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The story of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is told in all four of the gospels. 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke emphasize the point in the story where Jesus 
obtains a donkey on which to ride into Jerusalem. John’s emphasis is on the 
people present and the disciples’ ultimately understanding what was going 
on. So, let’s look at the events of this time as I try to paint a picture for you 

The first day of the week before Passover was always a big day. On this 
day, the sheep that would be sacrificed during Passover would be brought 
to Jerusalem to be inspected and then corralled to await the feast. They 
had to be inspected because only sheep without any blemish could be 
sacrificed. Sheep farming was a big business in this part of the country 
because of the Temple’s constant sacrifices, especially at Passover. So, on 
this day, when Jesus, the Lamb of God, is entering Jerusalem, there is also 
a massive parade of sheep coming. To give you an idea of the number of 
sheep involved, the historian, Josephus, recorded that there were as many 
as 250,000 sheep sacrificed at one Passover feast.
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The tradition that was followed also 
required that the sheep be quartered in 
families’ homes for the four days before 
the feast. The people were divided into 
predetermined family groups, and the poor 
and those without families were assigned 
to one of the groups. No one was allowed 
to be left out during this feast. So, we have 
Jesus coming into Jerusalem, and from 
what we can glean from the gospel stories, 
stayed with a family for these four days, 
very likely the family of Mark, the author of 
the second gospel.

The last thing to look at is the people who 
were present in Jerusalem during this time. 
According to historians, the population of 
Jerusalem was somewhere around 75,000 
– 100,000 people. It is estimated that in the 
whole of the Roman Empire, there were 3-4 
million Jews, around 2 million in Palestine, 
as well as those from outside of the empire 
who came for the feast, like the Ethiopian 
eunuch. The estimates are that during the 
Passover, Jerusalem’s population swelled 
to upwards of 1 – 2 million people. Where 
did they all stay? 

Jerusalem has three deep valleys around 
it. On the western side, there is the Hinnom 
valley, on the south is the Tyropoean valley, 
and then on the east is the Kidron valley. 
These would all become “campsites” 
for the pilgrims as well as the towns 
and villages around the city. The feast 
of Passover was also a time for political 
aspirations to be expressed. Since the time 
of the Maccabees, the Jews had longed 
to have their country free from outside 
domination and occupation. The enormous 
crowds gathered for the feast and the 
political aspirations being expressed all put 
the Romans on high alert. 

Jesus is coming to Jerusalem for this feast 
because he knows that his hour has come. 
Jesus was in Jericho, and from there, made 
the long climb up to Jerusalem along the 

Roman road, or highway. Along the way, 
he stops in Bethany, where his friends 
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus live. Then, 
he proceeds along the road, around the 
mountain, and it’s in Bethphage where he 
obtains a donkey on which to ride. Why a 
donkey? This is reminiscent of King David, 
who rode on a donkey when he returned 
to Jerusalem, and also it is in line with the 
words of the prophet Zechariah, “…your 
king is coming, seated upon a colt.” Jesus 
rides from Bethphage to the front of the 
Mount of Olives to make his descent into 
the city. As he makes his descent, John 
tells us that the people begin to wave palm 
branches and shout, “Hosanna.” What does 
this mean?

As we look back at the history of the 
Jews from the time of the Maccabees, 
the palm branch became a symbol of 
their aspirations for political and religious 
freedom. In documents, on coins, and in 
the Temple compound, the palm branch 
was visible, and everyone knew what it 
meant. This symbolism was not lost on 
the Romans. It was no secret to anyone. 
Jesus’ life and ministry had also become 
well known in Palestine. His teaching, 
the miracles he performed, even raising 
people from the dead all pointed to him as 
more than just a good teacher, and very 
possibly, this was God’s anointed, God’s 
messiah. Shouts of “hosanna” also greet 
Jesus. Hosanna is actually two Hebrew 
words that, when transliterated into Greek, 
become one word. The Hebrew words 
come from Ps. 118. “Hoshi” means “to save,” 
or in this case, it is the imperative, “save!” 
The “na” is a grammatical inclusion to 
express politeness. Therefore, the shout of 
“hosanna” means, “save us, please.” The 
people are asking, perhaps begging, for 
salvation. Combining this with waving palm 
branches turns Jesus’ ride into Jerusalem 
into a highly politically charged event. 
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We can be sure that the Roman troops 
stationed in Jerusalem did not miss this 
either.

What did the Jews think about when they 
considered the scriptures that spoke of 
God sending a deliverer? What was the 
Jewish concept for this person? There were 
two trains of thought which split the idea of 
“messiah” into two different people. On the 
one hand, they did consider the statements 
in Isaiah, which talked about a suffering 
servant; however, these were almost a 
minor consideration. They embraced the 
much more popular notion that the messiah 
would be a political figure who would 
bring about the “salvation” or “liberation” 
of the nation. The restoration of the 
kingdom meant that the glories of David 
and Solomon’s reigns would be restored 
to them. So, on this day, all of this comes 
together as this prophet from Nazareth 
makes his entry into Jerusalem, on this 
fourth day before the great feast. 

We have this picture of what was 
happening on this day, and now I’d like 
to turn our attention to what I feel is the 
crucial verse in this scripture. Verse 16 says, 
“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 these things had been 
done to him.” 

These people have formulated their 
idea of what “messiah” means for them. 
They were people of faith. They tried, for 
better or worse, to follow the commands 
and teachings in the Old Testament. I’m 
convinced that the few people of faith 
mentioned in the NEW are not the only 
ones. I believe that they were a part of 
a large number of people. Many of the 
people on this day, waving palm branches 
and shouting “hosanna,” were very sincere 
and full of the hope found in the scriptures. 
Only one thing was missing, and that is 
understanding. 

These people are not at all dissimilar 
to us. Just like them, we can have an 
understanding of scripture and of what we 
see God doing or beginning to do, and 
yet we miss it. How often do we come to 
God with our plans in mind and ask him to 
bless those plans and strengthen us for 
the task? But God has something a little 
different in mind, and when that happens, 
we are surprised, and later on, we see that 
God’s purpose was a little different than 
our plans. Among the elders on session, 
and also reflected in things that Pastor 
Robyn has shared recently, we have looked 
at a scripture from Isaiah 43, which says, 
“Forget the former things; do not dwell on 
the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now 
it springs up; do you not perceive it?” 

Just like the Jews of Jesus’ time, we can 
get so entrenched in what we think we 
know and understand that we lose sight 
of or cannot perceive something different 
might be about to happen, nor can we 
even comprehend something else. We see 
this in the political arena, both here in the 
US and in other countries. Two sides are 
so convinced that their pathway is the right 
way that they will not sit down and talk it 
through and possibly find an even better 
way. Everyone’s mind is closed.

I remember when I was in the Air Force. 
Several events had happened that I knew 
to be correct and good, but I couldn’t 
put them all together to make sense of it. 
One night, as I was reading the scriptures, 
specifically in Amos 9:11-12, God spoke to 
me. It was then that I realized that these 
things had all happened because God 
was calling me to the mission field in 
Palestine. Out of all of this, I was convinced 
that this would lead to a ministry of some 
sort among Jewish people. That was the 
course on which I based my life. After 
I was married and both of my children 
were born, it was time for me to leave 
my job and go back to college. I enrolled 
in a bible college, and during my third 
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year, I was required to do an internship. 
Fortunately, I was able to find two different 
places in which to work. One was in Jaffa, 
with a ministry among Jewish people, and 
the other one, with whom I would spend 
the bulk of my time, was with a couple in 
Bethlehem, David, and Willow Teeter. My 
time in both places was excellent; however, 
when I got to Bethlehem, it seemed so 
much like I had come home and fit in. A little 
over a year later, my family and I moved to 
Bethlehem. After we were there a while, 
I was praying once again and returned to 
that first scripture in Amos, and I remember 
saying to God, “I love it here. I know this 
is where you want us to be, but I don’t 
understand how this fits that scripture you 
gave to me.” Then, God opened my eyes 
to the quotation of that scripture in Acts 15, 
and then I saw that I had misunderstood it 
all along. Thankfully, I was open enough to 
follow as God lead me, but I had missed the 
meaning. 

Looking back exactly eight years ago, I 
came to another time of realizing that God 
was possibly leading me into something 
new. By this time, I had grown a little, and 
instead of jumping to a conclusion, I just 
waited. In August of that year, I received 
word that I was being laid off from my job 
as a mortgage underwriter. I gathered up 
my things, and as I drove out of the parking 
lot, I said, “Okay, God, what’s the next 
adventure?” By November, I was living out 
here, in Tacoma.

My point with this is that we need always 
to stay open to what God is doing. Don’t let 
anything keep us trapped in what we think 
is happening or what we want to happen. 
The Jews in Jesus’ day thought that they 
knew exactly what to expect when the 
messiah finally appeared, but throughout his 
lifetime, Jesus constantly tore down those 
expectations. As time went on, and he didn’t 

perform as they were anticipating, we come 
to the Passover feast and not only do the 
crowds, including his own disciples, turn 
against him, but he is crucified and thrown 
into a borrowed tomb. 

On the third day, God fully reveals what he 
has been up to all along. He raised Jesus 
from the dead. Over time, one by one, his 
disciples see him and realize something 
more significant than they ever thought 
or imagined was happening, and then we 
read John 12:16, “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 these 
things had been done to him.” 

In Proverbs 19, we read, “Many are the 
plans in a person’s heart, but it is the 
Lord’s purpose that prevails.” And again, 
in Proverbs 29, “Where there is no vision, 
people cast off restraint; but blessed is the 
one who heeds wisdom’s instruction.” Like 
the Jews, we hear things so often, and our 
teachers keep teaching us the same lessons 
that we can’t see anything other than those 
things. In a sense, we become blinded to 
anything other than what we perceive to be 
the truth or the right way to go, and so, we 
formulate our plans. I remember in session, 
as we started to look at church growth and 
how to expand ministry, we were challenged 
to not focus on more seats in the pews; 
instead, we were challenged to be creative 
and inventive. We were told to be willing to 
try new things and to be willing to fail.

One of my professors in college used to 
pastor a relatively large church in Killeen, 
TX. He came to a place of frustration 
because all of his plans were coming to 
naught. As he said, he felt stuck. So, one 
night, he was in the church, alone, and 
praying, and said to God, “I give up.” That 
was when he felt God speaking to him. He 
said God told him that if he was faithful,  
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God would do some new things, but he would have to be willing to take the blame. Not 
everyone will like it when we start to move into new areas as God leads us, but we have to 
remain faithful and continue to follow the vision of what He wants us to do. Just like Jesus, we 
can’t be pulled into, or swayed by, the opinions and desires of those around us. As Proverbs 
tells, we can have many plans and good ideas, but in the end, only God’s purpose will prevail. 
To achieve that, we need to have open hearts and open minds that will be ready to see the 
vision, the revelation, that God gives us, then we need only to follow through, just as Jesus 
did, and let God bring it to fulfillment. I remember a chorus that we used to sing when I was in 
college, which is based upon these verses in Proverbs and Isaiah, and it says:

Lift your vision high,

We’re in a way, we’ve never been before,

Lift your vision higher,

And you will see the glory of the Lord.

Amen.


