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We gather together this morning on what might feel like Palm Sunday in the air and look at the text that coincides with that day on the Christian calendar.  Palm Sunday is the day we set aside to celebrate the beginning of Christ’s passion week some two thousand years ago, the day that He entered the gates of Jerusalem on the road to the Cross.  However, while most people understand what Palm Sunday represents, they often do not understand the true meaning of the passion of Christ.  While the movie The Passion of the Christ certainly drew the attention of millions to the passion, believer and unbeliever alike, I still sense that many miss the main point of Christ’s passion, the real purpose of His triumph of which Palm Sunday and His entry into Jerusalem inaugurates.  This misunderstanding is nothing more than a matter of definition, though it is much more than semantics.  The word “passion” can be defined as a deep desire to fulfill a task.  This is how most see the passion of Christ.  They look at this week in the life of Christ as His resolute, deep, passionate desire to complete His mission for the Father.  And this is certainly true.


But Christ’s passion means more than this.  The word “passion” comes from the Latin word for suffering.  So the phrase “the passion of Christ” refers to His sufferings and death on the Cross, and all of the events of that week that led to that final day at Golgotha.  Those on the road to Jerusalem that day missed this truth.  In their ignorance they separated the person of Christ from the real work that the Father had sent Him to accomplish.  The consequence of this ignorance is a difference between heaven and eternity with Christ and hell and the eternal wrath of God.  What we see in our text this morning is that only those that profess and truly possess Christ as King will spend eternity with Him in His kingdom.

I.  The Preparation for His Arrival (11:1-6)


Matthew tells us in 21:4, “This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet.”  Matthew used this introductory formula throughout his gospel to signify a prophecy fulfilled in Christ.  We see the same words in Matt. 1:22 where the events of Christ’s birth are fulfilled.  Matthew, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, makes it clear that whatever anticipatory fulfillments these prophecies had in the Old Testament reach their consummation in Jesus Christ alone.  While some of these prophecies had an immediate fulfillment in the Old Testament, they pointed to an ultimate or crowning achievement in Christ.  


Those in the procession immediately recognized the events of this narrative.  They understood that the prophecy given by the prophet Zechariah in Zech. 9:9 that Matthew quotes in v. 5 was being fulfilled before their very eyes, and there is great excitement and anticipation among the people.  They knew that the long-awaited arrival of their King, designated by the words, “BEHOLD YOUR KING IS COMING TO YOU,” riding into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, was finally occurring.  But before we look further at the response of the crowd, let us note a couple of things about Christ and these two disciples in relation to this prophecy.

1. The omniscience and majesty of Christ


Jesus, as King, commands two of his disciples, “Go into the village opposite you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find a colt tied there on which no one yet has ever sat; untie it and bring it here.  If anyone says to you, ‘Why are you doing this?’ you say ‘The Lord has need of it’; and immediately he will send it back here.”  We see two things as it relates to Christ as King in the fulfillment of this prophecy.


First, we notice the omniscience of our Lord.  Jesus directives to the two were very pointed.  They were to go into a specific village, the one directly opposite them, and there, immediately upon entering the village, they would find the colt that Zechariah had told of some 400 years prior.  How could Jesus possibly know that?  Some say that this would not be unusual at all in many places in Jesus’ day.  Most of the people owned donkeys and it would not be unusual for there to be a donkey tied to a post along with her colt.  This is exactly as we find it in Matthew’s account.  While this is true that it would be ordinary to find a colt tied in the village, Mark states that Jesus’ command further included the knowledge that the colt would be one “on which no one yet has ever sat.”  How could Christ know this?  Some believe that Jesus had prearranged all of this with the owners.  While this is a possibility, how then did the disciples know exactly which household to go and secure the animal?  Some conclude that the disciples also knew of the prearranged plan, perhaps even having prearranged the event with the owner themselves.  But then how was Jesus so specific in His command to them if they had prearranged it?  Further, Jesus anticipated that the disciples might be questioned in taking the colt, as they in fact were in vv. 5-6, and gave them specific instructions for that situation as well.  And how could Jesus know that the disciples would immediately, without question, obey His command?  I think the evidence is strongest that Christ perfectly knew all that was going to take place.  This is further demonstrated by the title Jesus uses for Himself in this passage.  When they were questioned, the disciples’ response was to be, “The Lord has need of it.”  “Lord” designates the deity of Christ.  As one writer asserts, “For Mark Jesus appears as the one with the knowledge and power to make things happen.”
  So His knowledge of this event stems not from some prearranged plan, whether it be His own devising or the disciples, but from His divine omniscience, which is verified when the disciples go and find everything just as Jesus said (v. 4).


We also see in the fulfillment of this prophecy a testimony of the humility of Christ.  Christ did not enter into Jerusalem in a chariot or on a white stallion, but on a lowly colt.  As King of kings and Lord of lords, he certainly deserved a royal procession fitting for a king.  But Jesus life was not marked by pageantry, but by humility.  His earthly parents were not royalty.  His father was a carpenter.  As a child He did not receive the accolades surrounding that of a King.  We can almost see Jesus as a child scurrying around Joseph’s shop, helping him in his work.  In Jesus ministry, He did not hang out with royalty or the well-to-do in society, but associated with the thieves and the prostitutes.  The men He chose as His disciples were not of nobility or high social status.  They were fishermen and tax collectors.  There were often times when Jesus had no place to lay His head.  Though He was great, He was made low.  Paul tells us that Christ was exalted by God because “He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8).  Here we see Jesus entering Jerusalem, on the back of “THE FOAL OF A BEAST OF BURDEN,” the lowliest of animals, fulfilling the prophecy of gentleness.  John MacArthur states this “was not a put down by His rejecters.  It was the sovereign choice of God the Father and of God the Son, who Himself willingly came to earth as the Servant Savior, to take upon Himself the sin of the world.  Nothing could have been more appropriate than that the Bearer of the world’s sin burden would enter God’s holy city of Zion riding on a lowly beast of burden.”
  We see in the fulfillment of this prophecy Jesus’ with great humility identifying with His people.
2. The unquestioning faithfulness of the two disciples


Upon receiving this directive from Jesus, the disciples obey, never questioning the command.  Matthew notes, “The disciples went and did just as Jesus had instructed them” (21:6).  There is no evidence that they wondered why Jesus did not simply make a demand the colt for Himself.  They do not ask why they might not simply take a colt from the immediate vicinity.  They do not, as they had on previous occasions, remind Jesus of His royalty and suggest something more appropriate for this public demonstration.  They simply obeyed Him, faithfully trusting that He knew what was best in this situation.


It is quite apparent that the omniscient Lord could have commanded the donkey or colt to come to Him.  He could have simply taken one that that was nearby and demonstrated His royal ownership in doing so.  But He chose to use these two disciples to serve Him, as well as the owner of the donkey to provide for Him.  Phil Newton notes that in this action of Christ, we find great instruction.

Here we have two simple, clear principles for every Christian servant. (1) Whatever Christ commands, I will do. (2) Whatever He is pleased to use that He has entrusted to me, I give. Selfishness, stubbornness, and stinginess must never mark the servant of Christ. By His grace, He includes us in His unfolding plans. Let us serve Him faithfully, “making the most of [y]our time,” and generously, “not grudgingly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (Eph. 5:16; 2 Cor. 9:7).


We also notice the faithfulness of our Lord that perhaps spurred the faithfulness of the disciples.  John Broadus noted that Jesus gave them full directions for their work and He promised them success.
  Doesn’t He do the same for all His disciples?  We often fail in our mission either because we do not understand His clear directions or when we lose sight of the fact that He promises us success.  The disciples clearly understood Jesus’ directives and clear proclamation of their success on this occasion consequently accomplished their mission.  We too will accomplish what Christ has called us to when we remember these things and faithfully serve Him, without question, as these two disciples did.

II.  The Procession at His Arrival (11:7-11)


Having faithfully secured the animal just as Christ had commanded them and having laid their coats on it, Mark tells us that Jesus took His place on the unridden colt (v. 7).  Now, for the first time, those that had followed Jesus from Bethany on the road to Jerusalem for the Passover notice what was taking place.  They must have wondered what was going in the brief delay.  But when Jesus took His seat on the colt, they immediately thought they knew what was happening and an excitement came over the crowd.  Their King had arrived!  Their fervor is demonstrated in two ways.


1. By their actions (v. 8)


There is evidence here that the entire crowd was caught up in the excitement. “And many spread their coats in the road.”  Some of these might have simply been following the example of the disciples in removing their cloaks.  However, this spreading of the cloaks at the anointing of a king was not unknown to these Jews.  In 2 Kings 9:13, in the coronation of Jehu as king, we read, “Then they hurried and each man took his garment and placed it under him on the bare steps, and blew the trumpet, saying, ‘Jehu is king!’”  This symbolized their respect for his authority and their willing submission to him.  We might liken it to rolling out the red carpet for a great dignitary.  According to John MacArthur, it is as if they were saying, “We place ourselves at your feet, even to walk over if necessary.”
  If something of this nature was done for Jehu, how much more should it be done for Jesus?


While these were spreading out their coats in Jesus’ path, “others spread leafy branches which they had cut from the fields.”  We learn from John 12:13 that these were “the branches of the palm trees.”  From this occasion came the Christian tradition of Palm Sunday, taken from this account of Jesus triumphal entry into Jerusalem with the waving of the palm branches by the jubilant crowd.  Some, from Rev. 7:9-10, see the palm branch as symbolic of salvation, “After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could count, from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, and palm branches were in their hands; and they cry out with a loud voice, saying, ‘Salvation to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.’”  This idea of the palm branch symbolizing salvation seems to fit the context of what is happening here. This is further demonstrated, in the second place, by their words.  


2. By their words (v. 9-11)


They shouted with great celebration, “Hosanna! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord; Blessed is the coming kingdom of our father David.  Hosanna in the highest!”  Each of these phrases is taken from Psalm 113-118, known as the Hallel psalms, or Hallelujah psalms, in particular Psalm 118, which is known as the great psalm of deliverance.  This is a key for our understanding the crowd’s expectations of Christ.  “Hosanna” means “save now.”  “The Son of David,” as we noted last week in looking at this title from the lips of Bartimaeus, was the most common messianic title.  Here the crowd seems to indicate some understanding that “the kingdom of our father David” had come in the person of Jesus, the son of David.  This, coupled with “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord” shows the crowds praise for the One who they anticipated would finally deliver them from their bondage.  They were in crying, “Save us now, O great Messiah, save us now!”  “Hosanna in the highest!” further shows the crowds belief that this deliverer was a gift from on high, a blessing God Himself.  There was no doubt in their minds that this Jesus was the deliverer for which they had been waiting. 


We then read those fateful words in v. 11, “Jesus entered Jerusalem.”  Three times Jesus had told the apostles of His coming death, burial, and resurrection.  Now the time had come.  His week of passion had arrived.  Upon entering the city, Matthew shares the following, “When He had entered Jerusalem, all the city was stirred, saying, ‘Who is this?’  And the crowds were saying, ‘This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth in Galilee’” (21:10-11).  Marks says that Jesus proceeded to the temple.  Here, in Jerusalem and more specifically in the temple, He would have encountered the most Jewish Jews and they were electrified, literally “shaken” in the Greek.  Those that had not been part of the procession ask, “Who is this?”  It is not that they did not know who Jesus was, but as one writer put it, “No one expected him to come riding into the city in the midst of the multitude singing his praises.”
  And what was the crowd’s response?  “This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth in Galilee.”  This is probably a reference to the eschatological prophet promised in Deut. 18:15-18.  If this is true, then they are emphasizing to those in amazement that this Jesus who they knew as prophet, this Jesus of whom they had heard about ministering in Galilee, was the Messiah.  In their excitement, they are saying, “We were just as surprised as you are!  We saw it with our own eyes just as you are now.  It is Him!  Believe it.  The Messiah has come.”


So we see, both by their actions and by their words, their praise for the Messiah, the One sent by God to deliver them from their oppression.  Outwardly, we would have to say that they were praising Christ as their King.  They gave every appearance of being true followers of Christ.  But then, man often can give the appearance of being disciples of Christ without the reality of being in union with Him.  They perhaps serve Christ and His Church in numerous ways.  They proclaim that Christ is Savior and Lord.  And yet, it is nothing more than empty works for and vain lip-service to the King.


3. Not with their hearts


We know from the events that transpire over the next few days that these were not truly disciples of His.  Most of this same crowd who on this day coronate Christ as their King some four days later were yelling “Crucify Him!”  What happened to turn these that had such praise for Christ on this day against Him?  They misunderstood the purpose of Christ’s coming.  Their view of the Messiah was of the One who would deliver them from the oppression of Rome.  They thought the Messiah to be a military and political King that would set them free from the many years of Roman rule.  But then Jesus was sentenced to die as a criminal and His offense was His claim to be their King.  How could a dead man deliver them from the Roman government?  So the crowds turn against Christ and their fervor changes dramatically: from coronation to crucifixion; from a noble crown to a crown of thorns; from the colt to the Cross; from “Save us now” to “save yourself”; from “He is King” to “He claimed to be King.”  


The crowd totally missed the real purpose of Christ’s coming to this earth.  It was as the Messiah, the deliverer, but not as a political or military King, but as the spiritual King, to save His people from their sins.  He did not come for war, but for peace, reconciling His people to God the Father.  He did come to deliver His people from bondage, but not political bondage but the bondage of sin.  He had come to rescue them from wrath, but not that of man, but from the wrath of God.


The crowds serve as a frightening example of those who profess Christ outwardly but do not possess Him inwardly.  Many today “accept” Christ because they are told that He will meet their needs.  While this is true, many, just like these at Jerusalem, do not know their greatest need.  Many claim to follow Christ with their eyes on nothing more than the things of this world, never giving a thought to eternity.  Many follow Christ based on promises of health, wealth, and prosperity.  They follow Christ for security and comfort in life.  These, just like the crowds, loudly acclaim that Jesus is King but fall away when Jesus does not live up to what they think He should be for them, when, in their minds, He fails to live up to their expectations.

Conclusion


What about you?  Why do you follow Christ?  Is it for your benefit or is it for the glory of the King?  Is the Christ you claim the Christ of Scripture or the Christ you have made Him out to be?  Then heed the warning given to us by the crowd.  I agree with Ligon Duncan, “We must not mold Him to our thoughts but we must submit our thoughts to His own definition of who He is given to us in Scripture.”
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