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Text 
The next day the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. 
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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!" 
14

 Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it, as it is 

written, 
15

 "Do not be afraid, O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey's colt." 
16

 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. 

 

Introduction 
 Today is the day we celebrate what’s been called the triumphal entry of Jesus into 

Jerusalem for the last week of his life.  On Sunday he rides in to people waving palm 

branches.  By Friday he will be brutally killed, nailed to a cross. 

 Today kicks off what we refer to as Holy Week – a special time set aside in the 

year to reflect on the single most important events of human history and our lives as 

Christians.  As a church we’ve always done some things this week to pull out of the mad 

rush of life that we can so easily join in on and refocus on Christ and his Passion. 

One of the things we’ve always done is a church-wide fast.  Generally it’s been 

from food and we’ve used the fast to focus on different aspects of the story of Christ’s 

sufferings.  Last year, we fasted in solidarity with the poor and gave money to a person 

working with the world’s poorest peoples, remembering that though Christ was rich, yet 

for our sakes he became poor, so that we through his poverty might become rich (2Cor. 

8:9). 

This year the elders decided it would be a good discipline for us to fast from 

media instead of from food.  That was before we knew it was the first week of March 

Madness.  But even better!  What would our spiritual lives look like if we spent less time 

passively in front of the TV or mindlessly surfing the web to see what Paris Hilton and 

Ashton Kutcher are doing and instead reflecting on the Lord?  Decide for yourselves 

what you want to do this week, come up with your own plan.  For those who are married, 

we encourage the husbands and the dads to take the initiative and chart an agenda for 

their family.  Maybe there’s a book that’s been sitting on your shelf.  Read it this week.  

Maybe you’ve gotten out of the rhythm of having family devotions.  Maybe you just want 

to take walks in the neighborhood after dinner and talk with your spouse or watch people 

and pray.  Construct your own plan to make this week spiritually beneficial. 
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All the regular small groups are cancelled this week.  Instead we’re having a 

Good Friday service here on Friday at 7:00 PM and a Holy Saturday prayer meeting here 

at The Meeting Place on Saturday morning from 10:45 to 12:30.  All of this is gearing up 

for the celebration of the resurrection next Sunday – Easter Sunday.  Don’t let this week 

just be another ordinary week. 

To start off our Holy Week on this Palm Sunday I just want to examine some of 

the wrong expectations the people of Jesus’ day had of him as he entered Jerusalem for 

what he knew was going to be the biggest week of his life and in turn use this time to 

help us examine what some of our wrong expectations of Jesus are.  I think you’ll see 

we’re not that different than the people of Jesus’ day.  Just think about this question as we 

focus on Jesus this week: What are your expectations of Jesus? 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Story 
 We’re going to be in John’s Gospel today and also next week for Easter.  John’s 

Gospel is 21 chapters long.  Jesus gets to Jerusalem for the final week of his life in 

chapter 12.  That tells you something about where we are to place the emphasis.  The 

main significance of Jesus centers around the events right at the end of his life.  To be 

more precise, Jesus lived to die. 

Throughout the first half of the book of John you see Jesus saying repeatedly, 

“My time has not yet come; it’s not yet time” (cf. 2:4; 7:6, 8, 30; 8:20).  But when we get 

to ch. 12 we see it’s go time!  12:23 – Jesus says, “The hour has come for the Son of Man 

to be glorified.”  And we see in John that Jesus’ glorification involves being lifted up… 

on the cross to die. 

This wasn’t plan B, it wasn’t an accident, and it wasn’t a trick set by the Father – 

a kind of divine child abuse.  Jesus said, “No one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it 

down of my own accord” (10:18).  This was Jesus’ plan, together with the Father and the 

Spirit.  He had done many signs to show that he was Messiah, the fulfillment of the OT.  

He had made quite a buzz.  And now his time had come and so he went to Jerusalem for 

the Passover Feast. 

Massive crowds flooded the city during this time of the year.  The Jewish 

historian Josephus has a tendency to exaggerate but he says that at one Passover in the 

first century there were 2,700,000 people in Jerusalem.
1
  Many had to stay out in the 

suburbs.  That’s what Jesus did during this week; he stayed in Bethany.  The hotels were 

filling up.  Many pilgrims were arriving early. 

And on Sunday, the day after the Sabbath, Jesus decided to take a trip into the 

city.  Jesus had spent most of his ministry up in the northern region of Galilee.  

Presumably some people from up there who were down in Jerusalem for the Feast heard 

that the Galilean teacher and miracle worker was coming into town and so they started to 

stir up an excitement – “You’ve got to come see this guy!  This may be it!  This may be 

when he makes his move.”  It was something you wouldn’t want to have missed. 

So a crowd came out to meet Jesus on his way into town.  And “they took palm 

branches” (v. 13).  Stop right there.  What’s the significance of that?  Well “when Simon 

the Maccabee drove the Syrian forces out of the Jerusalem citadel he was [honored] with 

music and the waving of palm branches (cf. 1Macc. 13:51, 141 BC).”
2
  You could say 
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that this was kind of like the red carpet treatment… but more than that.  It was associated 

with a “nationalist hope that a messianic liberator was arriving on the scene.”
3
  It wasn’t 

how you greeted movie stars arriving at the Oscars but military generals arriving to lead a 

coup. 

The anticipation was thick.  The excitement has reached mob levels.  They 

shouted, “Hosanna!”  Hosanna is a Hebrew phrase that literally means “give salvation 

now!”  It was from Ps. 118, as was what came next – “Blessed is he who comes in the 

name of the Lord!”  But what they said next was their own interpretation of what was 

happening – “Blessed is the King of Israel” (v. 13).  The crowd was greeting Jesus as the 

man who was coming in the name of the Lord to bring salvation to Israel… by being her 

King and throwing out the Roman occupation.  “Finally, our own nation again, free from 

pagan rule!”  They were ready for a rebellion, a revolution. 

But what happened next?  “Jesus found a young donkey [the Synoptics tell how 

he had planned for this] and sat upon it” (v. 14).  What’s he doing?  Well, one 

commentator puts it this way, “[Jesus] does not enter Jerusalem on a war horse (cf. Is. 

31:1-3; 1Ki. 4:26), which would have whipped the political aspirations of the vast crowds 

into insurrectionist frenzy, but he chooses to present himself as the king who comes in 

peace, ‘gentle and riding on a donkey’ (Zc. 9:9).”
4
 

It’s an allusion to Zechariah 9, which John (sort of) quotes here: “Do not be 

afraid, O Daughter of Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt” (v. 15).  

Jesus is indeed coming to Jerusalem to be the Messiah, the long-awaited King.  But he’s 

not going to do it how they expected.  He doesn’t mount a war horse and gallop into town 

William Wallace style yelling, “FREEDOM!”  He goes and gets on an ass and pulls on 

Messianic imagery from an obscure OT book called Zechariah where the Messianic King 

“take[s] away the chariots from Ephraim and the war-horses from Jerusalem, and the 

battle bow [is] broken [and] he [proclaims] peace to the nations” (Zch. 9:10). 

And then we read this statement by John: “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” (v. 16).  So the crowds come 

looking for Jesus to rally the troops and overthrow the Romans and even Jesus’ own 

disciples are baffled by what’s going on.  Even they didn’t yet understand what Jesus was 

really there to do.  Everyone had their own expectations. 

 As I see it there were three wrong expectations that people had of Jesus and that 

perhaps many of us may have today: (1) we expect Jesus to be fun, (2) we expect Jesus to 

fit into our agenda, and (3) we expect Jesus to fit our timetable. 

 

We Expect Jesus to be Fun 
 First of all, we expect Jesus to be fun.  These crowds that came out to greet Jesus 

were largely disassociated, curious types looking for a good time.  The Passover’s 

already a big party and here’s this popular preacher leading a band of followers into 

town.  There was a buzz.  It was exciting.  It was edgy.  It was cool.  So they checked it 

out.  They wanted to be there for the show, and when the show didn’t end up living up to 

their expectations they were gone; everyone’s off the bandwagon by the end of the week. 

 Listen: lots of kids come to church youth groups for the pizza and the games and 

lots of adults attend church to meet people and have a good time.  Many churches even 
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try to attract crowds with entertainment and glitz and glam.  There’s an expectation that 

people have and people propagate that Jesus is fun.  He’s a show you go to see. 

 But really Jesus comes to people, he searches them out and says, “Come, take up 

your cross and follow me.”  Don’t get me wrong, it’s joyful – in losing your life you find 

it – but it’s not entertaining.  The joy Jesus offers is of another quality than the fun the 

world offers.  It’s deeper, more satisfying, more lasting, and more costly. 

 Maybe many of you kind of expect Jesus to be fun.  You want emotional kicks, 

you want intellectual stimulation, you want the naïve idealism of changing the world, you 

want the multimedia and the hip music and feeling a part of some cool community of 

latte sipping, torn jean wearing, tossled hair styling, iPod toting people who are like you. 

These people ran out to greet Jesus because an insurrection sounded fun, but by 

the time things started to get bloody they were long gone.  With Jesus you can expect 

persecution.  With Jesus you can expect suffering.  With Jesus you can expect inner 

struggling.  With Jesus you can expect less free time, less disposable income.  With Jesus 

you can expect a call to discipline yourself.  With Jesus you can expect work.  When you 

think of Jesus is this what you expect? 

 

We Expect Jesus to Fit into Our Agenda 
 The other thing we see clearly in this text and in ourselves is that so many times 

we expect Jesus to fit into our agenda.  These people had in mind that they wanted a 

Messiah to be someone who led them to political independence.  That was the salvation 

they wanted.  So they tried to commandeer Jesus to make him fit into their scheme. 

 But Jesus had something entirely different in mind.  He wasn’t coming into 

Jerusalem to save a nation from its political bondage, but to save them from their spiritual 

bondage.  He wasn’t there to defeat an earthly regime, but Sin and Satan and Death itself.  

He had taught repeatedly that he was going to die, but not even his most intimate 

followers could put up with that kind of talk.  They wanted something different out of 

him. 

 We all do this in so many ways.  Liberals co-opt Jesus all the time.  They like his 

radical stuff on peace and love helping the poor.  They have their liberal goals and 

agenda and then they try to make Jesus fit into it.  And so they have to rub off all the 

rough edges like hell and exclusivity and sexual ethics.  But conservatives do this too.  

They co-opt Jesus and use him to back their own ideas of morality and society.  What 

else is the Christian Right?  Many conservatives today expect Jesus to lead them to 

political power and an establishment of what they think would be best for the country.  

Both sides have their own agenda and expect Jesus to fit into it. 

 Maybe you’re not into that; you’re not an activist.  But you still have an agenda; 

you still have dreams.  Most likely it’s some form of the ‘American Dream’.  And so 

your agenda is not Jesus’ agenda – the kingdom of God – but rather a nice, middle-class 

life…  And you kind of expect Jesus to fit into that. 

But Jesus won’t be cowed into compliance with our dreams.  He has his own 

mission and he won’t be deterred.  We can’t expect him to simply endorse ours.  If Peter 

had to be rebuked for having in mind the things of men instead of the things of God (cf. 

Mk. 8:31ff), then should we not be suspicious of ourselves and ways that we just can’t 

see how Jesus’ desires could be at odds with ours?  Is Jesus on your side?  Or are you on 

Jesus’ side? 
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We Expect Jesus to Fit Our Timetable 
 And finally, we are an impatient people.  We expect Jesus to fit our timetable.  

The palm waving pilgrims were ready for a revolution right away.  Their cry, “Hosanna!” 

was less a prayer and more a demand – “Lord save us, now!”  Not only did the people of 

Jesus’ time have a wrong expectation of the salvation the Messiah would bring, but they 

also had a wrong expectation about the timing.  They were expecting that when the 

Messiah arrived it would a bada-boom, bada-bing one-shot deal.  The enemies of Israel 

would be defeated and a new world-empire would be set up emanating from Jerusalem. 

 It grossly underestimated the nature of the problem and the grandeur of the 

promise.  Sin had to be dealt with first in a decisive and final way.  And God wanted to 

re-capture the hearts and minds of people for himself, not just baptize their self-serving 

motivations for power and revenge. 

 Such a perspective also grossly misunderstood God’s character and his ways.  

He’s a patient God.  He calls his people to faith.  Faith operates above the plain of instant 

gratification.  I’ve been struck as we’re going through Genesis by this fact.  Think about 

the faith of someone like Abraham.  He had to wait 25 years to see the promise of a son!  

But the promise of the land wasn’t fully realized for another 1,000 years.  And what’s 

more, he was ultimately looking forward to something even greater – a worldwide 

redemption and restoration that wouldn’t take place for another 2,000 years in Jesus. 

 But even the salvation Jesus obtained and provided in Jerusalem that pivotal week 

wasn’t the last word.  He accomplished salvation, but it’s been 2,000 years since and the 

effects still haven’t been fully realized.  It wasn’t a one-stage process.  People had no 

framework at the time for understanding this, but Jesus had in mind a two-stage process.  

He would come the first time to die and rise again and then later he will come a second 

time to wrap all things up. 

 This is just mind-boggling to most people.  We expect things now.  God operates 

on a different timetable.  We expect Jesus to heal us, to change us, to free us, to make us 

perfect.  And he does, but it’s a slow process and it involves many mini-deaths and for 

most people a real death before it’s all fully realized. 

We just don’t have a life-time perspective, what Eugene Peterson calls “a long 

obedience in the same direction.”  We definitely don’t have what Voddie Baucham terms 

“multi-generational faithfulness.”  We want instantaneous.  And when things don’t 

happen right away we grow bored.  Our expectations aren’t met.  We want results, and 

we want them now. 

And God’s paradigm runs completely counter to this.  Jesus comes as the Messiah 

the first time in shame and suffering, because his plan is different, his plan is bigger, his 

plan is better, his plan takes longer. 

 

What Did Jesus Come to Do? 
 So here’s the question I want us to start out this week asking ourselves: What are 

my expectations of Jesus?  Do you have certain expectations you desire or demand 

Jesus to meet?  Do you subconsciously stand above Jesus and expect him to conform to 

you?  Or do you bend and bow to conform to him?  Do you submit to his plans and 

purposes.  Do you accept what Jesus came to do as the provision of your greatest need? 
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 Do you want Jesus to be anything more of less than a Savior, a dying substitute to 

pay the penalty for your sin so you could be with God for ever.  What do you want from 

Jesus?  Do you want a Savior?  Because that’s what Jesus came to be. 

 Do you see his cross and resurrection as the most glorious, spectacular, dazzling, 

awe-inspiring event of human history, even more so than the entertainment this world 

hast to offer – TV, movies, March Madness?  Do you recognize Jesus’ coronation with a 

crown of thorns to be the most regal, grand kingship possible?  And do you think his 

timing is perfect? 

Let’s spend some time in reflection and repentance.  After awhile, when you’re 

ready I invite you to come up and bow before him at this table of broken bread and 

poured wine, representing his sin atoning death on your behalf on the cross.  And let him 

be your Savior. 

 

Benediction 
May this week be a time for you of evaluating your own false expectations of Jesus and 

seeing more clearly who he really is and what he really did. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 16, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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