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Context
	Many of us are familiar with this passage, Jesus’ Triumphal Entry in Jerusalem shortly before his crucifixion.  In fact, this is one of the few events that all four gospels report!  Luke tells us that “after he said this, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem.” What was it that he just said?  The last events Luke reports before the Triumphal Entry is Jesus’ visit to Jericho during which he met Zacchaeus.  While at Zacchaeus’ house, Jesus told the parable of the Ten Minas, Luke’s version of the parable of the Talents.  It was in this context, of servants being good or bad stewards with their master’s wealth, that Luke tells us Jesus’ approach to Jerusalem where the religious leaders, and in fact the whole city, fail to recognize the Messiah, thus failing to be good stewards of God’s promises.  
	 By approaching Jerusalem with such fanfare, Jesus was acting with incredible bravery. The Jewish officials were already hostile towards him and such a display would only serve to add fuel to the fire! [Leon Morris, Luke, p. 303]
	Many of the people in the crowd that day would have been Jewish pilgrims coming to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover.  John’s gospel tells us that many in the crowd were witnesses of Jesus raising Lazarus. [John 12:17]  So mixed with the joy and excitement of the Passover was the amazement and excitement of such a tremendous miracle- Lazarus who had been dead for days being brought back to life! It was in this context that Jesus entered Jerusalem in such a dramatic way.  Certainly the crowds were primed and ready for Jesus to declare himself the long awaited Messiah- the anointed king who would free Israel from its oppressors and establish it once again as a great kingdom.
Observations
	With this in mind, the excitement and expectations of the crowds, lets see what took place.  One of the first things that we see is that Jesus sent two of his disciples ahead in order to obtain a colt, a young donkey, for Jesus to ride into Jerusalem.  Jesus tells his disciples exactly where to find the colt and that if anyone asks what they’re doing with it they are to reply, “The Lord needs it.”  This is exactly what then takes place. The disciples find the colt where Jesus said it would be, they were asked what they were doing, not just by strangers, but by the very owners of the colt and when they replied, “The Lord needs it” the owners let them take it.
	One question that came to mind as I was reading this passage this week is why these details are included in all three of Matthew, Mark and Luke?  Why do these writers go to such lengths to describe how Jesus obtained the donkey?  I think it is for two reasons.  First, it demonstrates obedience on the part of the disciples.  Jesus gave them some very specific directions and, in spite of how odd it sounded, they obeyed him precisely and it was exactly as he said.
	Second, these details show that Jesus intentionally rode into Jerusalem on a donkey.  It wasn’t spontaneous. It wasn’t that somebody else had a donkey and on the spur of the moment Jesus hopped on.  It also shows it was Jesus’ idea.  The disciples didn’t come and say, “Hey, we found this colt, why don’t you ride it?”  When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey he did so intentionally and with forethought.  “The detail with which the Lord prepares the disciples to find the colt [signifies that] for him the coming events will include no surprises.” [Bock, p. 312]
	Why is it significant that Jesus rode in on a donkey? What’s the big deal? Today we may walk, or drive, take a bus or cab or even bike somewhere. There is no significance to it.  But in that culture, especially at a time of a religious feast like the Passover, how one entered a city was loaded with significance.
	Pilgrims walked into Jerusalem, conquerors rode in on horses. [pics included] When a general defeated a city or the city surrendered to him, they would enter the city riding a war horse.  Or, a friendly general who had been victorious would also return to the city on a war horse.   [Morris, p. 305] 
	The option Jesus chose was to enter the city riding a donkey.  Why? Because a donkey signified peace.  Whereas a horse was a sign of war, a donkey was a sign of peace. Furthermore, there was an expectation that the Messiah would come riding on a donkey. When David had Solomon named to be his heir, he instructed that Solomon be mounted on David’s mule. [1 Kings 1:33] So there was precedent for a kingly figure riding on a donkey.  
	Much later the prophet Zechariah prophesied about the Messiah riding on a donkey too.  Zechariah 9:9, quoted in both Matthew and John’s accounts, reads, “Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! Shout, Daughter Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and victorious, lowly and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”  So we see that it was significant not only that he chose a donkey over a horse but that he chose a colt- a young donkey!  He was deliberate in creating a scenario in which he was fulfilling prophecies about the Messiah. 
	So what is Jesus doing? In the OT, many of the famous prophets would teach or declare a spiritual truth through a physical, dramatic demonstration symbolizing that truth.  Jeremiah wore a yoke everywhere he went in protest of a false prophet.  He buried a beautiful linen sash in the ground signifying Israel’s spiritual dirtiness.  Ezekiel married a prostitute to signify Israel’s unfaithfulness, a so forth.  Here, Jesus is being intentional by acting out his role as Messiah by riding into Jerusalem on a donkey.  He knows that his actions will be interpreted as Messianic and his actions point to a deeper spiritual truth, they were highly symbolic.
	What happens next?  The crowds join in on the symbolism. [pic] The disciples put their coats on the donkey as a kind of saddle and others in the crowd start laying down their coats as a kind of red carpet for the colt to walk on as Jesus approaches the city. A few centuries earlier something similar happened to king Jehu.  In 2 Kings 9:13 we read of Elisha sending a young prophet to anoint Jehu king.  When Jehu goes outside the house where the prophet spoke to him, he tells his fellow military commanders what happened and they lay their cloaks down on the steps for him to walk on.  So even the laying of cloaks on the road before Jesus is a symbolic action that has royal, kingly meaning.
	Just as Jesus gets to the slope of the Mount of Olives heading into Jerusalem, the people start singing from Psalm 118, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!”  There are two things to observe here. First, Psalm 118 was considered a royal Psalm by the time of Jesus. It was part of Jewish worship and was seen as celebrating God’s plan. [Bock, p. 313] Second, Zechariah 14:3-4 speaks of God going out to battle and his feet resting on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem. While this second may not be a specifically Messianic claim, it still connects the Mount of Olives with God rescuing his people from their enemies- a very Messianic goal.
	In summary, then, we have an interesting and very clear picture.  Jesus is entering Jerusalem deliberately enacting Messianic signs.  The crowds, who know about his miracles, pick up on his Messianic symbols and join in, singing Psalm 118, laying down their coats and waving palm branches.  This is what the crowds have been waiting for. Previously in his ministry, the crowds tried to make Jesus the king.  There were whispers and rumours that perhaps he was more than a prophet.  Now he was finally unveiling himself as the Messiah!  
	The whole scene is like a parade. [pic] The people are excited that the time of their liberation has come.  We can think of WWII when different parts of Europe were liberated from the Germans.  When soldiers liberated town in Holland there were parades, people waving flags and singing. Finally, their long awaited liberation from the Nazis had come.  In the same way, the people of Israel were excited by Jesus’ arrival. They formed a parade, waved palm branches and sang songs of victory.  Finally, their long awaited liberation from the Romans had come!
	In the midst of the celebration, though, there is a sour note. Some of the Pharisees in the crowd were horrified by the display. They tell Jesus to rebuke the people singing but Jesus says that if they were silent the very stones would cry out.  Why were the Pharisees disturbed?  For a couple reasons. First, the display was taking place during a serious time of religious observance- preparation for the Passover.  It was undignified for the crowds to be behaving this way. This was a time of preparation in which the people contemplated their devotion to God.
	Second, they were worried about the Romans.  Israel had a history of being troublesome and there were many riots and revolts in Israel and in Jerusalem in particular. The Romans had a tendency to respond to such demonstrations with extreme violence!  The Pharisees didn’t want the Romans cracking down.  After all, as much as they hated the Romans, they Romans did leave the Pharisees and the Jewish ruling council in charge.  If the people rocked the boat too much, who knew what might happen?
	Third, the Pharisees didn’t trust Jesus. They saw him as a heretic.  They saw him as undermining the Law of Moses and stirring up trouble.  That he was now putting himself forward as the Messiah was preposterous!  How dare he?
	The other contrasting note in the passage is Jesus’ response to all this celebration.  When he sees Jerusalem he weeps.  Why?  Because he knows just how little value the people’s enthusiasm holds. [Morris, p. 306] He knows that within a matter of days the people of Jerusalem will be crying out for his execution on a cross.
	 He stops and weeps, lamenting that Jerusalem does not recognize her moment for peace.  He then prophesies Jerusalem’s destruction which took place less than 40 years later in AD 70.  The destruction of Jerusalem at that time was complete and devastating.  
Interpretation
	So how do we wrap our heads around this? If you’re a regular church goer, you head about the triumphal entry every year.  So what are we to make of it? To start to make sense of it, I want to consider how a variety of different people who were there that day interpreted it.  A number of different groups were represented that day, including the disciples, different people in the crowd, the Pharisees and, although not named certainly present were Roman soldiers.  Each of these parties viewed Jesus’ actions in different ways.  Today there are still groups who respond to Jesus in those ways.
	Consider first the Roman soldiers.  Stationed far from home, the Roman soldiers hated being in Israel.  The Jews hated them, were violent and prone to riots and rebellion.  The soldiers present on that day would likely have been on high alert given the thousands of people streaming into Jerusalem leading up to the Passover.  Some estimates suggest that the regular population of Jerusalem at the time was about 50, 000 people, but it swelled to 10 times that during some Passovers!
	The noise of the crowd would have spread faster than Jesus rode. So before they could see Jesus, the Romans would have detected a change in the crowd.  The people would have stopped walking into the city and turned. As word spread, they took up cheers and began singing.  Some grabbed palm branches, waving them in anticipation.  I’m sure the Romans wondered what was happening. I’m sure some of them gripped the hilts of their swords and settled their shields on their arms. Who knew what was going to happen?
	Then, as the entourage crested the Mount of Olives and began their descent down to the city gates, the Roman soldiers finally saw the centre of the commotion.  There was a simply dressed man, riding along on a donkey!  The people cheered him along, but he wore no armour or sword, held no sceptre, and wore no crown. His clothing was not regal.  He had no heralds before him, no soldiers around him, no trumpets blaring his approach.  I suspect a number of the soldiers started to laugh!  Here were this silly, crazy Jews cheering and waving branches for a simple man riding on a donkey.  Liberation?  Hardly!  Although they would still have been alert for any changes in the crowd, they dismissed Jesus as insignificant, hardly what people claimed him to be.
	Another group that were there were the onlookers. They heard a crowd, they saw the palm branches waving, they heard the singing and they wanted to see the show.  They were looking for something to break the monotony, something to talk about with their neighbours.  They wanted to see what all the excitement was about.  They weren’t committed to Jesus in any way, they just wanted to see what the big deal was.  I suspect it was many of these people who, not long later, took up the chant, “Crucify him!” on Good Friday.
	Consider next those in the crowd who came with Jesus, having seen his miracles and had witnessed Lazarus being raised from the dead!  This was exciting stuff!  As they gathered to celebrate Jesus, they cheered for him. They probably thought of him as the Messiah.  But they came looking for more miracles. They came with expectations of what Jesus could do for them.  Maybe they wanted more healings, but certainly they all wanted to be rid of the Romans.   But their response to Jesus was based on what Jesus could do for them, not on what they could do for Jesus.
	Fourth were the Pharisees, those who were good at religion.  They were offended by Jesus. They didn’t like what Jesus was doing, what he represented or what might happen because of him.  Why? Not because they didn’t love God, but precisely because they did love God.  But in their love for God, they got lost in a love of religious rules.  They got caught up in being religious and discovered they were good at it. When Jesus came along, though, he threatened their power, their success and their skills at religion.  Jesus hung out with unclean sinners and tax collectors. He said that these people had just as much access to God as they did!  He was saying, in effect, that all the Pharisees religious observance of which they were so proud was meaningless to God.
	Last, but in some ways most significantly, were the “true disciples.”  These were the ones who believed Jesus, who knew he was the Messiah, who followed him and obeyed him.  What was their response? How did they view the day’s events?  
	Sadly, they got it wrong too. They were still thinking of Jesus in terms of worldly success.  They were expecting him to lead a revolution and restore Israel’s freedom.  They thought he was finally going to raise up an army, which he could feed with only a few loaves and fish, for which he would be able to heal all their wounds in battle and even raise the dead!  They were expecting Jesus to finally establish his kingdom and put them at his right hand, in positions of power and authority.  They expected him to smite Israel’s enemies, to set things right, to show “them” and to set Israel up as a Godly nation once more.
	Nobody in the crowd that day, not the Romans, the onlookers, the Pharisees or even the disciples expected Jesus to suffer and die.  The Pharisees were plotting his death, but they hardly expected Jesus to go without a fight!  Nobody, not a single one, had any clue what Jesus was really up to. That was part of his despair over seeing Jerusalem. He knew they did not recognize him for who he was.  [pic] When Jesus was crucified, nobody, not even the disciples, thought, “Just as I thought!” or “Wow! I love it when a plan comes together!”
	When we read about the Triumphal Entry on its own, it seems like a great celebration. But when we put it together with Good Friday and Easter Sunday we start to see just how surprising Jesus was.  We start to see just how subtle God’s plan of salvation was.  A series of stark contrasts come into focus.  We see Jesus go from the highest height of human praise, to the deepest depths of an unjust crucifixion and then back up to even higher heights than the human praise!  The people who cheered him as king, were right that he was king, but had no idea what kind of king. The people who dismissed him as irrelevant and insignificant, the Romans, aided in the greatest crime in human history by executing the very Son of God- the most significant and relevant man to ever walk the earth. The Pharisees who were so desperate to protect the Law, broke the Law and failed to see the fulfilment of the very Law they claimed to love to so much.
	On Easter Sunday Jesus was elevated to his rightful place at the right hand of God the Father, anointed as King of the universe!  But on the day of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, nobody knew who Jesus was, exactly, or what he was about to do. They didn’t know what he was going to accomplish- the defeat of death through the payment for sin- or how he was going to do it- by passing through death himself and breaking death’s hold.  It was all a great mystery!
Now Apply It
	So what are we to do with this? How do we apply this to ourselves?  Most of the people that day had the right response to Jesus, but for the wrong reason.  It is completely, 100% correct for us to welcome Jesus as a king and saviour.  It is right to shout praise to him, do lay down not only our coats but every aspect of our lives before him in humble praise.  This is the right response to Jesus.  But only if it is for the right reasons.
	1) Today many people respond to Jesus like people did on that day. There are many who, like the Roman soldiers, scoff at Jesus. They dismiss him as irrelevant and unimportant. Some believe they are too sophisticated for Jesus. Others think Jesus is too restrictive, he doesn’t understand the big picture and all the other great cultures and their beliefs and teachings.  Sure, Jesus was a nice guy with some good things to say, but not more important than any other great teachers.
	2) Some come to Jesus just to see the show. They go to church to see what’s happening, to be entertained.  They like the singing and it makes them feel good for the week, but once Jesus is out of sight, they go back to their week as usual.  They may even say Jesus is Lord or is God or is the Saviour, “Hosanna!” but they’re not committed to him wholeheartedly.  They’re just looking for a weekly spiritual pick me up, a weekly shot in the arm to get them through their otherwise secular week.  They’re looking for an emotional or “spiritual” experience on Sunday to tide them over til next week.
	3) Others come to Jesus, believing he is the Saviour, the Messiah, but they come with ulterior motives. They are looking for healing, which Jesus can and does offer, but that’s all. They come to Jesus looking for what they can get out of it.  They may not be that crass about it, that mercenary, but their primary motivation is for what Jesus can do for them.  Will he fix my marriage? Will he heal my sickness?  Will he teach my children to behave?  I remember, a number of years ago now, a couple started coming to Priory because their teenage son was getting into trouble at school. The mom, not a Christian at all, said that all the Christian families she knew had kids who behaved, so she started bringing her son to church so he would learn how to behave. No interest in Jesus.  No recognition of her own contribution to her son’s behaviour, nothing.
	Some come to church today because the church does things for them. Maybe it’s help with rent or groceries. Maybe it’s because the church has lots of programs for them and their children. They come to church so the church can teach their children about Jesus instead of teaching them about him themselves.  That’s a common one- people choose a church based on what programs they have- a very “me” centred attitude.  Some even come to church for what Jesus can do for them at the end of their lives. They come to Jesus not out of love and commitment to him, but because they’re afraid of going to Hell! They follow Jesus to save their souls, but not to give their lives to Jesus.
	4) Others in church find Jesus scary. These are the people who are good at religion. They’re really good at “doing church.” But when faced with Jesus they get uncomfortable. Jesus hung out with dirty, smelly people. He hung out with drunks and hookers.  When the church starts ministering to people who are not considered “good people” the “good people” get uncomfortable and object.  They expect these new people to start behaving like them instead of celebrating that they found Jesus.  
	5) Then there are those in the church looking for Jesus to bring success. They want Jesus to work in their lives to get them a promotion, to bring respectability to their lives, to save them from difficulty and harm.  They look to Jesus to “set things right,” “to smite their enemies,” “to fix everybody else.”  But they don’t live a life of surrender to Jesus. If Jesus calls them to pick up their cross, the balk.  When they face hardship they think Jesus has failed them.  When others experience hardship, they assume it’s because they don’t have enough faith.
	6) Last, but hopefully not least, today there are some who accept Jesus on his own terms. They cheer for Jesus and invite him into their lives like the Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem, but they don’t flee when Good Friday comes. They see the resurrected Jesus and know who he is, the rightful Lord of their lives. These are the people who are completely sold out to Jesus, come Hell or high water.  These are the people who proclaim his name in the face of rejection, ridicule and even punishment.  These are the people who can’t help but tell people about the wonderful work Jesus has done for the world.
	Yesterday at our Association event I heard from a person who went to China on a short term missions trip.  He talked about an underground church of 500 people. [pic] The police kicked them out of the hotel conference room where they usually met, so they moved outside. They started worshipping at night, after dark, under an overpass!  They had to stay to one side so trucks could still pass by them in one lane during their service! They had no AC during the 40C heat. The only lights they had were from 30 or so electric bicycles.  But they were so in love with Jesus, so excited to hear his word and to worship him together that they didn’t care!  They met under that overpass for 18 months!   Finally, the leaders got a call from the police telling them they could meet in another location. Interestingly, when the leaders went to the police station to thank the responsible officer, none of the officers would admit that they called them!
	Which group do you fit into?  How do you respond to Jesus? [plus automatic words] Do you respond to him with ridicule?  Do you just come to Jesus looking for a spiritual pick me up?  Are you just interested in the show?  Or is your commitment only as deep as Jesus can do things for you?  Are you looking for Jesus to fix things in your life but you’re not ready to surrender the things you don’t think need fixing? You’re only willing to surrender so far.  Perhaps you’re a good person. Perhaps you’re even good at religion!  Maybe you go to church every week and know all the songs and all the Bible stories, but when “those” people start coming to church you get uncomfortable. Or maybe you’re coming to church hoping for success in life. You come to Jesus so your life will be better, but better on your terms, better in the ways you want it to improve.
	Or are you completely sold out for Jesus? [pic] Are you willing to go wherever he asks, do whatever he asks, give up whatever he asks?  Even if that means meeting for church under an overpass for more than a year?  
	It is vital that we accept Jesus and proclaim him as Lord not only of others, but of every aspect of our selves, our character, our will, our dreams and desires and our minds.  But we must do it on Jesus’ terms, not our own.
	I have a “To do” for you this week. Printed on the bottom of the handout is a prayer. I want each of us, myself included, to be sure to pray this prayer sincerely every day this week in preparation for Easter. It goes, “Dear God, I want to be sold out for Jesus. Open my eyes to who Jesus is.  Teach me to respond to Jesus on his terms, not my own. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”

