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Matthew 21:1-11

The Sunday before Resurrection Sunday is what we call Palm Sunday.  It commemorates the triumphal   entry of Jesus entering Jerusalem at the beginning of His last week before He paid the price for all our sins and guilt.  Jesus’ actions here were so much more than just riding a donkey into Jerusalem.  And although He was making some things very clear, it wouldn’t be until after Pentecost and the bestowal of the gift of the Holy Spirit, that His disciples would come to understand what all was taking place.

All four Gospel accounts tell of Jesus entering Jerusalem at this time in salvation history.  Each of their accounts differ somewhat, but they do not contradict.  The nice thing is that when we read them all we gather more insight and have a better understanding of what took place.  

Jesus was already in trouble with the religious leadership.  He and His disciples had been beyond the Jordan, where He was still carrying out His ministry.  Word came to Him that His friend Lazarus was sick.  Lazarus and his sisters, Martha and Mary, lived in a town called Bethany.  Its location is unsure, but it was somewhere on the Mount of Olives and also near another town called Bethphage.  Being on the Mount of Olives meant that they were right across the Kidron Valley from Jerusalem which is actually a very narrow valley.

In spite of the danger, Jesus chose to go to that area to raise Lazarus from the dead.  In fact, His disciple Thomas remarked, “Let us also go, so that we may die with Him.”  (John 11:16)  John’s Gospel lets us know that Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, but then He and His disciples went to a town called Ephraim.  The location of that town is also unknown.  The thing is that the miracle of raising Lazarus enraged the religious leaders even more.  They were determined to kill them both.

Six days before the Passover, Jesus and His disciples returned to Bethany and stayed with Lazarus and his sisters.  At some point, they traveled close to a town called Bethphage on the Mount of Olives.  Jesus gave instructions to two of His followers.  The apostle John tells us that these were Peter and John.  He tells them, “Go into the village opposite you, and immediately you will find a donkey tied there and a colt with her; untie them and bring them to Me.”  The village may have been Bethphage or another one nearby.  But Jesus was able to tell Peter and John what they will find and what to do with them.

Here is an example of Jesus’ perfect faith in His Father.  He always said what God the Father told Him to say.  As we know, the donkeys were right there where Jesus said they would be.  Now Matthew is the only Gospel writer who tells us that there were two donkeys: a mom and its foal.  The other writers just mention the foal or colt.  That’s not a problem because the colt is the main one; it is the one that Jesus rode on.  Matthew is just giving more information than the others felt necessary.

Now, Jesus is sending these guys into a town where no one knows them and they are supposed to go right up to someone’s donkeys, untie them, and take them.  You can anticipate that there might be a problem.  But Jesus takes care of this.  He says: “If anyone says anything to you, you shall say, ‘The Lord has need of them,’ and immediately he will send them.”  I think we must be willing to give Peter and John some credit that they were willing to do as Jesus told them.  Stealing donkeys was a crime that would not have been taken lightly.

Well, Mark and Luke both let us know that the disciples were challenged when they were seen untying the donkeys.  Once they said what Jesus had told them, the challengers let them go.
It’s natural to wonder how Jesus knew that the donkeys were there and why it is that the owners were willing to listen to strangers, and let them take the donkeys.  Remember that donkeys were valuable animals at that time.  They were the pick-up trucks of the day.  The commentators that I have read tend to say that Jesus must have visited the owners at some previous time and set up a code word or phrase by which they would let the animals go.  This might be right.

Personally, I don’t think this is the case.  First, as mentioned earlier, Jesus spoke only what the Father told Him.  Obviously, God knew where the donkeys were.  Jesus simply repeated what His Father told Him in obedience.  Then the disciples followed through.

Next, the owners let strangers leave with their donkeys.  The disciples spoke the words that Jesus gave them.  God was able to speak the world into existence.  Surly God’s word, even if spoken through the disciples, carried the power to convince someone to acquiesce.  I have no trouble believing that Jesus simply told the disciples what would happen and what to do and it came to pass.  

As further evidence we know in our own lives that the word of God has power even though we might just read it in our Bibles or hear it from someone else.  As we read in Hebrews 4:12, “For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”  With all of that, it’s not hard to imagine that the word of God could convince some people to let a couple of donkeys go.

The other question is why did Matthew report that the colt and the mother were brought.  Mark and Luke simply talk about the colt and John goes into no detail at all simply saying that Jesus found a young donkey and sat on it.  Again, the primary focus is the colt.  Jesus rode on a young donkey that had not been ridden before; apparently the other Gospel writers left out the mother because she wasn’t really important in what was happening.  Matthew simply gave a more complete account.

Some will assert that the mother was brought along to calm the little one while Jesus sat on it and while in the midst of the noisy crowd.  Well, we have a mother donkey and its colt.  I can guarantee you that even with the mom there, if I tried to sit on it, I would be on the ground.  No, the young animal was simply passive under the hand of the Son of God.  

Matthew is primarily writing for a Jewish audience, so he includes a lot of prophecy.  Here in verse 5 he kind of put together Isaiah 62:11 and Zecheriah 9:9.  Remember that apostles are able to write Scripture; they received the very word of God.  So there is no problem with them combining different prophecies because they are led by the Holy Spirit who has perfect understanding of prophecy.

In Isaiah 62:11, it says in part, “Say to the daughter of Zion, ‘Lo, your salvation comes.’”  The daughters of Zion are the inhabitants of Jerusalem.  While Mathew doesn’t fully quote the verse, when we see a partial verse, it is always a good idea to see what else is around the original.  So while Matthew says, “Your King is coming”, Isaiah says “Your salvation is coming.”  Both are true, and it is very important for us as Christians to understand that Jesus is our salvation. But He is also our King.

The rest of verse 5 is part of Zecheriah 9:11.  Behold your King is coming to you, Humble and mounted on a donkey, even on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  Notice that Zecheriah only mentions one donkey and that is a foal or a colt.  And he tells Jerusalem that this person coming on the colt is their King.


In the rest of Zecheriah 9:9, the prophet speaks of the coming King being “endowed with salvation” just as Isaiah said.  He also tells Jerusalem to rejoice; which is exactly what is happening as Jesus enters the city.  

While Zecheriah mentions “King”, the main focus of both these prophesies is salvation and the humility of the One coming into Jerusalem: Jesus.  At this time, riding on a donkey was symbolic of peace and humility.  In times of peace, kings of nations would ride on a donkey.  If the people paid attention to prophecy and to how Jesus entered Jerusalem, they would see that He was claiming to be the Messiah and that He was here to bring salvation, and offer peace with God.

Unfortunately, the people were too focused on getting rid of the Romans.  They did hope that Jesus was the conquering Messiah they were waiting for.  But they didn’t take all the hints.  In John 12:16 we are told that even the disciples didn’t understand.  Praise God that we have hindsight and the Bible to explain all these things to us.

These people were witnessing the first advent of Christ.  We await the second advent, and we desperately need to be ready.  When Jesus comes the second time, it will not be in humility riding on a donkey.  Revelation 19:11 tells us that He will be coming on a horse.  For a king to ride on a horse was a symbol of war.  And Jesus will wage war on all wickedness here on earth.  Revelation tells us that Jesus  will have blood on His clothes; and this time it won’t be His own.  

Prepare yourselves; be sure that you have plenty of oil for your lamps when the Bridegroom arrives.  That oil is prayer to keep you pure and ready so that Jesus will be able to say “I know you, come on in.”  Be busy at the tasks God has given you, so that the Master will find you busy when He returns, or He may cast you into the outer darkness where there will be wailing and gnashing of teeth.  In God’s great mercy, Jesus came to give us a chance at eternal life.  In His perfect justice He will punish evildoers and those who practice lawlessness.

Once the disciples brought the donkeys, they spread their cloaks on them for a saddle.  The wording here can be a little confusing for us, but it only makes sense the Jesus rode on the colt; He did not ride on both animals at once.  Perhaps they put their cloaks on both, so that Jesus could choose the one He wanted.

Now the great crowd begins to spread their cloaks and tree branches on the road going down the Mount of Olives to Jerusalem.  This was a sign of honor and respect such as what would be shown a returning king.  The people caught the idea that Jesus was claiming to be Messiah; they believed that He was.  They just misunderstood why He was coming this time.

The people shouted “Hosanna”, which basically means “save”.  The people spoke better than they knew.  They were thinking salvation from the Romans.  Jesus was coming to offer salvation, but not from the Romans.  Of course He was there to pay the price for our sins to offer us salvation from the just wrath of God.

The phrase “Blessed is the One who comes in the name of the LORD”, is a quote from Psalm 118:26.  Psalm 118 is what is called a Messianic Psalm.  While all the Psalms in some way point to Christ, there are some which are very direct and prophetic about Jesus; this is one.  Jesus does come in the name of Yahweh.  To come in someone’s name is to come with all their authority.  It is clear from the New Testament that Jesus had all the authority of the Father.
This is a few days before the Passover.  Jews from all over the known world are coming here to keep the feast.  Jerusalem would have been extremely crowded and there would have been those from far away who had not heard of Jesus.  With the tremendous commotion going on, they naturally wanted to know who this was causing such a stir.

Those who had heard Jesus’ teaching and seen His miracles informed them: This is Jesus the prophet, from Nazareth in Galilee.  Notice they said, “the prophet”.  Since they said ‘the prophet’ instead of ‘a prophet’, they were probably saying He was the prophet Moses referred to in Deuteronomy 18:15, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your countrymen, you shall listen to him.”  

They had so much right, but they so blatantly misunderstood because they had strongly held preconceived notions.  And we must also be wary of this trap.  Many will read the Bible with the idea of proving what they want it to say.  Don’t do that; read the Bible and let it change your notions and ideas.  It is the work of God.  Let it make you more like Christ.  










Prayer

Lord Jesus, to You we pray ‘Hosanna’.  Save us.  While we are not oppressed by the Romans, we are oppressed by the spiritual forces of darkness.  Save us from them.  We experience difficulties in this life, and You are “a very present help in time of trouble”.  Thank You that we can turn to You.  But mostly Lord, save us from sin and guilt; save us from the wrath of our holy God.  

Jesus, You are the only One who can provide that kind of salvation, so we cling to You as our only Saviour.  Thank You for arriving meek and riding on a donkey, offering peace.  Thank You for allowing Yourself to be, for a time, a little lower than the angels.  Help us that we may imitate Your humility.

And also Jesus we pray for Your return.  At that time You will return as the conqueror that You are.  May Your Holy Spirit guide us in this life so that we are ready when You come back.  

Lord Jesus, we pray these things in Your holy name
Amen
