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Jesus plans a highly visible entrance 
rich with symbolism.

T H E W EEK T H AT CH A NGED T H E WOR LD
For Christians, the week before Easter is called Holy Week. On Palm 
Sunday (or the Sunday of the Passion) many congregations distribute 
palm leaf strips or branches for parishioners to wave during a 
procession of the congregation into the nave. Some employ lengthy 
Gospel readings from the center aisle. Maundy Thursday brings a 
special observance of Holy Communion, perhaps as a part of a Seder 
meal, followed in some places by the stripping of the altar. Good 
Friday services frequently employ a form of Tenebrae, the “service of 
darkness,” which recalls the darkness that descended on the cross 
from the sixth to the ninth hour. The week culminates in the joy and 
pageantry of Easter, a high day that draws people to church who may 
not participate otherwise during the year.

All of it underlines the importance of the “week that changed the 
world.” Jesus entered Jerusalem to complete the mission His Father 
gave Him to “save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). His humble 
but triumphal entry into Jerusalem brings us to the climax of this 
“greatest story ever told.” Matthew describes it in detail, devoting 
nearly 30 percent of his narrative (8 chapters out of 28) to the 
events of this singular week. In this chapter we join the throng that 
accompanies the rightful king into the city where He will face His 
enemies. We have come to the final portion of the road to the cross.

Matthew
T h e  k i n G  o n  a  d o n k e y
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T H E K I NG ON A D ON K EY 
Matthew 21:1–11
Jesus and His disciples travel from Jericho 
up to Jerusalem, a 17-mile journey that gains 
3,000 feet in elevation. Coming to the village 
of Bethphage (“House of Figs”) just east of 
Jerusalem, He commands two of His disciples, 
“Go into the village in front of you, and 
immediately you will find a donkey tied, and a 
colt with her. Untie them and bring them to me” 
(v. 2). The time of silence and secrecy is over. 
The king is coming!

Jesus plans a highly visible entrance rich with 
symbolism. His use of a donkey as His mount, 
Matthew explains, is a public proclamation of 
His kingship, a fulfillment of Old Testament 
prophecy: “This took place to fulfill what was 
spoken by the prophet . . . ‘Say to the daughter 
of Zion, Behold, your king is coming to you, 
humble, and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, 
the foal of a beast of burden’” (vv. 4–5). The 
citation actually combines two prophecies, 
Isaiah 62:11 (“Say to the daughter of Zion”) and 
Zechariah 9:9 (“Behold, your king is coming to 
you . . . humble and mounted on a donkey”). 
The quote from Zechariah omits a significant 
line (“righteous and having salvation is he”) in 
order to stress Jesus’ humble and peaceable 
approach. In riding a donkey rather than a 
warhorse, Jesus is telling the people, “I am 
your Messiah, but I do not come with political or 
military ambitions.”

All four evangelists tell the story, but only 
Matthew notes that the disciples brought Him 
two animals, not one. The disciples “brought 
the donkey and the colt, and put on them their 
cloaks, and he sat on them” (Matt. 21:7). In 
an almost humorous way, Matthew wants the 
reader to know that the prophecy of Zechariah 

(“on a donkey, on a colt”) has been fulfilled, 
even though it is clear that the prophet, 
employing poetic parallelism, was speaking of 
only one animal! It is simply common sense 
that Jesus would not ride two animals at once! 
“Them” at the end of v. 7 likely refers not to the 
animals, but to the “cloaks” on which He sat.

Jesus clearly announces Himself as king, 
and the crowds boisterously acknowledge 
Him, shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David! 
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 
Lord! Hosanna in the highest!” (v. 9). “Hosanna” 
translates a Hebrew expression meaning “save 
now,” but by that time it had become a joyous 
shout of praise, here addressed to Jesus as 
Messiah (“Son of David” occurs seven times 
in Matthew). The second line (“Blessed is he 
who comes”) is a quote from Psalm 118:26. He 
deserves a royal welcome, not only from people, 
but from the angelic host (“in the highest”). 
Jesus will later quote this same psalm in His 
debate with the religious leaders (Matt. 21:42).

One question often asked is how the crowds, so 
adoring here, could turn on Jesus and call for His 
crucifixion just days later. But the two “crowds” 
are comprised of different people. In vv. 10–11 
there is a clear distinction between the “crowds 
that went before him and that followed him” and 
the residents of Jerusalem who asked, “Who is 
this?” These crowds are pilgrims arriving with 
Him from Jericho (20:29) and probably some 
all the way from Galilee. They have seen His 
miracles and heard His preaching, and they 
identify Him to the curious city dwellers as “the 
prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee.” The 
“crowd” that chose Barabbas and called for 
Jesus’ crucifixion on Friday (27:15–23) is not 
comprised of His followers, but rather those 
curious and skeptical city dwellers.
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CLE A NSI NG T H E T E MPLE 
Matthew 21:12–17
The first place Jesus goes is the temple. All 
four Gospels record a “cleansing” there, but its 
placement in the flow of the story differs. In John, 
the temple cleansing happens near the beginning 
of His ministry (John 2:13–22), whereas the 
Synoptics record it here in the final week before 
His crucifixion (see Mark 11:11, 15–19; Luke 
19:45–46). Carson and others make the case that 
this significant difference indicates two separate 
“cleansings.” It must also be observed, however, 
that the evangelists sometimes arranged their 
material not to construct an accurate chronology, 
but to highlight themes they desired to stress. In 
either case, there was a dramatic confrontation 
between Jesus and the temple authorities!

Why was a “cleansing” necessary? The temple 
in Jerusalem consisted of an inner sanctuary, 
entered only by the priests, surrounded by a 
series of four courtyards. In descending order 
they were the courts of the priests, Israelite men, 
Israelite women, and Gentiles. In that outermost 
court of the Gentiles the temple authorities had 
arranged booths (called the Bazaars of Annas) to 
provide worshippers with animals that met the 
standards established for sacrifice. Other booths 
provided a place for worshippers who had foreign 
currency (often stamped with pagan symbols) to 
exchange it for coins used to pay the half-shekel 
temple tax (see Matt. 17:24).

Making such provision was a necessary service, 
especially for foreigners, but did such exchanges 
need to happen within the courtyard itself, 
which was part of the “temple” proper? What 
was worse, those booths became places where 
the authorities and merchants took advantage 
of people and charged exorbitant rates. Jesus 
strode in boldly and “drove out all who sold and 
bought in the temple, and he overturned the 
tables of the money-changers and the seats of 

those who sold pigeons” (21:12). John alone 
adds the detail that Jesus made a “whip of 
cords” to aid Him in the task.

As Jesus drives them out, He pronounces a 
righteous judgment on their activity: “It is written, 
‘My house shall be called a house of prayer’ 
but you make it a den of robbers” (v. 13). He is 
quoting two prophecies, Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 
7:11, and in the process He’s asserting His 
authority over all that happened there. Filson 
wonders if He was consciously recalling Malachi 
3:1–2: “The Lord whom you seek will suddenly 
come to his temple . . . but who can endure the 
day of his coming?”

With the temple cleansed, Jesus sets about 
His ministry work: “The blind and the lame 
came to him in the temple and he healed them” 
(Matt. 21:14). The oral tradition of the Jews 
forbade blind and lame people from entering the 
temple courts and offering sacrifices, but Jesus 
welcomes them. Even little children catch the 
excitement and sing their own sweet hosannas 
to “the Son of David” (v. 15). God has revealed 
the truth to “little children” (11:25), while the 
supposedly “wise and understanding” chief 
priests and scribes fume! “Do you hear what 
these [children] are saying?” They complain; and 
once again Jesus chides them with Scripture 
(Ps. 8:2): “Yes; have you never read, ‘Out of the 
mouths of infants and nursing babies you have 
prepared praise’?” (Matt. 21:16). It prompts us 
to ask ourselves, “What is my own reaction to 
children in church?” “How interested am I in their 
little songs and questions?”

It had been an astonishing day, replete with 
“wonderful things” (v. 15). Since Jerusalem was 
crowded with Passover pilgrims, Jesus spent that 
night at Bethany (v. 17), probably at the home of 
His friends Mary, Martha, and Lazarus.
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CU R SI NG T H E FIG T R EE 
Matthew 21:18–22
The next morning, “as he was returning to the city, he became hungry” (v. 18). He spied 
a fig tree and sought its fruit, but found “only leaves. And he said to it, ‘May no fruit ever 
come from you again!’” (v. 19). The fig tree, Matthew says, “withered at once” (v. 19), an 
occurrence that left the disciples amazed: “How did the fig tree wither at once?” (v. 20). In 
Mark’s telling, the cursing of the tree took place on one day and the withering on the next 
(see Mark 11:12–14, 20ff.), with the temple cleansing in between. Matthew telescopes these 
events into a single day.

What prompted Jesus to do this? Readers have puzzled over this story, for this miracle 
seems borne of impatience or frustration rather than out of a compassion that sought to help 
or rescue anyone. A few writers criticize Jesus for expecting fruit from a tree months too 
early. Mark’s version of the story, in fact, reminds the reader that this was not the season for 
mature fruit (Mark 11:13). Passover happened in late spring, and figs did not get fully ripe 
until late summer. Carson notes, however, that Jesus might have expected green figs this 
early, and that they were edible, though not yet sweet. This tree in leaf advertised, but did 
not deliver!

Was the incident intended as a lesson? The placement of this story between the cleansing 
of the temple and the questioning of His authority by the religious leaders seems to point to 
the cursing of the tree as an enacted parable about “fruitless Jerusalem,” which advertised 
religiosity but did not deliver the fruit of genuine faith and obedience (cf. John’s warning in 
Matt. 3:10). In Luke 13:6–9, Jesus tells a parable about a barren fig tree that makes this 
very point—there the barren tree is threatened with destruction by its owner. Jerusalem 
itself would be “cut down” by the Romans in AD 70. Once again we must reflect: “How much 
of our religion today is show, and how much is genuine fruit?”

Jesus turns the disciples’ astonished question into a lesson on faith: “If you have faith and 
do not doubt . . . even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ 
it will happen. And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith” (Matt. 
21:21–22). What “mountains” do we face that need moving so that we may live obediently 
and joyfully in God’s kingdom?

Once again we must reflect: “How much of our religion 
today is show, and how much is genuine fruit?”
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“BY W H AT AU T HOR I T Y ?” 
Matthew 21:23–27
Jesus proceeds once more to the temple and begins 
teaching. Fresh with the memory of Jesus’ dramatic 
actions the day before (cleansing the temple and 
healing those blind and lame), the authorities 
confront Him with a challenge: “By what authority 
are you doing these things, and who gave you this 
authority?” (v. 23). We might say, “Who do you think 
you are?” Jesus’ reply is masterful. He responds 
to their question with a question of His own, a 
common procedure in rabbinic debate. If they would 
answer His, He would answer theirs. “The baptism 
of John, from where did it come? From heaven or 
from man?” (v. 25). His question is not simply a 
clever ploy. The profound point He makes is that 
His ministry and John’s are intimately connected. 
If they know the answer about John, they will have 
their answer about Jesus, whom John proclaimed.

They squirm as they ponder a response. If they 
acknowledge that John’s ministry and baptism 
were authorized by God, they will be revealed as 
unbelievers. If they deny it as a human invention, 
they will be out of favor with the crowds. They 
share King Herod’s fear of public opinion (see 
14:5)! So they say, “We do not know” (21:27). The 
religious leaders prove their incompetence to judge 
and reveal their unbelief. They cannot see what the 
crowds see clearly: John and Jesus have both come 
from God.

PA R A B LES AG A I NST H IS OPP ON EN TS 
Matthew 21:28–46
With His opponents on their heels, Jesus presses 
the issue. He tells them three parables (Matthew is 
fond of groupings of three), all of which indict the 
religious authorities for rejecting God’s spokesmen. 
The first and second each end with a question the 
leaders must answer.

The first parable (unique to Matthew) describes 
a father directing his two sons to work in his 
vineyard. The boys’ responses are diametrically 

opposed. The first answers, “I will not,” but 
afterward “he changed his mind and went” (v. 29). 
The second politely agrees, “I go, sir,” but he does 
not go (v. 30). Now Jesus faces the authorities 
with His question, “Which of the two did the will of 
his father?” (v. 31). This time, they answer, for it 
appears simple enough: “The first” (v. 31). Actions 
speak louder than words!

We need not guess about the meaning of the 
parable, for Jesus Himself supplies it. The 
impudent, defiant son represents “the tax collectors 
and the prostitutes” who initially say no to God 
but later respond by repenting and believing John 
the Baptist. The outwardly polite but ultimately 
disobedient son represents the religious leaders 
themselves. Seven times in three verses Jesus 
addresses them directly with the word “YOU,” 
identifying them as the son who is all talk and no 
action. Once again John the Baptist is the focal 
point of His accusation. Jesus says, in effect, “Just 
see how you responded to him.” You look polite and 
pious, but you refuse to repent and believe John’s 
message about God’s kingdom.

The shock value of the contrast between religious 
leaders and “tax collectors and prostitutes” is lost 
on us who are so used to hearing these parables. In 
our day, Jesus would shock us similarly if He said: 
“The terrorists and child molesters will go into the 
kingdom of God before you pastors and Sunday 
school teachers.” That would get our attention!

A second parable is recorded by all three Synoptics. 
As in the first parable, this takes place in a 
vineyard. It is a summary history of the nation 
of Israel and its response to God. The details of 
the story Jesus tells of the master who “planted 
a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a 
winepress in it and built a tower” (v. 33) recall the 
picture Isaiah uses in Isaiah 5:1–3. Jesus’ parable 
adds “tenants” who were expected to work the 
vineyard and submit the “fruit” to the master (v. 34). 
But those tenants grew rebellious, responding to 
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the master’s “servants” with violence and murder. The rebellion culminates in the murder 
of the master’s own son: They “threw him out of the vineyard and killed him” (v. 39).

God is the vineyard master. The tenants are the people of Israel and especially their 
religious leaders (the “chief priests and elders” in v. 23), and the “servants” are the long 
line of prophets often abused and even murdered by the impenitent Israelites (see, for 
example, 1 Kings 18:4, 13; Jer. 26:20–23; 2 Chron. 24:20–22). Jesus Himself is the son 
who is about to be thrown out of the vineyard and killed. Once more, Jesus faces His 
opponents with a question: “What will [the owner of the vineyard] do to those tenants?” 
(Matt. 21:40). The religious leaders unwittingly pronounce their own doom: “He will put 
those wretches to a miserable death and let out the vineyard to other tenants who will give 
him the fruits” (v. 41).

Once more Jesus asks, “Have you never read?” (v. 42, cf. 19:4, 21:16), then cites Psalm 
118:22–23: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was 
the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes” (v. 42). The stone symbolism became 
important in the early church (Acts 4:11; Rom. 9:32–33; 1 Peter 2:6–8; 1 Cor. 1:23) to 
help Christians understand why Jesus, so crucial in God’s design, was rejected by so 
many of His own people. The “capstone” was the final stone installed on roof parapets and 
walls and signaled the completion of a building. Jesus Himself “caps” what God has been 
building. Psalm 118 was originally written about David. Builders like David’s family and 
even Samuel overlooked (“rejected”) David, but God chose him and made him a key to the 
kingdom. It is happening again to Jesus, the Son of David.

His enemies now see all too clearly that Jesus is “speaking about them” (Matt. 21:45). 
This “stone” (Jesus) will accomplish a second purpose as well. He will also be the agent 
of God’s judgment on those who reject Him. The authority of these religious leaders will be 
“broken to pieces” and the kingdom of God will be taken away from them “and given to a 
people producing . . . fruits” (vv. 43–44). There is a new people of God being formed. Even 
Gentiles will be part of it.

The chapter ends in tragic irony. Instead of taking to heart His warning, the religious 
leaders seek a way to arrest Jesus (v. 46), thus triggering the very situation He just 
described. In seeking to avoid what the passage has foretold, they hurry to fulfill it!
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PE R SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Lord Jesus, be my teacher! Let me sit at Your feet today and bring You all those things that puzzle 
and perplex me. Speak to my heart and rule my life. For Your name’s sake I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. Why did Jesus enter Jerusalem on a donkey?

2. Share the possible lessons to be drawn from His cursing of the fig tree.

Matthew 22:1–14
3. Identify some parallels between this parable and the preceding one about the vineyard and its tenants 

(21:33–39).

4. What’s surprising about the response of those originally invited (22:4–6)?

5. What do you think it means to be in the king’s presence without proper attire? Why is this ill-clad guest 
banished (vv. 11–13)?

Matthew 22:15–22
6. What’s the purpose of the three questions the Pharisees and Sadducees ask Jesus (vv. 15, 35)?
7. What would the consequences have been had Jesus simply said, “Pay the taxes”? If He had said, “Don’t pay 

the taxes”?

8. In your life, what belongs “to Caesar”? “To God”? How well are you meeting your obligations?

Matthew 22:23–33
9. Have you ever pondered whether husbands and wives will be married in heaven? Whether or not we will 

know each other there?

10. Why is the question about marriage in heaven strange coming from the Sadducees (see v. 23)?

11. The background of their question is the practice of “Levirate marriage.” What do you learn about this 
practice in Deuteronomy 25:5–10? What was the original purpose for it?
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Matthew 22:34–40
12. In response to the question about “the great commandment in the Law,” what is Jesus’ reply? What further 

light is shed on this by John 13:34–35?

13. Which is a greater challenge for you—to love God or to love other people?

Matthew 22:41–46
14. Jesus turns the tables on His opponents by asking them a question. What, specifically, does He ask them in 

v. 42?

15. In the quote from Psalm 110:1, who is meant by “the Lord”? “my Lord”?

16. What’s the difference between David’s “son” and David’s “Lord”? Are the two terms mutually exclusive?

17. What, for you personally, is the most puzzling thing about the identity of Jesus? The most wondrous thing?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 22:21 “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”
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