Palm Sunday 2023

“Coronation Delayed”

Matthew 21:1-11

On Saturday, May 6, the attention of the world will be turned to Westminster Abbey in London for the coronation of King Charles III of England. In that nation, a coronation is both the symbolic religious ceremony during which a sovereign is crowned and the physical act of placing a crown on a monarch's head. The degree of pomp and circumstance in such an event is something quite foreign to our culture, though the inauguration of a President may come the closest. Here that happens every four years; in England this is the first time a new monarch has been crowned since 1953!

However, it is not actually necessary for the monarch to be crowned to become King. Edward VIII reigned without a coronation at all. Prince Charles automatically became King the moment his mother, Queen Elizabeth II, died.

We might wonder why, though the transfer of power is immediate, the official coronation is delayed. (Queen Elizabeth II waited a full year and a half before her coronation after she became queen.) I would imagine the interval is useful in making all of the arrangements for such a grand event. 

Why bring this up today? Today is Palm Sunday, a familiar event celebrated each year one week before Easter. In some ways Palm Sunday was a coronation event… though not in the usual sense. This was impromptu, hastily thrown together at the last minute. Yet the strangest thing about this coronation was not what happened during the event, but what happened after…or maybe I should say, what didn't happen afterwards.

Turn with me to Matthew 21:1-11, where we read one account of Palm Sunday:

As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her. Untie them and bring them to me. If anyone says anything to you, tell him that the Lord needs them, and he will send them right away.” 

This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: “Say to the Daughter of Zion, ‘See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’”

The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them. They brought the donkey and the colt, placed their cloaks on them, and Jesus sat on them. A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Hosanna in the highest!” 

When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?” 

The crowds answered, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.”
The Unusual Convoy 

Let’s begin with the unusual convoy of Palm Sunday. In modern terms, this was like a tickertape parade down the streets of New York City. People lined the streets and cheered their hero as He passed by. But what did it mean? And why so unusual?

Jesus often spoke about the kingdom of God—it’s a central theme in His message. He often began His parables by saying, “The kingdom of God is like…” In fact, the word kingdom is used more than 150 times in the New Testament.
 He both preached and demonstrated that the kingdom of God had broken into the world in His coming. In His preaching He taught His disciples how to enter the kingdom and the kind of lifestyle to which this would lead. Through His miracles He gave visual, physical demonstration of the restoring and transforming power of the kingdom. And so a week prior to Passover He did something that made it clear that he himself was the King in the kingdom of God.

But riding on a donkey? Why would He do that? For one, it fulfilled Scripture, specifically Zechariah 9:9, “Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your King comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” Leon Morris explains,

Now a king on a donkey was distinctive. The donkey was the mount of a man of peace, a merchant or a priest. A king might ride a donkey on occasion, but he would be more likely to appear on a mighty warhorse. Zechariah’s prophecy saw Messiah as the Prince of peace.

Isaiah 9:6 predicted that the promised King would be the “Prince of peace.” This undercut any ideas that Jesus had come to overthrow the Roman government by war.

Not only was Jesus’ appearance unusual, but the actions of the crowd were as well: they spread their cloaks on the road, cut palm branches from the trees and spread some of them on the road. They waved others and shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Hosanna in the highest!” John 12:13 adds the line, “Blessed is the King of Israel!” They knew who Jesus was!
By picking out palm branches, which was the national emblem of an independent Palestine—Jewish flags, as one commentator writes
—and lining the streets to welcome their hero. They shouted, Hosanna, which means, “Save now!”  They were quoting from Psalm 118:25-26, which was definitely messianic in character.
 A modern version goes,
Jesus is king! Jesus is king!

True king of Israel; David’s great Son; Hope of the fathers; Heir to the throne; 

Lion of Judah; Lamb that was slain; True king of Israel, yet shall He reign.

Jesus is king! Jesus is king!

The Unexpected Crown

Now the story takes an odd twist. As I said earlier, the strangest thing about this coronation was not what happened during the event, but what happened after…or maybe I should say, what didn't happen afterwards. We might expect this triumphal entry to culminate in the coronation of King Jesus over Israel…or the world. But instead we read in Mark 11:11, “Jesus entered Jerusalem and went to the temple. He looked around at everything, but since it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the Twelve.”
Huh?

No coronation? No crown? What’s going on here?

Jesus appears in Jerusalem throughout the next several days, teaching about the kingdom and even clearing the Temple of the moneychangers and merchants. But He never follows up on the Palm Sunday spectacle. Then, late Thursday evening (or early Friday morning, since the Jewish day began at sundown), after celebrating Passover with His disciples, Jesus was arrested by the Jewish temple police, paraded through a series of illegal kangaroo courts by the Jewish authorities through the night, and at dawn brought to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, to carry out the Sanhedrin’s sentence of death. According to Luke 23:2, “They began to accuse him, saying, ‘We have found this man subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be Christ, a king.’”
Pilate, not about to rubber stamp their death sentence, interrogates Jesus himself. Pilate asks Jesus directly, “Are you the king of the Jews?” According to Matthew 27:11, Mark 15:2, and Luke 23:3, Jesus replies, “Yes, it is as you say.” John expands on this in John 18:33-37,

 “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.” 

Then Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” 

Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world—to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.”
Graciously, Jesus consents to explain Himself and His kingdom. Yes, He admits that He is a King; but His kingdom does not come from the authority of the world. The Jews were under Roman authority, and Pilate was under the authority of the emperor; but Jesus derived His authority from God. His kingdom is spiritual, in the hearts of His followers; and He does not depend on worldly or fleshly means to advance His cause. If His kingdom were from the world, by now His followers would have assembled an army and fought to release Him.

Note that Jesus did not say that He was not a King, that had no kingdom in this world, or that He would never rule on earth. He is a King; He does have a kingdom in this world, wherever people have trusted Him and yielded to His sovereignty; and one day He will return and establish a righteous kingdom on earth.
 I can hear Him say, “You keep using that word, but I don’t think it means what you think it means.”

It is interesting that Pilate called Jesus “king” at least four times during the trial, and even used that title for the placard he hung on the cross.

But Pilate’s soldiers treated Jesus very differently. Matthew 27:27-31 records,

Then the governor’s soldiers took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered the whole company of soldiers around him. They stripped him and put a scarlet robe on him, and then twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on his head. They put a staff in his right hand and knelt in front of him and mocked him. “Hail, king of the Jews!” they said. They spit on him, and took the staff and struck him on the head again and again. After they had mocked him, they took off the robe and put his own clothes on him. Then they led him away to crucify him.
Jesus is finally crowned as King, but He was given an unexpected crown. The thorns adorning this crown were not the short thorns you see on a rose bush but rather ones that grown to three and a half inches long. These sharp thorns would have torn cruelly into Jesus’ scalp and forehead.

What kind of king is this? What kind of king rides on a donkey? What kind of king wears a crown of thorns? What kind of king doesn’t seek political or military power? Here we see the great paradox that confronts any intelligent reader of the Bible.

It is also the paradox that threw off many of the people who were looking for the coming one. They cried, “Save us, we pray, O Lord! O Lord, we pray, give us success!” But then they witnessed a whole series of scenes in which Jesus was “despised and rejected…a man of sorrows…acquainted with grief.” What possibility was there that he could bring salvation, safety, and success when he could not apparently secure his own safety? His ministry had led him to such an ignominious end.
 What is going on here?
The truth is seen in that Jesus had a divine sense of timing throughout His life and ministry.
 This is displayed throughout the gospel of John. At the time of Jesus’ first miracle we read His words to His mother in John 2:4, ‘“Dear woman, why do you involve me?’ Jesus replied, ‘My time has not yet come.’” He would act according to His own timing, not the timing of anybody else.

The Greek word used for “time” (or “hour”) is kairos, which is a term to denote “the right moment,” as opposed to the term chronos, the generic word for time.
 Jesus used this word to mean “the appointed time” or “the predestined time.”

Other passages in the fourth gospel show the importance of timing to our Lord, John 7:6 records, “Therefore Jesus told them, ‘The right time for me has not yet come; for you any time is right.’” Two verses later, Jesus underscores this point, “You go to the Feast. I am not yet going up to this Feast, because for me the right time has not yet come.” Further in that same chapter, we read in verse 30, “At this they tried to seize him, but no one laid a hand on him, because his time had not yet come.”
John 8:20 also demonstrates that not even Jesus’ enemies could violate the divine timing of His life: “He spoke these words while teaching in the temple area near the place where the offerings were put, yet no one seized him, because his time had not yet come.”
This thought changes, though, in John 12. We read Jesus’ words immediately following the Palm Sunday parade in John 12:23-28,

Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me and where I am, my servant will also be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!”
This is then repeated in Jesus’ prayer, as recorded in John 17:1, “After Jesus said this, he looked toward heaven and prayed, ‘Father, the time has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.’” As Paul Maier writes, “Rippling across the…[Gospel] records is a sense of inevitability about this life: Jesus of Nazareth was a man born to die—not merely in the normal sense, but with some special significance.”

Some suppose that Jesus really thought He was going to be crowned as King of Israel at that time, but that events spun out of control that led to His death. No one, these folks claim, was more surprised by the crucifixion of Jesus than Jesus Himself. In their eyes, His death is nothing more than a tragedy. They have obviously not read the gospels!

The problem with this view is the idea that Jesus woulda, coulda, shoulda been crowned as King but He wasn’t. No, Jesus was King whether anyone accepted Him or not. I am reminded of an event a few years ago called, “Not My Presidents Day.” This was a series of rallies against the president of the United States, Donald Trump, held on Washington’s Birthday (an American federal holiday also known as Presidents’ Day), February 20, 2017.
 These rallies did not change the fact, though, that Donald Trump was President of the United States. The charges of the Jewish authorities, the cries of the crowd, and the cruelty of the Roman soldiers did not diminish in any way the fact that Jesus was King…just not the kind of king they expected.
True, Jesus was the promised King. But His priority was the ransom of His life for the whole world. This is explained by the apostle Paul in Philippians 2:6-8,
Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness, and being found in appear​ance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!

The crown of thorns, though unexpected, accurately depicted the kind of King Jesus was—“a Man of sorrows, familiar with grief, pierced for our transgressions.”

The Ultimate Coronation

This is not the end of the story, however. There will be the ultimate coronation of King Jesus in the future. Paul continues his train of thought in Philippians 2:9-11,

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
When Paul wrote of the day when, “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow…and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,” he was not describing the devotion of the worshiper but the identity of the One who is worshiped. He proclaims the divine identity of Jesus. Jesus is Lord. This isn’t a statement about my attitude to Jesus; it is a statement about who Jesus is. He is Lord. Kurios is the Greek word he uses. In the Greek version of the Old Testament current in Paul’s world, that was the standard way of translating the great covenant name for God, “Yahweh.” And since Jesus is Lord and God, King and Savior, this impacts all of life.

That ultimate coronation is described in Revelation 19:11-16,

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: king of kings and lord of lords.

Instead of riding a donkey, the symbol of peace, Jesus is on a white horse, as a conquering warrior. On His head are “many crowns,” communicate His absolute authority. There is no dominion, no region, no locality over which he does not reign. He is Lord of all, and he wears the crown of every place.
 Truly, “the head that once was crowned with thorns is crowned with glory now.”
 On His robe will be the title “King of kings and Lord of lords.” 

No one else deserves such a title. Jesus is King over all who call themselves king and Lord above all who consider themselves lord. Every knee will bow, and every tongue, even if forced, will declare that He alone is King and He alone is Lord.

Jesus Christ is King of Kings and Lord of Lords! He was at the time of His royal reception in Jerusalem, He was when He was crowned with thorns and nailed to the cross on Calvary, and He will be when He returns to earth one day. He is King whether you acknowledge the fact or not.

Why the delay in His coronation? Peter answers that question in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” The delay is not so that Jesus can be ready for that day, but so that you can be ready for that day.
The most important question on this Palm Sunday deals with each and every one of us: Am I ready for His coronation? Have I crowned Jesus Christ as King of my life right now? Have I turned the control of my life to His rule? The answer to that question does not change the fact of who Jesus is, but it will determine where you spend eternity, and how you live your life now.

Utilizing the same sense of “time” which we saw in the life of Christ, I conclude with a challenge from 2 Corinthians 6:2, in which Paul quotes from the Old Testament and then applies it to his audience, “‘In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.’ I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.”
Today can be the time of God’s favor and the day of salva​tion for you. We must first recognize the fact that our lives are marked by a refusal to live under God’s rule. (This is what the Bible calls “sin.”) Then we must turn from that lifestyle, and allow Jesus Christ to be our Master, the One we will follow by obeying His Word. He will forgive our sinfulness and wipe out the guilt that comes along with it. And He will enable us, through the Holy Spirit who takes up residence within us, to live in a manner that pleases God.

The time is now. 

The decision is yours. 

Is He your King?
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