
A Triumph Like No Other

John 12:12-19


	 We come to one of the most astonishing events of Jesus’ earthly ministry 
tonight, and that is his Triumphal Entry. We see something of the importance of this 
entry in that it is recorded in all four gospels. And we also know something of triumphal 
entries in our own day. After wars, such as World War 2, there were parades to 
welcome the conquering hero’s back from war. We see it if your local sports team wins 
a championship. There is usually a parade and celebration to welcome home the 
victors. And here we have Jesus entering Jerusalem, after having the death warrant on 
him and also after raising Lazarus where his popularity had seemed to skyrocket. 

	 And this is an odd passage in a way, even though it is familiar to us because it is 
a departure from Jesus’ normal way of doing ministry. He stayed away from this fanfare 
and this obsession of others proclaiming him king or Messiah because of all the faulty 
connotations that were believed by the Jews. An example of this is in John 6:15, 
“Perceiving then that they were about to come and take him by force to make him 
king, Jesus withdrew again to the mountain by himself.” Even after raising Lazarus, 
John 11:54 records, “Jesus therefore no longer walked openly among the Jews, 
but went from there to the region near the wilderness, to a town called Ephraim, 
and there he stayed with the disciples.” It is often called the Messianic secret 
because Jesus did not want other to believe he was a military Messiah who would 
overcome Rome. 

	 But here is a complete reversal in what we call Jesus’ Triumphal Entry, where a 
huge crowd met him and basically proclaimed him to be Messiah. And although this 
passage is familiar if you are a believer, it is one of the most misunderstood passages. 
Many see it as Jesus’ last plea to the unbelieving nation to come to him in salvation. 
But really, what we have hear are two purposes coming together. One, in complete 
obedience to his Father, he came to do his Father’s will and to fulfill Scripture. And you 
see that through the passage sited in the text taken from Zechariah. But along with 
that, it is now time for the fulfillment of why he came, and that is to give his life as that 
perfect sacrifice for sin. Jesus is the one who is in control of when he would die, and 
the time had come. Along with the raising of Lazarus and this Triumphal Entry, it 
exacerbated the religious leaders so much that they in their own hardness of hearts 
were forced to act even though they did not want to act during Passover. He goaded 
them into action. Jesus came to give his life as a ransom for sin, a truth we saw all the 
way back in chapter one where John the Baptist announces, “Behold the Lamb that 
takes away the sins of the world.” 

	 And Passover was one of the annual feasts where every Jew had to present 
himself before the Lord. Along with this one, you had Pentecost and Tabernacles. And 
Tabernacles was the most celebratory in that it celebrated the end of the harvest. This 
one was the most militant. It remembered when the blood was on the door posts of the 
Israelites homes so that the death angel passed by, and God delivered Israel from 
Egyptian bondage. And they had a saying during this feast as they came together, 
“Next Year!” And it meant that next year at this time God might deliver them from 



bondage, and restored the nation to its past glory. And here is Jesus, and to them he is 
the fulfillment of all of their nationalist dreams and fervour. 

	 And we just cannot fathom of zeal and excitement in this crowd as they 
welcome Jesus into their capitol. But we also realize they had false expectations. That 
is why at the end of this week, after he has been beaten they will call for his crucifixion. 
And I think this is a great passage for us to look at our own hearts and why we follow 
Jesus and what we expect of Him. Because we are people just like the Jews. We can 
follow Christ for all the wrong reasons. We can get lost right in the middle of our lives, 
and even wonder why he came or where he is. There are in many a disappointment 
and even a disillusionment with Jesus, and it is because they are looking for a wrong 
Jesus. All the essential elements of the message are here in this entry. And here is the 
thing: seeing who Jesus is, does not change our circumstances but it does change us. 
It changes how we function and live. So I want us to look at a couple of things tonight. 
One is the message that the crowds believed and then the message that Jesus 
proclaimed. I hope seeing these things will help reorient our minds on the Christ of 
Scripture. 


1. We need to see the message the crowds believed. Vv. 12-13. 

	 Have you ever been so sure God was going to do something, and then he 
didn’t? People struggle with that all the time. A Christian woman will marry a Christian 
man, and she will see all the warning signs, but she is sure that if she is faithful to the 
Lord, she has the power along with God to change what she does not like. Or there are 
so many people praying for this individual to get better and I know God is going to do a 
miracle, and then the miracle never comes. Or we might see the evil of someone 
rewarded rather than being punished by God. And many feel afterward absolutely 
betrayed by God, as if Jesus promised in this life if you just believe me you will have 
everything you ever wanted in the time you wanted them. And many times we concoct 
a Saviour that is not found in the pages of Scripture. 

	 Well, that is exactly what the Jews did. The message in the Old Testament was 
filled with promises of a coming Saviour that would deliver his people, that there would 
be a kingdom, but it was also filled with the grace filled promise of a coming Saviour 
from sin. Let me just give one example in this fascinating passage in Isaiah 59:15-16, 
“Truth is lacking, and he who departs from evil makes himself a prey. The LORD 
saw it, and it displeased him that there was no justice. He saw that there was no 
man, and wondered that there was no one to intercede; then his own arm brought 
him salvation, and his righteousness upheld him.” There is no truth but only sin in 
Israel, but God acts. He intercedes. He brings salvation, and all the New Testament is 
-is an outflowing of the promises like this in the Old Testament, but they missed this. 

	 Now look at verse 12, “The next day the large crowd that had come to the 
feast heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem.” Now notice the term, “the large 
crowd.” It is indicating a specific large crowd. Well what crowd? It is the crowd that is 
mention in verse 9, “When the large crowd of the Jews learned that Jesus was 
there, they came, not only on account of him but also to see Lazarus, whom he 
had raised from the dead.” Do you see it? So these are the individuals the day before 
that came to Bethany and saw Jesus with the resurrected Lazarus. And now they hear 



that Jesus is going to Jerusalem and they join him in going to Jerusalem. They would 
have been joined by others, and the crowd would have grown immensely. Josephus, 
the Jewish historian estimates that the size of the population of Jerusalem grew to 
about 2.5 million individuals during Passover. His numbers are probably inflated. But 
you can imagine even several hundred thousand are gathered. And this is all done 
openly, and must have infuriated the religious leaders. They had sent out what 
amounted to an arrest warrant on Jesus. Anyone guilty of associating with Jesus and 
not giving information to the religious leaders could find that they were repercussions, 
but here are the masses and they are following and identifying with Jesus. 

	 And look at the next verse because it is so telling, “So they took branches of 
palm trees and went out to meet him, crying out, ‘Hosanna! Blessed is he who 
comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!’” Now it is interesting that 
John is the only one that indicates this detail that the crowds bring palm branches out 
to meet him. So you have people coming with him and people now going out to meet 
him. We find that some laid their cloaks and palm branches before him as they made 
his entry. But here is the question: why the palm branches, and why would the Jews go 
out to meet him with them? And what you have to do is go back a couple of centuries 
to the time that Simon Maccabeus liberated the city of Jerusalem from the Syrians, and 
the Jews took up palm branches and waved them to celebrate the victory. From that 
time on for the people of Israel, palm branches became a sign of military victory. So 
here is the coming liberator to overthrow Rome and every other enemy of the Jews. 

	 And notice what they said, “Hosanna!” What that simply means and powerfully 
means is “God save us.” It was a familiar plea, as familiar as in England where the 
English will say, “God save the Queen or God save the king.” The meaning again is 
military victory. And then this is taken from Psalm 118: 25-26. This Psalm and these 
verses were so familiar that they were recited and sung at every festival. And it is 
incredible and even ironic that in one sense they spoke so well. Jesus is the king of 
Israel, in fact the king of all. He is the great liberator who has come to deliver us from 
the penalty and slavery of sin. He is our great deliverer and Saviour and Lord and King. 
Yet that meaning escaped them entirely. They were probably waiting for the trumpet 
blasts to be heard from the city walls as a call to arms. Their king would go before 
them. He would triumph and give them the victory. All their dreams would come to 
pass. 

	 And I do think it is amazing that so many still get Jesus so wrong. There are 
many who are looking for Jesus to take all their earthly problems away. We often call 
that the health, wealth and prosperity gospel. Jesus is the key and just believing in him 
can open up that kingdom and heaven that I want in the here and now. And although 
we do not go that far, we can nuance our beliefs about Jesus that are unbiblical. And at 
the core of all of them is a failure to see my greatest need and what I truly need 
deliverance from. My greatest problem in my life is not external like the Jews believed 
about Rome. My greatest problem is indwelling sin against my God. My greatest 
problem even in a tough marriage or home life is not the battle on the outside but the 
battle on the inside. And Jesus came not only deliver me from the penalty of my own 
sin but also the tyranny or control of that sin. Again, it is amazing how we can look at 
what they say and what they celebrate about Jesus and in sense it can seem so right, 
but when we look a little closer we see that they are trusting Jesus for all the wrong 



reasons. And in the end it will lead to a departure from Jesus. We need to keep before 
our eyes all the time the real and authentic Jesus who came to deliver us from the 
tyranny and penalty of sin. Again: what are you believing about Jesus tonight? What 
are you hoping in him for? Is it really about His kingdom or your kingdom? 


2. We need to see the message Jesus proclaimed. Vv. 14-15. 

	 What is the image that comes to mind when you read this text? How do you see 
it in your mind playing out. Some see that Jesus is totally engulfed in the praise and 
adoration. Cheering with the crowd and waving at many of his admirers, stoking an 
already impassioned and zealous crowd. Others look at the text and see that Jesus is 
here riding on a foal of a donkey almost indifferent to all the praise. He has his mind 
fixed on the cross and he is almost oblivious to everything else. But the testimony of 
Scripture is not a dispassionate and emotionless Saviour and King who is just going 
through the motions here, but one who is entirely engulfed in emotions, but quite 
contrary to what we would think. 

	 First of all he didn’t ride the donkey all the way to Jerusalem but set out on foot 
and walked with the crowd and in the midst of the crowd. He made arrangements that 
the donkey would be at the Mount of Olives and he rode on it on the last hill going into 
Jerusalem. But we also told when he came to this point we read in Luke 19:41-42, 
“And when he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it, saying, ‘Would that 
you, even you, had known on this day the things that make for peace! But now 
they are hidden from your eyes.” Jesus weeps over this city and the unbelief. And it 
is quite a stunning scene as he is going into Jerusalem in the Triumphal Entry that 
Jesus is in full and passionate lament over the unbelief of the people. What a contrast 
with the people. You can imagine as they put palm branches before him that his heart 
was crushed that they really never even listened to the message or ignored it 
completely fashioning a Messiah after their own hearts. This whole scene from the 
Lord’s perspective is anything but joyous and celebratory. He knows the coming 
destruction of the city and their rejection of him is in full bloom. 

	 And yet the message is there even in symbolic fashion of what kind of Messiah 
Jesus truly is. Often I think as we read prophetic passages that come to pass, we are 
more enamoured by the fulfillment of that prophecy rather than the meaning of the 
prophecy being fulfilled. And with that in mind, notice what is being said here, “And 
Jesus found a young donkey and sat on it, just as it is written,‘Fear not, daughter 
of Zion; behold, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!’” Here is the thing 
about Jesus mounting the donkey. He is not doing this because he is tired. He has this 
all prearranged. And the reason is because he is announcing to all Israel and even to 
the world that he is the King of kings, none other than the long awaited Messiah. But 
he is also announcing what kind of king he is. The crowds are frantic and wanting war 
and rebellion, and yet Jesus doesn’t mount a war horse but a donkey which was a 
symbol of peace. It is incredible how Jesus fulfilled Scripture over and over. And yet he 
indicates through these fulfillment what kind of Messiah he is. 

	 This prophecy or quote is taken from Zechariah 9:9, and let me give it to you 
because the whole verse is so important, “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout 
aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous 



and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of 
a donkey.” Again, it is amazing to look at these Scripture and people often read what 
they want to read, without reading the full truth. He brings salvation - that is what they 
are shouting for. But he is bringing a different salvation. And the reason why he is able 
to that is because of his character. “Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and 
having salvation is he.” Who is this king of glory? He is the all righteous one. We are 
not. So he is able to bring and provide a salvation that we cannot provide for ourselves. 
So often people say, “God helps those who help themselves.” But there is only one 
problem - we cannot help ourselves. He is the one who brings salvation. Salvation is by 
Christ, by the King alone. 

	 But also notice that he is humble and mounted on the foal of a donkey. There is 
no beating of chests here. It did symbolize royalty. David and also Solomon rode on a 
donkey, but it also symbolized humility and gentleness. This is the very thing and the 
very message that is contrary to all the hopes and these probably hundreds of 
thousands of Israelites cheering the entrance of Christ. Richard Phillips quotes Thomas 
McComisky here and writes, “The donkey stands out … as a deliberate rejection of 
this symbol of arrogant trust in human might, expressing subservience to the 
sovereignty of God. Jerusalem’s king is of humble mien, yet victorious, and so it 
has always been that the church does not effectively spread the gospel by sword 
or by arrogance, but by mirroring the humble spirit of its king and savior.” And that 
is so well put! 

	 You think of all the attitudes of believers today that are engaged in the public 
square. There so many issues that are talked about and need to be talked about, but 
how often are the attributes of gentleness and humility seen among believers. There is 
racism that is alive and well, there is abortion, and there are still issues as far as 
government restrictions on our religious freedoms. And I think we come across many 
times as warriors ready to conquer the foe, rather than realizing their greatest issue and 
struggle and need is the same as ours. And what or how are we sent into this world? 
We are sent to be his ambassadors. We are his representatives to give a specific 
message from the King of kings. He is Lord and ruler but unlike one that the world has 
ever seen. You can see in his grief even as he arrives in Jerusalem on that Monday that 
would end on that Friday with his rejection and death, and then that was not the end of 
the week or the end of the story. We have Sunday. We have hope. Why? Because of 
the kind of Lord, Saviour and King we have. Are we realizing who he is and what he 
accomplished? Are we disappointed in him not really realizing why he came? To see 
the glorious passion and heart and sacrifice of Christ doesn’t disappoint us but causes 
us to run to him and trust in him, and not make demands of him. He is Lord. His 
Lordship and what kind of Lord he is will change your life. The real Lord and Saviour 
stood up that day to make himself known, did you get the message or are you still 
blind to that message like the crowds? See the glories of our King. He will never 
disappoint. 


