Palm Sunday 2025

“A Peculiar Parade”

Matthew 21:1-11; John 12:12-19
When was the last time you attended a parade? Not the last time you watched a parade on television…I mean actually attended in person? For me it was several years ago in Maroa, where I rode in a 1937 fire engine from the Kenney Fire Department.

But my earliest recollection of attending a parade was when I was five or six years old. It was the Soap Box Derby parade in Akron, Ohio (where we lived at the time), and celebrities from Hollywood and athletics were there, including Hugh O’Brien, Joanne Worley, Lorne Greene, and the Heisman Trophy winner O. J. Simpson (that tells you how long ago that was!) Multi-colored squares of paper fell like confetti from the sky, and we were able to get the autographs of all four guests of honor that day. 

In addition to the celebrities riding in convertibles, there were marching bands, a group of unicyclists, and the Goodyear Blimp (manufactured and stationed in Akron) seemed to be about 20 feet over our heads! But the most impressive sight was the Budweiser Clydesdales pulling the iconic old-fashioned wagon. We could literally feel them before we could see them as the ground shook beneath us as they approached. As they passed, the sound of synchronized hoof beats echoed off the buildings. Their size and strength were incredible, and my family and I were awestruck as we watched them go by us. To this day I have never personally witnessed a parade like that one!

On this Palm Sunday, we come to a parade scene near the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry. Yes, the ancient world had parades, particularly one called a “Roman triumph,” in which a victorious Roman general rode into the city on his stallion, accompanied by his soldiers, to the cheers and adulation of the crowds. But our focus this morning is a peculiar parade, especially for those of us not familiar with ancient Jewish customs.

All four gospels record this event that has become known as “Jesus’ Triumphal Entry.” I have taken the four accounts and condensed them into one:

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. [Matthew 21:1-8] 

They took palm branches and went out to meet him, shouting, “Hosanna!” “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Blessed is the King of Israel!” (At first his disciples did not understand all this. Only after Jesus was glorified did they realize that these things had been written about him and that they had done these things to him.) Now the crowd that was with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from the dead continued to spread the word. Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him. So the Pharisees said to one another, “See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after him!” [John 12:13-19]

Some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, rebuke your disciples!” “I tell you,” he replied, “if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” [Luke 19:39-40]

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.” [Matthew 21:10-11]
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. [Mark 11:11]
John begins his twelfth chapter with the words, “The next day,” referring back to when Mary anointed Jesus. That took place on the Sabbath (our Saturday), placing this peculiar parade on Sunday…what we now call “Palm Sunday.”

The narrative begins in the village of Bethphage, which means “house of figs.” Its precise location is not now known, but both Mark and Luke link it with Bethany and mention it first, so it was probably to the east of that village, perhaps a mile or two from Jerusalem itself.
 Passover pilgrims came from all over the Mediterranean world where Jews were settled. Estimates of the numbers involved vary wildly, but one estimates the normal population of Jerusalem at the time as about 30,000, and that number grew to about 180,000 during Passover. Since it was expected that the worshippers were to be “in Jerusalem” for this special celebration, and since the city itself could not hold this many people, the rabbinic leaders expanded the outer limits to include the villages and valleys around Jerusalem as far out as Bethphage, according to the Talmud.

The Curious Manifestation

From the beginning this event unfolds as a curious manifestation of who Jesus is and why He came. At Bethphage Jesus sends two of His disciples (not named) to fetch a donkey and to return with it. Why would He do this? Nowhere else in the gospels is it recorded that Jesus rode on any animal. He had walked all the way from Galilee, and surely did not need to ride a donkey for only the last two miles. But this has all the makings of a deliberate gesture on the part of Jesus.
 He is about to enter the city of Jerusalem as king.

How do we know this was His intention? The original wording of the instructions Jesus gave to his disciples is proof: “If anyone asks you why you are taking the donkey, you are to say, ‘Its Lord is in need.’” The language Jesus used is the language of a royal levy. It was an ancient law that required a citizen to render to the king any item or service he or one of his emissaries might request. In making such a request, Jesus is claiming to be king. He is speaking as one in authority. He is stating that as king He has rights to any possession of His subjects.

As Jesus rides toward Jerusalem, the crowd grows. (Matthew uses a Greek superlative best translated “huge.”
) Galilean pilgrims coming to Jerusalem for Passover mixed with locals who had witnessed the raising of Lazarus from the dead in nearby Bethany. The people cut palm branches from nearby trees and, according to John, waved them as Jesus passed by. This was significant because palm branches were considered the national emblem of an independent Palestine from the time of the Maccabees.
 As Paul Maier notes, “These were Jewish flags!”
 Matthew records that others spread palm branches and even their cloaks on the road, to make a kind of ceremonial carpet over which the King should ride (as was done for Jehu in 2 Kings 9:13).
 This improvised “red carpet” treatment marked the arrival of a great dignitary.
 This is a middle-eastern custom still observed on occa​sion.

What the crowd shouted during the parade was also meaningful. “Hosanna!” is a call for God to save, and comes from Psalm 118:25. “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” appears in the following verse in the same psalm. “Blessed is the King of Israel” was not a part of Psalm 118, but reflects how the people of that time viewed the Promised One. There was no mistaking the crowd’s intention: They were welcoming their Messiah. The verb “were shouting” is in the imperfect tense, indicating that the shouting kept on for quite some time. The picture is one of great excitement, like a tickertape parade.
 

Jesus must have made this journey into Jerusalem many times, maybe every year of His life when it came time for Passover. But the gospels only record in detail for us the last time Jesus would make this pilgrimage. And in this final trip into Jerusalem, Jesus finds himself as the centerpiece of the Independence Day parade. Just as feelings of nationalistic pride soar high in the United States on the 4th of July, so also Passover was a reminder for Jews of what God had done and a promise that He could do it again. These crowds had seen what Jesus could do; the healings, the casting out of demons, even raising the dead. Was there anything that Jesus could not do? Many in this crowd must have thought that not even the mighty Roman army could stand in Jesus’ way. Maybe Jesus was coming to Jerusalem to claim His throne as king. So the air in Jerusalem is filled with shouts of Psalm 118.

Not everyone in Jerusalem was excited about this parade, though. Imagine the seething consternation of the religious authorities when Jesus arrived in Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover feast. He deliberately chose to ride a donkey, a glaring reference to the messianic prophecy of 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.” 

The religious rulers clearly understood the message this sent. It said, in effect, “I’m coming as your Messiah, Israel’s promised king.” Thousands of Jesus’ followers responded to the gesture by giving Him a welcome reserved for royalty. The fact that He brought Lazarus back to life after he died explains why so many of the Jerusalemites were ready to welcome Jesus when he came to the city. Miracles done in the backwoods of Galilee would not impress them, but raising the dead in their own backyard at Bethany was quite another matter. What he had done in Bethany had clearly become known, at least in some quarters in Jerusalem.
 Here comes Jesus—the archenemy of the religious establishment—riding into town with a hero’s welcome. It had to be the Pharisees’ and Sadducees’ greatest nightmare.

Yet this is what makes this a curious manifestation. Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey—a donkey colt at that! We might expect to see a conquering king riding into the city on a strong stallion, not a lowly mule! The people correctly recognized Jesus as their Messiah, but they may have missed the significance of how He came to them that day. He is indeed king, but not the sort of king they have in mind.

A king riding on a donkey was not unheard of in that day. King David returned to Jerusalem after the defeat of Absalom’s rebellion on a donkey, according to 2 Samuel 19-20. Solomon, the son of David, rode on a mule to his enthronement in 1 Kings 1:38-40. Perhaps this was also an allusion to Genesis 49:10-11, acknowledged to be a messianic prophecy: “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he comes to whom it belongs and the obedience of the nations is his. He will tether his donkey to a vine, his colt to the choicest branch; he will wash his garments in wine, his robes in the blood of grapes.”

Nobility in the ancient world were known to ride on donkeys. The point was that a king came riding upon a horse when he was bent on war; he came riding upon a donkey when he was coming in peace. This action of Jesus is a sign that He was not the warrior men dreamed of, but the Prince of Peace. No one saw it that way at that time, not even the disciples, who should have known so much better. The minds of all were filled with a kind of mob hysteria. Here was the One who was to come. But they looked for the Messiah of their own dreams and their own wishful thinking; they did not look for the Messiah whom God had sent. Jesus drew a dramatic picture of what He claimed to be, but none understood the claim at the time.
 

The Common Misunderstanding

But what was Jesus’ intention here? Was He claiming to be the Messiah or not? Did He not know that, by week’s end, His battered corpse would lie in a borrowed tomb? This has led to a common misunderstanding of the events recorded here.

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, the death of Jesus is nothing more than a tragedy. (They obviously have not read the New Testament!)

Others claim that Jesus did indeed know what would happen by the end of that week, but that He had to offer a political kingdom to Israel at that time. “This event marked the official presentation of Jesus Christ to the nation of Israel as the rightful Son of David,” one states.
 Another adds, “He had come to offer Himself to His people Israel as a King, in ac​cordance with Old Testament prophecies. He knew they would reject Him on the terms He offered, but legally, this offer had to be made to Israel.”
 At first things seemed to be going well, but in a matter of just a few days, the crowds which shouted “Deliver us!” turn to shouting “Crucify him!”
 You can almost hear them wistfully wonder, “Oh, if Israel had only recognized and accepted their Messiah…”
For one thing, despite all the sermons bemoaning the fickleness of a crowd who could shout “Hosanna” one day and “Crucify him” a few days later, it is clear that the Jerusalem crowd of Good Friday were not the same people as the pilgrims who had escorted Jesus into the city on Palm Sunday.
 Such a notion disregards the whole reason why the Jewish leaders had to arrest Jesus and convict him illegally at night—it was because of Jesus’ popularity with the crowds! His popularity among the people increased during this final week of Jesus life, not the other way around!

Furthermore, had Jesus been crowned as King at that time, the nation of Israel may have been saved from Roman rule, but all mankind would still be lost in sin! Jesus would have missed the entire mission of His coming to earth!
The Crucial Meaning

We need to understand the crucial meaning of Jesus’ triumphal entry on Palm Sunday. Jesus knew what was going to happen. For three years He had spelled it out time and time again. So why this act? Why go through the motions of being a king if He knew that wasn’t His purpose at the time? One commentator answers, “Our Lord did not however cease to be Israel’s King because He was God’s suffering servant. On the contrary it was precisely in witnessing to the truth of the love of God for sinners in His own suffering that His Kingship lay.”

Yes, Jesus’ triumphal entry was a deliberate act, for otherwise he might simply have slipped un​ceremoniously into the city along with the thousands of pilgrims.
 Earlier in the gospels Jesus discouraged such popular demonstrations, but now He deliberately provokes this demonstration to fulfill the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9. The Lord did not just yield to the clamor of the crowd; He actually caused the clamor! And when He arrived Matthew says that, “all the city is stirred.” Literally the Greek means “shaken,” the root word from which we get the English term “seismic.”
 Perhaps the ground shook as it did in Akron so many years ago when the Clydesdales passed by, but my guess is that Matthew meant this more figuratively than literally!

Caiaphas, the high priest, must have cast a worried glance westward in the direction of Herod’s palace, where the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, had just arrived to be on hand for the Passover in case any demonstrations—such as this one—might get out of hand. He must also have marveled at the brazen effrontery of the rabbi from Galilee: the very man for whom arrest notices had been posted across the land was coming directly into Jerusa​lem in the most obvious manner possible.

Yet there was little in this scene to disturb the Roman officials. Men like Pilate were familiar with an emperor’s triumphal entry with chariots, war horses, marching legions in gleaming armor, heralds, weapons, and long lines of captives. There was nothing of interest in this procession of excitable Jews accompanying a man in a peasant’s homespun robe as He rode a beast of burden into Jerusalem. There was nothing to pose a threat in a crowd of countrymen and fishermen waving palm branches and chanting Psalms.

But the Lord’s entry was triumphal just the same. Through all the centuries following, the world has celebrated it on Palm Sunday. Almost forgotten are the proud pageants of emperors, but remembered to this day is the procession of the meek King who sat on a donkey and used old clothes for a saddle and palm branches for a carpet.
 He did not come to conquer an enemy army nor to establish a political throne. He came to give His life as a ransom for mankind, to offer salvation to as many as believe in Him. He came as the King of Kings and Lord of Lords…just not how anybody thought He would.

This scene serves as an acted out parable of Jesus’ words in Matthew 11:28-30, 

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.

Jesus comes to each of us as King, but not with threats of force. He comes in peace, offering to us the only true peace this world can ever know. His kingdom is open to all who would receive Him by faith, pledging their eternal allegiance to Him.

Jesus is King…there is no doubt about that. The only question that remains is this: Is Jesus your King? Crown Him the King of your life today!
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