaches Jerusalem knowing that he must suffer and die. If he is a king who will suffer, he is still the messianic King and as such he will be publicly recognised. The disciples are instructed accordingly to implement appropriate arrangements. The style of his entry to the city is in keeping with his mission and ministry. While it is truly a triumphant occasion, yet here is a king whose beast of burden and accompanying array betoken his work of service. The crowd's acknowledgement and acclaim, the spreading of garments, the waving of branches and the shouts of greeting are a sign of royal welcome to the son of David. Matthew is careful to point out that all of this was in fulfilment of prophecy.

Isaiah 50:4-9: This suffering servant song of Isaiah characterises a faithful prophet of the Lord who is both persecuted and hailed before court. The section portrays his life-long daily learning from the Lord, his readiness willingly to undergo spiteful, degrading and violent treatment in obedience to the Lord, and his rock-solid firmness, despite all, to trust implicitly in his ultimate public acceptance as righteous. He can therefore confidently rise above the seeming victory of his accusers. Jesus again fits the conditions of the prophecy.

Philippians 2:5-11: St Paul uses Christ as an example of humility for the Philippian Christians. He who existed in full measure as God did not hesitate to lay aside his rights and majesty by assuming human form. This he did in order to undergo the humiliation and curse of human death, thus to serve the greatest need of humanity. After the cross, however, comes the crown. He now exercises every power, prerogative and glory of the Godhead which is his rightful due. Every knee must bow, whether in wondrous gratitude for free salvation, or in facing final judgment upon its persistent rejection. This reading conveys both the humble majesty of the entry to Jerusalem and the purposeful assumption of rejection and the sorrows of his passion.

Matthew 26:14 - 27:66 or Matthew 27:11-54: In Matthew's account of the Passion of our Lord, Jesus' sonship with God and his kingship as the promised Messiah feature side by side. In all the incidents included in this reading, these joint aspects of his identity stand out in sharp contrast to the convened hostile power of his enemies, the spiritual and political authorities. His betrayer's moves were all known beforehand. The religious rulers were reduced to false witness and anger in answer to his serenity and testimony. Pilate could do no more than mock him. The crowds at the cross took up Satan's challenge to prove his sonship and messiahship by coming down from the cross. Yet he remained steadfast in his obedience to the Father, giving up his spirit finally in death. Matthew notes the fulfilment of many Old Testament passages in his narrative. It is left to a pagan Roman army officer to see in Jesus' death the true sonship of God.

