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“Spiritual Overconfidence” Luke 19:28-40 Palm Sunday (3/20) 2016 

 The on-line dating website, “OkCupid,” inadvertently made an 

interesting discovery about human nature.  One of the questions on its 

compatibility survey, asks, “Are you a genius?”  Now, there is no hard data 

on the percentage of geniuses among us, but genius clubs like MENSA 

require people to be in the 98th or 99th percentile of IQ.  Therefore 1-2% of 

us would qualify.  So, what percentage of people do you think identify 

themselves as geniuses on the OKCupid survey?  About 2 out of 5!  40%!  

And almost half of all men! 

 Look around you.  Perhaps half of the men in this sanctuary this 

morning are geniuses!  And half of your pastoral staff- but which half? 

 Clearly, the way we see and evaluate ourselves and others is not 

always accurate.  And the story of Palm Sunday features a variety of 

people whose perceptions are skewed, but, like those would-be geniuses, 

they don’t know it!  I’ll be reading the story from the gospel of Luke.  As the 

story begins, Jesus was finally ready to enter Jerusalem, a decision 

requiring great courage, given how much he had offended Jewish religious 

leaders whose power was centered in Jerusalem.  They had even plotted 

to kill him.  It was the season of Passover, a time of religious fervor and 
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national unrest as the people celebrated their deliverance from an earlier 

oppressor, Egypt. 

 Here’s how Luke tells the story. 

28After he (Jesus) had said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. 

29When he had come near Bethphage and Bethany, at the place called the 

Mount of Olives, he sent two of the disciples, 30saying, “Go into the village 

ahead of you, and as you enter it you will find tied there a colt that has 

never been ridden. Untie it and bring it here. 31If anyone asks you, ‘Why are 

you untying it?’ just say this, ‘The Lord needs it.’” 32So those who were sent 

departed and found it as he had told them. 33As they were untying the colt, 

its owners asked them, “Why are you untying the colt?” 34They said, “The 

Lord needs it.” 35Then they brought it to Jesus; and after throwing their 

cloaks on the colt, they set Jesus on it. (Luke 19:28-35) 

 The story begins near Bethany, about two miles outside the walls of 

Jerusalem.  Jesus instructs two of his disciples to go and pick up a young 

donkey for him.  He had probably pre-arranged this with the owner of the 

animal.  Why was it important for Luke to point out that the donkey had not 

been previously ridden?  In the Old Testament, animals destined for sacred 

use could not have been previously used for other purposes.  And this 

animal had a sacred task- carrying Jesus into Jerusalm.  At any rate, the 
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disciples form their cloaks into a kind of saddle and help Jesus onto the 

donkey. 

 The story continues.  

36As he rode along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. 37As he 

was now approaching the path down from the Mount of Olives, the whole 

multitude of the disciples began to praise God joyfully with a loud voice for 

all the deeds of power that they had seen, 38saying, “Blessed is the king 

who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the 

highest heaven!” 39Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, 

“Teacher, order your disciples to stop.” 40He answered, “I tell you, if these 

were silent, the stones would shout out.” (Luke 19:36-40) 

 Jesus begins his descent from the Mount of Olives all the way down 

to the Kidron Valley and then back up into the city of Jerusalem.  I walked 

this route myself about five years ago.  People treat him like royalty as he 

does so, spreading their cloaks on the ground in front of him and shouting, 

“Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!”  This is a direct 

quote from Psalm 118, which is believed to have been sung to honor kings 

as they entered the temple in ancient times.  The whole processional 

echoes the words of Zech. 9:9, which says, “Rejoice greatly, O daughter 

Zion!  Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!  Lo, your king comes to you;  
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triumphant and victorious is he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, 

the foal of a donkey.”  This verse would certainly have been in the minds of 

those who watched Jesus and the crowd descend toward Jerusalem, for 

many believed that he was a king. 

 But not everyone.  39Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, 

“Teacher, order your disciples to stop.” 40He answered, “I tell you, if these 

were silent, the stones would shout out.” (Luke 19:39-40)  The Pharisees- 

religious leaders, keepers and interpreters of Jewish law- find this display 

to be offensive, and potentially dangerous.  What if the Romans see the 

people praising a new king?  That would amount to treason, because there 

were already Roman-appointed kings in Israel.  They wouldn’t tolerate 

pretenders to the throne.  The Pharisees demand that Jesus tell the crowd 

to stop.  Jesus, however, sees the adulation of the crowd as inevitable and 

unstoppable. 

 The story ends with Jesus just outside of Jerusalem, ready to enter it 

as Holy Week begins.  To learn what happens next I would suggest that 

you read the rest of Luke’s gospel this week beginning at the end of 

chapter 19.  This morning, however, I’d like to look briefly at the problem of 

spiritual certainty and overconfidence, because there are three groups that 

exhibit such overconfidence in our story. 
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 First, the Romans.  While they are not directly mentioned, their 

presence is felt everywhere in the gospels, because they occupied 

Palestine at this time and were almost universally hated among the 

population.  The Romans believed that their superior culture and military 

might gave them the right to conquer and rule other people, often in a cruel 

manner.  And they believed that their conquests were evidence that the 

gods were favoring them.  They couldn’t understand the incredible 

resistance that their presence provoked in Israel.  Other countries fell into 

line and welcomed the benefits of Roman rule, but not the Israelites! 

 The Romans also believed that they could deal effectively with any 

opposition- if not through negotiation and collaboration with local leaders, 

then through military power.  They had put down numerous false messiahs, 

rebels, and would-be kings in the past.  They had certainly heard about 

Jesus, and almost assuredly were watching his parade into Jerusalem, but 

they had little worry about this itinerant preacher.  Yet, just a week later, 

they colluded with the Jewish leaders to end his rabble-rousing through 

crucifixion, assured that was the end of it.  But they were wrong.  Jesus and 

his followers changed the course of history, and continued to do so long 

after the power of Rome was a distant historical memory.  The recent 

movie release, “Risen,” portrays this Roman arrogance very well.  I 

recommend it to you. 
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 Another group in our story suffered with the same problem of spiritual 

overconfidence- the Pharisees, who along with the Sadducees and temple 

priests had strong beliefs about how religious people were supposed to act 

and what they should say.  Jesus, while claiming to be close to God, 

violated many of their traditions.  At times he seemed to go out of his way 

to provoke the religious conservatives of his day by openly breaking their 

Sabbath laws, for example, and calling out the corrupt practices of the 

temple priests.  He could counter their scriptural interpretations with ease, 

leaving them dumbfounded, and his acts of power, which the crowds were 

celebrating, left them with little more to say.   

 However, they did not forget the way that Jesus had humiliated them 

at times and were looking for ways to shut him up.  They were absolutely 

sure that he wasn’t the long-promised Messiah, and constantly worked to 

discredit and trip him up.  They seemed to believe that any action on their 

part was justified to stop him, no matter how ungodly it was.  They were 

spiritually confident, but they were dead wrong. 

 The last group in our story to be spiritually overconfident were the 

disciples and other followers of Jesus.  While they had deep respect for 

Jesus, and sacrificed much to follow him, they had a notion of what the 

Messiah was supposed to be like, and expected Jesus to fit that mold.  

When he descended the Mount of Olives on a donkey amidst cheering 
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crowds, they fully anticipated that Jesus was going to take the throne in 

Jerusalem, drive out the Romans, and begin the long-promised Day of the 

Lord.  They had already seen him do great works of power, so they had no 

trouble believing that he could do this, too. 

 However, they ignored Jesus’ own words.  Three times in Luke’s 

gospel, Jesus had told them that he would face humiliation and crucifixion 

in Jerusalem.  And, they ignored the fact that Jesus chose to ride a donkey, 

a sign of peace, rather than a warhorse, which would have signified a 

military conqueror.  They were right that Jesus was the Messiah, but they 

were wrong about the kind of Messiah he was.  And they grossly 

overestimated their ability to stand with him when things got tough.  In fact, 

they abandoned him and hid.  Spiritual overconfidence. 

 I don’t think the problem of spiritual overconfidence ended with the 

ancient Romans, Pharisees, and the first disciples of Jesus.  I think it has 

continued to be a problem for Christian people.  As Paul reminds us at the 

end of his wonderful ode to love in I Cor. 13, “For now we see in a mirror 

dimly, but then we will see face to face.”  He is warning us against spiritual 

overconfidence.  For we often don’t see things as they really are. 

 In our own country, people once believed that because God had 

brought us to this land, that it was morally acceptable to steal land from 
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Native Americans, and if they got in our way, to kill them.  After all, they 

were just godless savages.  Spiritual overconfidence.  Many once believed 

that the slavery of African-Americans was morally acceptable, perhaps 

even God-ordained.  Much blood was shed, in part to address that 

arrogance.  And many more people believed that it was God’s will for the 

races to live separately, and that treating African-Americans as second-

class citizens and depriving them of their rights was just fine with God.  

More blood had to be shed to disabuse us of that notion, a problem that we 

haven’t completely dealt with yet. 

 In the early 1900’s the eugenics movement persuaded Americans 

that it was a good thing to forcibly sterilize people who the state determined 

were “feebleminded, insane, epileptic, inebriate, criminalistic, and other 

degenerate persons” to “keep the lesser classes from reproducing.”  Our 

Supreme Court affirmed the right of states to do this by an 8-1 decision.  

Tens of thousands were forcibly sterilized.  Spiritual overconfidence. 

 I wonder how spiritual overconfidence is affecting our society today.  I 

wonder how it might be affecting our own attitudes in this room.  Do we 

look down on other Christian churches and denominations?  Do we look 

down on those who struggle to believe?  Do we look down on the poor, 

assuming that they are poor as a result of their own bad choices? 
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 Because of human finitude and sin, we often don’t see things as they 

really are.  Our cultural narratives, our personal experiences, and our 

selfish desires can blind us to the reality around us.  To deal with this 

problem, we must admit this weakness and confront it, but in a radically 

individualistic society like ours this is very difficult.  A couple months ago 

the Gettysburg Times featured a story about the 12th annual Adams County 

Youth Leadership Conference, that encourages 7th graders to be great 

leaders.  The leader of the conference was quoted as encouraging our 

youth to “strengthen your leader within” and “trust your own inner 

guidance.” 

 Clearly, leaders need to have confidence in their abilities and 

judgment.  That is a good thing.  But we need some balance.  Sometimes, 

perhaps often, our “inner guidance” is faulty.  We need the guidance of 

God’s Word, of fellow followers of Jesus, and of the Spirit of God to correct 

our perceptions of what the right thing to do is, because our own 

perceptions can be heavily skewed by our own self-interest and prejudices 

among other things. 

 What we all need is a measure of humility, that enduring Christian 

virtue.  And the story of Palm Sunday dramatically reminds us of that.  We 

don’t need to be stuck in spiritual overconfidence.  God can change us!  

Stay tuned for how next week! 


