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A sermon for Palm Sunday 
 

Prof. David Matthews 
 
 
There are various codes and code-words in the Bible – one of the earliest is the word 
‘shibboleth’ (which means a ‘corn-head’). The use of this as a password or code can 
be found in a story in the book of Judges1. You could be identified as a foreigner if 
you couldn’t pronounce the word properly and said ‘sibboleth’ instead. The New 
Testament’s main book of codes is ‘Revelation’ which has a vast array of 
bewildering imagery that really only ‘those in the know’ would understand.  
Jesus parables were sometimes characterised as being in code, but in reality, a little 
bit of imagination and understanding is all that is needed for these. You’d be 
possessed of a pretty opaque mind if you couldn’t understand what the parable of the 
Good Samaritan2 was about! But there are two occasions faithfully recorded in all 
the gospels when Jesus adopted codes quite deliberately – and the occasions both 
occurred in the last few days of his ministry.  
 
 
Let’s just look at the two occasions. The first was over the business of a donkey3. 
Jesus despatches two of his disciples and tells them only when they are about to 
leave what they are to do, what will be said to them, and quite specifically what the 
coded reply is to be. That’s a complicated set up, spelt out in detail in the gospels. 
The second was not the same pattern at all – this time there was not even to be any 
talking on the street. The disciples were to go to one of the gates of Jerusalem (‘into 
the city’4) probably via the Essene gate to the South-west of old Jerusalem, and find 

a man with a pitcher of water5. Would there be lots of people with pitchers of water? 
No. Water pitchers were to be found by wells and not by the gates of Jerusalem, and 
secondly it was a man with a pitcher of water – women carried water, not men. To 
see a man carrying a pitcher by the Westgate would be as unusual as seeing a man 
carrying a pitcher at the Westgate in Oxford! 
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(The Westgate in Oxford recently – an 
unusual sight.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why should we be interested in these 
arrangements? Why are they recorded in 
the gospels? I want to make several points 
about this: 

 
• That these incidents were recorded means that they were remarkable. If Jesus 

was in the habit of making such arrangements, then a couple more would and 
could pass unremarked and unrecorded. These were clearly unique occasions 
on which codes for arrangements were made. 

• One only uses codes and passwords if there are enemies afoot, and if those 
enemies are clever and ubiquitous. 

• One lets one’s friends know on a need-to-know and last minute basis only if 
not all the friends can be trusted. 

• The codes were complicated and detailed. One only goes to this sort of trouble 
if what is at stake is important. 

 
 We know now, but Jesus knew then – and before his arrest and trial – the 
extent and power of his enemies. They were the influential elite of the Jewish 
authorities, wielding an iron control – though generally behind closed doors 
because of the Roman occupation. They appreciated the extent of the threat of 
Jesus, and had detailed plans about his arrest. We know from the gospels that they 
had been spooked by the raising of Lazarus, and had plotted from this time 
onwards to arrest Jesus6. When could Jesus be apprehended? He’d got a small 
band of followers who could be overpowered – they were unarmed – but there 
were twelve of them. Nor could it be done publicly. Why not? Because Jesus was 
often surrounded during the day by huge crowds who sought to see him and listen 
to him. So Plan A: The time to arrest him would be just as he arrived into 
Jerusalem – before any popular acclaim got under way. The obvious place would 
be the gate. Here the way would be narrow, there were guards and soldiers. Just a 
little intervention. Very quiet. Gates+guards. Excellent! But Plan A was frustrated 
by Jesus. He had thought about Jerusalem in detail. He was going to be arrested 
and mocked and crucified. But not until what he had to say and do had been done 
- half of John’s Gospel and a third of the others is taken up with the last week in 
Jerusalem. So Jesus calculated and planned and arranged. The Jewish authorities 
would not be able to arrest him as he arrived for the simple reason that when he 
arrived there would already be a huge crowd around him. We know the Temple 
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authorities were annoyed. John’s gospel records their frustration “You see that 
you can do nothing; look, the world has gone after him.”7 Not only would the 
entry into Jerusalem on a donkey fulfil the Old Testament prophecy of Zechariah 
but it would guarantee that he could not be arrested then. And so Jesus specifically 
arranged for a donkey. And the code word reflected this – kurioV – the master 
has need of it. Interesting word -  kurioV - it means ‘boss’ or ‘master’ or ‘lord and 
master’. And this is the only time the word is used in Mark’s Gospel. So not just a 
general word for Jesus. A code-word. “The Master”. Yes, Jesus calculated when 
and where he would be arrested and that was not going to be at the narrow gate on 
the way into Jerusalem.  
 
One uses codes and need-to-know strategies to avoid betrayal. Jesus knew what 
was afoot with Judas Iscariot. Could Judas have hidden his feelings and treachery 
from Jesus – a man who could read everyone like a book? So the final week plans 
were arranged by code. In particular the last supper had to be protected from any 
possible foreknowledge of where it was going to happen by any of the disciples – 
so two were despatched at the last moment and one can imagine Judas’ ears 
flapping as to where this would be. Jesus tells two other of his disciples:  “Go to 
the Westgate and follow the man carrying the water pot…!” It could be anywhere! 
Inside Jerusalem, or even outside…and there was to be no exchange of words this 
time. The disciples were to follow him to where he went and then knock – and the 
code word was different and significant this time didaskoloV– teacher. Where 
the last teaching would happen. And Judas would be there. He’d get his chance, 
but only when Jesus was ready. 
 
So finally I want to discuss why it was so important to go to the trouble of using 
codes and subterfuge. And the answer is one of the most astonishing truths of the 
whole of the Christian belief and understanding about God. It is this. Jesus knew 
and Jesus planned. Jesus arranged when and where he would be arrested. He knew 
he would be crucified, by whom and when. Jesus went to the crucifixion not 
because he got caught up by accident in a Judao-Roman power struggle, or in 
events that were out of his control. He didn’t get his hand trapped in the political 
machinery of the time and get dragged in. What happened in about 30AD was that 
Jesus Christ offered himself.  Jesus - could have avoided crucifixion. He waited in 
the garden of Gethsemane to be arrested. The wait was long – long enough, 
indeed, for the disciples to fall asleep three times. It was the agonising opportunity 
to escape, and Jesus stayed and prayed.  
 
Which resonates back into the New Testament and what we know about Jesus’ 
foreknowledge which was the basis of the row with Peter – who told Jesus he 
must not go to Jerusalem and be killed – and this temptation flared in Jesus to the 
point where he recognised Satan talking through Peter8 – how easy to turn one’s 
face in the opposite direction.  
 
But the reason for actually choosing to go forward to the crucifixion must also be 
discerned. This was a choice – it was God’s choice. In the same way that it was 
God’s choice to come in the form of Jesus to be born in a stable in a penniless 
backwater of the Roman Empire. The choice was and is ‘God with us’. It can only 
be seen in the context of what Jesus himself taught, did and was. It was an 
unflinching manifestation of the love of God – an unwavering love. Perhaps this is 
the weakness of Mel Gibson’s controversial film from some years ago, The 
Passion of the Christ – which describes in detail how Jesus died, but not why. We 
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understand the cross only in part – it cannot be explained in any mechanistic way 
– it doesn’t work by physics or chemistry, by levers or by logic. But it does work 
– not at a material level, but at God’s level – in the higher realms of forgiveness, 
mercy, redemption and love.  
 
There is within and through suffering the opportunity for the greatest love that can 
be shown.  The greatest love we can show to others, the greatest love that can be 
bestowed by others. Through the pain can come strength, and help and healing. 
We believe that through the crucifixion came our salvation - God loves us despite 
the worst that can happen to Him. We cannot always find the words to express that 
ourselves. "In the cross of Christ I glory, towering over the wrecks of time". "We 
may not know, we cannot tell, what pains he had to bear, we only know it was for 
us He hung and suffered there." 
  
I cannot tell you the reason or the mechanism of why this is so. But there emerges 
through Holy week the realisation that there is another code – and that code is the 
empty cross. The cross looked like the end – but in fact turned out to be the 
beginning! 
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