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Reading all of St. Matthew’s Passion as the Holy Gospel today might strike you as odd. First off, because the custom in 
our churches for much of the last century was to read the account of the triumphal entry, what we heard at the beginning 
of the service, as the Holy Gospel. Next there’s the length. It makes some cringe, but then again, you get to sit for most of 
it. What really bothers us is the content. The account of our Lord’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem is easy on us. Jesus is 
welcomed with open arms, palms are waved, and the children sing their praises. It’s a great scene. Rightly do we process 
into the church in joyful imitation of that event. 
 

What happens in chapters 26 and 27 isn’t easy on us. There we hear only of confusion, betrayal, denial, torture, mockery, 
death. We hear of a wickedness and hatred that don’t even cease with Jesus’ burial. It’s not changing the traditional 
reading we grew up that makes us squirm. It’s not even that the service runs a bit longer than we are accustomed. It is that 
we are confronted with things we’d rather not hear or see, things we’d rather limit to Good Friday, confine the painful 
reality to that one day and even then, many don’t bother coming to hear it. 
 

But the reading of the Passion according to St. Matthew is not some recent scheme cooked up to deprive us of the joys of 
Palm Sunday. It wasn’t inserted to ensure that those who can’t come to church on Good Friday still hear the account of 
our Lord’s suffering and death. It first appeared in our Synod’s service books in 1982, to be sure. But this was just a return 
back to the church’s custom since ancient times, going back to at least the early fifth century.  
 

Today as we enter into Holy Week, we hear the whole story. We are reminded of what exactly our Lord came into 
Jerusalem to do. We hear it again on Tuesday from St. Mark. On Wednesday from St. Luke. John’s account is read on 
Friday. We are sent out on Maundy Thursday hearing the Passion as prophesied in the Psalm 22, the Passion from the 
Messiah’s own first-person perspective. The whole thing is continually set before us, we are not allowed to escape it. 
There is no getting around the cross. The Services of Holy Week do not parcel it out, do not let us pick and choose what 
we will hear. The four Gospels vary between them in terms of what they include. They all, however, lead up to our Lord’s 
Passion. That must remain front and center. 
 

Not just as an object of speculation, mind you. No, you are taught to see yourself in it. The way we read the Passion 
account helps in this. The Passion is read the way it was today not just to break things up, make it so the pastors don’t 
have to read as much and can save their voices for the rest of the services this week. It’s not a clever way of getting people 
involved during this most holy of weeks for us, a way to make it extra special. There is a deliberate and spiritual intent 
behind it. The historical events we hear read again and again have significance for us, for all who hear them. 
 

In reading the words of all the other speakers in the Gospel, you are taught by what you say to see your own need for this 
week. You take up all their words in your own mouth, you own them. For like the disciples, you have been confused, 
infatuated with moments of great success and earthly glory, and forgotten that the way of Jesus is the way of the cross. 
With Judas you have made agreements with wickedness to obtain the riches and acclaim of this world. With Peter you 
have denied the Lord., staying distant or silent, not wanting to get into trouble for being associated with Him. God forbid, 
you have perhaps been like the priests and soldiers, and mocked the Lord, blasphemed Him, profaned His name which 
He has placed upon your very body, and participated in sin. 
 

Make no mistake, the events of this week took place because you are like the very people of whom we hear in the 
Gospels; a sinner and in need of redemption. Blood must be shed for sin. But what you are given to see, is that another 
has come, not just for you but for the whole world. You are taught this as you take up the Roman centurion’s words: 
“Truly this was the Son of God!”  
 

As much as you must indeed lament and confess your sins, your weakness, your betrayal, and denial, this week is not one 
of self-imposed sadism. For you are taught to see in faith who it is who has come into Jerusalem and gone the way of the 
cross. It is the Son of God, lifted up on your behalf. From His death comes life. The wicked serpent who once overcame 
by the tree in the garden is overcome by the tree of the cross. The blood which has overcome sin, death, and the power of 
the devil, is indeed what is upon you, not as a judgment against you, but as your covering, your beauty and glorious dress, 
your royal robe and joy beyond all measure. This is the reason for joy this day. We hear of our Lord’s ride into Jerusalem 
not for earthly triumph and acclaim by a majority of the population. No, He has come to bear our sin and be our Savior. 
 



So come today, come again throughout this week as often as you can. Hear and see yourself as the one in need of saving. 
Hear and see your Savior accomplishing that salvation for you. Receive the fruits of His salvation in His Gospel as it is 
read and proclaimed, as it is sung by your own lips, and as they are given you to eat and drink as Christ Himself bids you. 


