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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. 

13 

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. 
17 

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. 
18 

Many people, because they had heard that he had given this miraculous sign, went out to meet him. 
19 

So the Pharisees said to one another, "See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has 

gone after him!" 

 

Introduction 
 I really don’t understand Jesus sometimes.  I’m realizing that as I live with him 

longer.  He can still surprise me and throw me for a loop.  Just when I think I have him 

figured out, there’s a whole other side of him that he begins to unveil to me and I think, 

“Sometimes I wonder if I know you at all.” 

 Every week, I pray, we gather to look at Jesus, but these next two weeks 

especially we will be focusing in on him as it is Holy Week – the commemoration of the 

last week of Jesus’ earthly life.  Year after year we keep returning to this central story in 

the life of Jesus, remembering it and discovering more to it that has always been there but 

that we’ve never seen before.  Today is Palm Sunday and marks the entrance of Jesus 

into Jerusalem for his last week.  And for our text we will be looking at the account of 

what’s called his triumphal entry in John 12:12-19. 

 We see three groups in relation to Jesus in this passage.  With Jesus as he entered 

that sacred city were of course his disciples – the close followers that had been with him 

during his ministry over the past few years.  Then there was also the crowd that had come 

for the Feast of Passover and had heard of Jesus’ fame, many of whom had also recently 

witnessed or heard of his miraculous raising of Lazarus from the dead.  And there were 

the Pharisees – one of the major religious parties of the day – and they were part of the 

plot to kill Jesus and end his ascent in popularity.  So there were Jesus’ friends, admirers, 

and enemies.  We see all three in this passage. 

 Likewise today there are still these three basic camps.  Even among us now there 

are no doubt those who openly identify with Jesus and have been following him for 
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awhile, the regular members and attenders of the church.  And there are usually those 

with us who are intrigued with Jesus and attracted to him, as vast numbers are in our 

culture, and you’re coming to inquire more – a friend has invited you or you Googled 

churches in the UIC Area.  And there may be those opposed to him – dismissive or 

disparaging – who for whatever reason find yourselves at this time of year confronted 

again with the person of Jesus. 

 Here’s the thing: whatever camp you’re in, you probably have multiple and major 

misconceptions about who Jesus is, even those of you who think you know him best.  

This story of the triumphal entry, like few others, illustrates the point that people easily 

misjudge and misunderstand Jesus and are regularly shocked and confounded by him.  It 

makes sense if he is a real person.  I want us over the next two weeks to step back and 

reconsider that fact.  Jesus was/is a person.  John 12 isn’t a fable, but a true story of a 

historical situation in a province of the Roman Empire involving a person, the incarnation 

of a personal God.  This has implications for dealing with him. 

 In short, what I want to communicate today is just this: Jesus is not predictable, 

he’s a person.  May he surprise us all today! 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Personhood of Jesus 
 Have you ever sat across the table from a spouse or a friend and just marveled at 

the mysterious ‘otherness’ sitting there?  In my marriage sometimes I get hit upside the 

head with the fact that Andrea is another person.  Mike Mason writes about this well in 

The Mystery of Marriage.  I don’t always know exactly what she’s thinking, feeling, 

going to say, or going to do (most of the time, but not always). 

As I was working on this sermon one evening up in my study I came down at the 

end of the day and was greeted by Lucy (my 4 year old) stomping her feet and saying, 

“Dad, Mary [my 2 year old] won’t put on her slippers.  She has to wear slippers when 

she’s downstairs and flip-flops when she’s upstairs.”  But Mary wanted to wear her flip-

flops downstairs and it was infuriating to a little girl trying to come to grips with the fact 

that other people have wills of their own. 

 I’ve heard one pastor draw an illustration from The Stepford Wives.
1
  It’s the 

movie about a small town in Connecticut where all the men have secretly replaced their 

wives with compliant, subservient robots.  The laundry’s starched and the meals are 

gourmet, but could you really say there was a relationship, a marriage?  Of course not.  

They weren’t real people.  What is necessary if you’re going to have a genuine 

relationship with a real person?  That person has to be able to contradict you, challenge 

you, surprise you, even infuriate you. 

 Now, as this pastor points out, many people want a Stepford God.  Or you might 

say we often attempt to relate to a kind of Stepford Jesus.  We like the idea of him, 

having him around.  We want him to do things for us.  But we don’t really embrace his 

full personhood, because we come to him with our preconceived notions and expectations 

and expect him to fit into them.  As Mike Mason puts it in The Mystery of Marriage – 

“God is not an idol of our own making, not a human invention, not a concept or a theory 

or a projection or extension of ourselves, not a tool (any more than a marriage partner is a 

tool).  No, the bizarre fact of the matter is that God, while invisible, really is there – out 
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there, beyond our wildest dreams.  He is a living Being with personhood, a true Other.”
2
  

We see this clearly with Jesus – “the image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). 

 What we see of Jesus in John 12 shows Someone who refused to be a robot or a 

mascot.  We read that when “the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus 

was on his way to Jerusalem they took palm branches and went out to meet him.”  What’s 

going on here?  It’s the first century.  Since the Roman General Pompey rode into 

Jerusalem in 63 B.C. this proud city had been occupied by foreign rule.  Somewhat 

similar to the furor sweeping the Middle East currently, there was an atmosphere of 

resentment and rebellion brewing that made the nationalistic Jews antsy for an uprising.  

And such movements generally have a leader.  The term they used at the time was 

‘messiah’. 

 So here comes Jesus, this charismatic Galilean who has done many mighty things, 

making a name for himself and creating quite a stir; a bit edgy and anti-establishment.  

The social-political atmosphere was ripe, the timing was right (after all hundreds of 

thousands were gathering to celebrate something like an Independence Day when God 

had previously delivered his people from another oppressive empire; this is Passover 

time; Passover commemorates the Exodus from Egypt), and when you combine all that 

with the psychology of herd behavior what you have is a mob that surrounds Jesus and 

hails him as king, thinking they would force his hand and together they’d ride a wave of 

revolution. 

 “Hosanna” [exclamation point] – what does that mean?  It’s Hebrew for ‘give us 

salvation now’.  They had ideas.  Next they quote from Ps. 118 – an ancient song about 

the pilgrims on their way to worship at Jerusalem, but which had by this time a messianic 

interpretation.  The added words, “Blessed is the King of Israel,” confirm that they are 

insinuating that Jesus should play the role of God’s servant come to assume rule of Israel 

and kick out the Romans.  They thought they had found their man to fit their idea of a 

messiah.  But they had not really dealt with Jesus as a person and listened to him on his 

own terms. 

 

Jesus’ Agenda 
 Jesus had something else up his sleeve entirely.  Look at v. 14 – Jesus found a war 

horse and mounted the magnificent steed and rode on as a valiant conqueror.  No, what 

does it say?  “Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it.”  Jesus doesn’t stop everything 

and say you’ve got it all wrong – I’m just a carpenter here for the holidays and planning 

to return home afterwards without being noticed.  He was a king.  And he was there on a 

mission.  So he accepts the accolades at some level, but he’s not affected by them.  He 

does something a bid odd – he picks a small, unassuming ride.  Jesus knows what he’s 

doing.  Other accounts show how this was all arranged.  He had a mission.  And his 

mission was not to assume power, but to be killed.  He will bring salvation, but of a far 

deeper kind than what the crowd was demanding. 

 Zechariah 9:9 is quoted here – a prophecy that foretold a coming king, but one 

“humble and mounted on a donkey” (ESV).  And if the context of that prophecy was read 

carefully it does not speak of violent overthrow, but of peace.  And if you read on you see 

in Zechariah 13:1 the expectation that – “on that day a fountain will be opened to the 

house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and impurity.”  

Jesus was coming to Jerusalem (as he had said all along for those willing to listen), to die 
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and in so doing to deal with sin, to cleanse his people from sin and impurity.  He’s not 

coming to foment more rebellion, but to offer himself as the solution to the cosmic, 

anarchic rebellion that had been going on ever since the fall.  In looking on “the one they 

had pierced” (Zech. 12:10; Jn. 19:37) they could find true salvation. 

 

Scripture 

 The fickle, fair-weather crowds were interested in Jesus only as much as he fit 

into their scheme.  But it’s interesting also to recognize that the disciples were not 

immune to this.  They knew Jesus better.  They had thrown their lot in with him.  They 

were his.  But they were still finding out that Jesus was not predictable; he was a 

person.  John, one of Jesus’ most intimate disciples himself, writes, “At first his disciples 

did not understand all this.”  All what?  All of the significance of the donkey and the way 

Jesus’ path of humiliation all the way to death for sins was integral to his agenda of 

saving the world.  They too were caught up in the excitement.  The prophetic symbolism 

involved in Jesus actions of getting a little donkey were lost on them.  It says, “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.” 

 You see, we all come with our a priori judgments about who the Christ should be, 

and yet Jesus, as we walk with him, consistently shatters those ideas by his words and 

actions.  He is the great Iconoclast.  We all have cultural ideas of what a messiah should 

be, instead of Scriptural ideas. 

Again, Jesus is a person.  And not just any person, but a person of preeminence.  

So as a person he must be allowed to contradict us, surprise us.  And as a preeminent 

person his agenda is the correct one; his ways are best; he’s always right.  And now when 

I say he’s not predictable I don’t mean he’s unpredictable in the sense that he changes his 

mind or speaks out of both sides of his mouth.  He’s consistent, just transcendent.  So he 

is the perfect person. 

And many of you say, “YES!”  A personal Jesus is just what you want.  Now 

stick with me a little more.  Jesus has ascended to heaven and is not physically with us at 

the moment.  This presents a complication.  How do we relate to him now?  And if you 

said, “The Holy Spirit,” you’d be absolutely right.  Jesus gives a detailed treatment of this 

later on in John in chapters 14 and 16.  But how does the Holy Spirit speak to us, guide 

us, relate Christ to us?  Through the Scriptures. 

This analogy is not perfect, but suppose a fiancé has gone away on a long journey, 

promising to come back and marry a woman.  This is prior to cell phones and SKYPE.  

How does his wife-to-be, genuinely in love with him, still relate to him?  Well, it turns 

out that in his kind, understanding affection for her he has authorized a biography to be 

written of him and given to his betrothed, complete with letters and diary entries and stuff 

like that.  And this book has been completed and delivered to the woman.  Now, would 

she be best suited to read and re-read it in order to stay close to him, or should she go into 

her closet and try to channel his spirit?  What would make the most sense? 

I know there are lots of holes in that illustration, but here’s the thing: so many 

people think they have a deep personal relationship with Jesus, but give short shrift to the 

Scriptures.  Personal revelations and feelings and intuitions and impressions abound and 

sometimes it gets weird.  What I find remarkable is that Jesus himself was a man firmly 

rooted in the Scriptures.  When he goes into Jerusalem for his coronation with a crown of 
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thorns he isn’t saying, “I know this is crazy, but I got this feeling that I should do this;” 

no, he’s intentionally drawing on Zechariah from the OT.  And it says that the disciples 

only later realized “the things that had been written about him.”  If they had only 

understood, really tried to understand the intent of the things that had been written, they 

wouldn’t have tried to fit Jesus into their own scheme. 

Maybe you say you can’t believe in Jesus?  And I would respectfully just ask, 

“Have you really read the Bible and tried to understand it on its own terms or have you 

just accepted a caricature of it?”  Some of you may say you like Jesus but is it possible 

you just like your idea of Jesus?  I would challenge you to study the Scriptures and dig a 

little more into who they say this Jesus really is.  And many of you say you have a 

personal relationship with Jesus, but is it absolutely governed and informed by Scripture?  

Here’s how you know it’s not just an imaginary friend, a fantasy?  He regularly 

contradicts you.  And the clearest place that happens is in Scripture.  It’s easier to twist 

and distort and subconsciously manipulate subjective feelings.  Let’s really deal with the 

text, assuming it is an understandable correspondence and communication from an 

intelligible God – that it is possible for persons to convey meaning through language – 

and let’s let the Holy Spirit through Holy Scripture shape us, correct us, challenge us, 

encourage us, fill us with ever increasing wonder at Christ. 

 

Application 

 Don’t get me wrong: Scripture tells us that it’s not telling us everything.  But in 

those places it says to trust.  We often try to ascribe purpose to what God ordains when 

Scripture tells us we shouldn’t.  “How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond 

tracing out!”  Are you sure you have his purposes figured out?  Are you able to just trust 

him, that though things don’t make sense, he’s still totally good and completely powerful 

as he’s revealed himself to be? 

But God has told us so much in Scripture.  Do we listen and let it inform us, or do 

we confuse the self-generated voices in our head with his voice?  Remember: he’s not 

predictable; he’s a person, so if all you hear him saying is what you’d expect or what 

seems to resonate with you, be wary.  And be sure to test everything against Scripture. 

 

For those who are intrigued with Jesus they may think: 

Jesus just talked about peace and love, not judgment.  But actually he warned 

people: “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.  Rather, be 

afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (Mt. 10:28). 

Jesus was a great teacher, but to follow him doesn’t have to mean to believe that 

he’s the only way to God.  Well then you have to ignore him when he said, “I am the way 

and the truth and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me” (Jn. 14:6). 

 

For those who consider themselves one of his disciples they may think something like: 

I hear a lot of I feel led talk… 

I feel a release from God from my marriage. As I was praying over it I heard the 

word ‘Dead’.  My marriage is dead.  What?!  “What therefore God has joined together, 

let no man separate” (Mk. 10:9; NASB). 

I sense God’s calling me to find a new church; I need a change; He wants me to 

grow somewhere else.  Really?  Because I thought I heard him say: “Be devoted to one 
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another in brotherly love” (Rom. 12:10) and affirm the man who “keeps his oath even 

when it hurts” (Ps. 15:4).  But there are irreconcilable differences; the pain’s too deep.  

“Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one 

another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you” (Col. 3:13). 

I feel led to date this person even though she/he’s not a Christian.  It just seems 

like God’s in it.  Uh, that’s not Jesus leading you; it’s your heart… or other body parts.  

“Do not be yoked together with unbelievers” (2Cor. 6:14), it says. 

Mistakenly applying this idea, some Christians think – The world is full of the 

unrighteous; Jesus wants me and my family to be righteous and distinct and separate and 

uninvolved with all that evil.  God, through Paul says, “I have written you in my letter not 

to associate with sexually immoral people – not at all meaning the people of this world 

who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters.  In that case you would have 

to leave this world” (1Cor. 5:8-9).  That’s not what Jesus prayed for us in John 17:15.  

And elsewhere Paul humbly sums up what should be our attitude – “Christ Jesus came 

into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst” (1Tim. 1:15).  Jesus is clearly 

not leading a self-righteous, insulated club and you can’t keep up that kind of religiosity 

long if you really listen to the Scriptures. 

 

Those who are anti-Jesus will often say: 

Jesus really just wants to take away my freedom!  But in reality he says, “If you 

hold to my teaching…  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (Jn. 

8:31-32). 

 

It’s not that there’s a verse for everything.  That’s probably not a helpful way to 

illustrate it.  What I really want to encourage is a commitment to reasoning from 

Scripture, a systematic study of the whole of the Bible and what it has to say on matters 

and going there first, not to our assumptions or instincts or perceived unmediated 

communications from the Lord.  And when Scripture is presented to you, don’t say, 

“Interesting, I’ll pray about it.”  There’s nothing to pray about!  It’s better to say, “I’ll 

prayerfully examine the Scriptures to see what’s true and pray that God would give me a 

heart to submit to him.” 

A recent example of one way I’m prone to impose my agenda on the Lord is that I 

assumed I knew that God wanted someone to endure a hardship and in that to bring glory 

to God.  And Scripture talks this way.  But there are also many places in Scripture where 

we’re told to pray for healing and restoration.  I wasn’t willing to do that, because I knew 

what was best.  And someone said to me, “Nathan, why not pray for the miraculous 

intervention out of love and obedience and then let God decide how he wants to be 

glorified in the situation?  You’re telling God what he has to be up to.”  It’s just like the 

disciples and crowds who were just certain Jesus was coming to re-establish Israel as an 

autonomous state. 

“This is the way my life should go.”  “This is how I like to think of God.”  “This 

is what is true or right.”  We assume we know what he wants to do, but we haven’t really 

listened to him.  He’s not predictable; he’s a person.  Jesus knows best.  And his 

thoughts are not our thoughts, neither are our ways his ways.  As the heavens are higher 

than the earth, so are his ways higher than our ways and his thoughts than our thoughts 

(Is. 55:8-9).  The more you get to know him, the more you realize this is true. 
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And let’s not forget, that the primary purpose of Jesus is to be our gracious 

Savior, providing the necessary price for the forgiveness of our sin.  It’s easy to get tired 

of that message and try to co-opt him for other agendas.  But he will have no part in 

anything that does not have the cross at the center.  We will always need Jesus as our 

Savior.  But we don’t want to need Jesus to die for us.  We want to move beyond that 

need.  We would rather fight with him for some cause.  We want to do something for him 

instead of having him do something for us, something that we often times don’t even 

realize that we need.  Getting to know Jesus is to go deeper into the meaning of the cross. 

Jesus’ main purpose in the world is to be worshiped as a crucified Savior 

providing a solution to our sin problem, not to do tricks for you.  This is the center of the 

Scriptures, the main thrust.  Expect him to want to tell you things less about where you 

should work or who you should marry and more about the application of his death to your 

heart and the world.  That’s what he’s ultimately concerned about, not who’s in political 

office, but whether you’re recognizing him as your Savior, in all the infinite aspects and 

applications of that.  So be skeptical of those who talk a lot about hearing God’s voice, 

knowing Jesus personally, experiencing him and his power and make no or scant mention 

of sin, the cross, substitutionary atonement, imputed righteousness.  This is the biggest 

thing he did for us and wants to explain to us and wants us to be about.  That’s what Holy 

Week is all about. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
But our Lord is so patient!  On the night before his crucifixion, the night he would 

be abandoned by all his disciples who fled in fear and confusion when it became apparent 

that he was going to be squashed by the authorities, Jesus shared a meal with them 

picturing his body broken and his blood poured out for them.  He went to the cross for 

them – the dense, self-centered, disloyal, distracted disciples.  He was undeterred in his 

determination to die for them, to provide salvation for them.  Only coming back to the 

gospel, letting his death for our sins shock and surprise us over and over again, only this 

will produce in us a life oriented to his glory, not our agenda… 

 

Benediction 
“Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honour and glory 

for ever and ever.  Amen” (1Tim. 1:17; KJV). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 17, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying community 

that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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