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Luke 23:1-56           Passion/Palm Sunday c           4-10-22  

Mixed Reactions 

 

Toward the end of the Gospel heard: “When all the people 

who had gathered to witness this sight saw what took place, they 

beat their breasts and went away.  But all those who knew him, 

including the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at 

a distance, watching these things.” 

 Who were “all the people who had gathered to witness” the 

crucifixion of Jesus, the ones who we are now told were beating 

their chests in remorse and repentance?   

 

 Well, there were different groups of people that were 

gathered around the place where Jesus was crucified.  There were 

of course the two thieves crucified to His left and His right 

(not that they had much choice), who at first, despite the pain, 

humiliation and suffering they shared with Jesus, joined in with 

those who were insulting and jeering Him as one who would not be 

able to come down and save them along with Himself. (Later, of 

course, one of them is brought to repentance and salvation.) 

  The chief priest and rulers of the Temple also had made 

the effort to be there and gloat in their victory over this so-

called “Messiah”.  “He saved others; let Him save himself if He 

is the Christ of God, the Chosen One.” 

 Hearing that, the soldiers who had driven the nails into 

Jesus, (who may well have been those who had been beating Him, 

taunting Him, scourging Him, mocking Him with a robe and staff 

and crown of thorns), also joined in the mockery and insults 

offering him wine vinegar and saying: “If you are the king of 

the Jews, save yourself”.  Another wonderful opportunity to 

insult the Jewish nation. 

   

 But, again, who were “all the people who had gathered to 

witness” the crucifixion of Jesus, the ones who were now beating 

their chests in remorse and repentance (for it is unlikely the 

priests and rulers were showing remorse)?   

 This crowd gathered at Golgotha, had very likely come from 

the larger crowds that had gathered around Jesus from Bethany 

and Jerusalem.  You might recall how a good number of folks had 

witnessed the stunning miracle of Jesus raising Lazarus from the 

dead – an event that is easy to see how these people now 

believed Jesus to be the long-awaited Messiah (though misguided 

in their expectations… this is the one they believed would free 

them from Rome and give them the joys of everlasting rule in the 

world…).  This group was met by an even larger group at 

Jerusalem on what we call Palm Sunday, when Jesus entered into 

the city riding on the back of a donkey (colt).   
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 This was the crowd that was shouting Hosanna to the Son of 

David, the King coming to inherit his kingdom and rescue them, 

waving palm branches and spreading their garments on the ground 

in honor of His coming. 

 This was the crowd who generally was supportive of Jesus 

during this week of His Passion, until His trials. But we know 

today especially how quickly public opinion can turn. (One bad 

tweet, one bad news report and your reputation can be shot!) And 

now, with Jesus (receiving bad press) accused and attacked by 

their leaders, and thus apparently not the glorious Messiah they 

expected, but seeing Him bound and beaten, humbled and accused, 

standing before Pontius Pilate, and incited by and following the 

lead of their religious leaders, they were crying out for Jesus 

to be condemned.   

 Repeatedly, no matter many times Pilate appealed to them, 

louder and louder they shouted for Jesus to be crucified.  And 

when they had been whipped into a rabid frenzy, lusting for His 

blood, Pilate washed his hands of the affair, claiming to be 

innocent of this man’s blood (The Apostles’ and Nicene Creed beg 

to differ), they finally shouted “His Blood be upon us and our 

children!”  They were glad to take responsibility for it – they 

wanted his blood spilled! Oh, if only they could have said those 

same words with faith and trust in that blood shed for their 

forgiveness, rather than in the hatred and rejection they meant 

it! 

 This was the crowd who followed the procession out of the 

city and to Golgotha.  This was the group that watched as the 

exhausted Jesus stumbled and Simon of Cyrene was forced to carry 

the crossbeam for Jesus the rest of the way.   

 This was the crowd at Golgotha, who had watched while Jesus 

struggled to get painful gasps of air to proclaim His 

forgiveness of His murderers, to arrange the care of His mother 

and to speak salvation to a penitent thief hanging on a cross 

beside Him. This was the crowd who watched while the leaders and 

soldiers mocked and insulted Him. 

 This was the crowd who watched as Jesus endured the 

torments of hell itself when darkness covered the sky and Jesus 

cried out for the Father Who had turned His back on Him (with 

the sins of mankind upon Him in our place).  This was the crowd 

who watched as Jesus gave up His spirit and died, the ones who 

felt the ground shake at this impossible moment of God its 

Creator dying, and heard the centurion proclaim: “Surely this 

was a righteous man”. 

 With that observation together with everything they had 

seen and heard, apparently their eyes had been opened, the veil 

removed to where they began to understand a bit what had 

happened and what they had done. When you know you've made a 
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grave/huge mistake, how do you respond?  Their bloodlust and 

shouts for crucifixion were replaced with cries of sorrow and 

the beating of their chests in grief.  They realized they had 

murdered an innocent, even righteous man.  Truly His blood was 

upon their hands, and they walked away to their homes in guilt.  

(If they had only trusted in that blood spilt for them!) 

 

 So amongst the people gathered at Calvary were mocking and 

insulting religious leaders, soldiers and even criminals, and 

there were those walking away in sorrow and guilt.  And, we are 

also told of another group there that day: a group of followers 

of Jesus, standing at a distance, quietly and passively watching 

it all in horror and apparent defeat. 

   Note: Luke wants us to know that Jesus’ followers witness 

the crucifixion “at a distance” – they are not ready to embrace 

the cross and participate in the mission of proclaiming the 

scandal of Christ crucified.  They see a lifeless Christ on a 

shameful cross – their hopes seemed to have died with Him.  Sin 

and death had won.  

 None were ready to embrace the cross and participate in the 

mission of proclaiming the scandal of Christ crucified for 

salvation until after the resurrection of Jesus (note the women 

were going to the tomb, not to celebrate a living Jesus but to 

finish honoring the lifeless, dead body of Jesus.   The 

disciples were cowering behind locked doors on that 3rd Day, not 

looking for Jesus among the living.  The Emmaus disciples were 

caught up in the despair at the loss of the one they had hoped 

was the Messiah… until the Messiah taught them from the 

scriptures and opened their eyes in the breaking of the bread.  

 It wasn’t until the Living and victorious Christ came to 

His disciples and opened their eyes did they have hope restored. 

 Indeed, it wasn’t until God the Holy Spirit was poured out 

upon Christ’s Church on Pentecost that the disciples were fully 

reminded of Jesus’ teaching and were then enabled to no longer 

hide from the shame of the crucified Christ but to boldly 

proclaim Jesus as Crucified and Risen for all of mankind’s 

salvation. 

 My family in Christ, this text serves as a powerful 

reminder and lesson to us all, that indeed no one can confess 

that Jesus is the crucified and risen Messiah/savior until after 

the resurrected and Living Lord Himself comes to us, opens our 

eyes and hearts to trust in His saving work. 

How often when we hear this account of the Passion of 

Christ and marvel at the character’s unbelief and abandonment of 

Christ, saying to ourselves, with great confidence, that we 

would never have done such a thing to Jesus – we would have held 

fast in our convictions – we would have boldly proclaimed our 
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faith and trust in the Son of God come to save us, no matter 

what danger and persecution we might have faced! 

No we wouldn’t.  We have the same weak and fallen natures 

as each of the disciples.  We would have done no better.  They 

were with Jesus for three years and still did this? You would do 

better?  No. The silence of Peter, of Joseph of Arimathea and 

Nicodemus, and all the others gathered at a distance from the 

Cross speaks of how all of us by nature would distance ourselves 

from the scandal of the cross.  

 And yet, we remain encouraged in this text, for the Risen 

and Ever-Living Lord Jesus Christ does come to His children and 

open their eyes and hearts to His love and grace.  He came to 

all of those who Knew Him, who followed Him, the 11, the women 

who had followed Him and others who were His sheep.  And He came 

to us as well through His powerful Word and Sacraments.  While 

we were still trapped in our sin and unbelief, while we were 

still His enemies and dead in our sinfulness, Jesus came to us 

and poured out His Blood upon us, washing away the guilt of our 

sin and flooding us within with Life eternal, His Life.   

 Our eyes have been opened to the truth of the scandalous 

cross and instead of being ashamed of this instrument of 

torturous death and apparent failure, we cling to it as the 

symbol of our salvation.  Hide from the scandal of the Cross?  

No!  We now refuse to know and proclaim nothing but Christ and 

Him Crucified and Risen for mankind’s salvation! 

 Mindful of His love, He enables us to overcome fears and 

oppression, scandal and persecution and instead to confess 

Christ in our daily lives in loving ways to our neighbors that 

God the Holy Spirit may work through that Word to bring them 

from the crowds that mock and reject Christ or those that walk 

away in sorrow and guilt, and instead bring them into the 

Church, the Body of Believers, the Body of the Living Christ. 

Amen 

 

 


