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 The Gift of Hindsight 
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April 9, 2017 
Palm Sunday 

 
 

 
 

12 The next day the great crowd that had come to the festival heard that Jesus was coming 
to Jerusalem. 13 So they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, shouting, 

“Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord— 
    the King of Israel!” 
14 Jesus found a young donkey and sat on it; as it is written: 
15  “Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion. 

  Look, your king is coming, 
       sitting on a donkey’s colt!” 
16 His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified, then 
they remembered that these things had been written of him and had been done to him. 
17 So the crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and 
raised him from the dead continued to testify. 18 It was also because they heard that he 
had performed this sign that the crowd went to meet him. 19 The Pharisees then said to 
one another, “You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!” (NRSV) 
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Opening the Word 
  

 See: (verb) 1) perceive with the eyes; discern visually. Ex: "In the distance she 
    could see the blue sea." 

   2) discern or deduce mentally after reflection or from information; 
    understand. "I can't see any other way to treat it."2 

 

They say “seeing is believing.” But seeing isn’t always understanding. We may see 
something happen and think we completely understand what we just saw, but only have 
part of the story. We can see something (meaning we saw it happen with our own eyes) 
and still not “see” something (meaning we understand what we have seen).  

                                                 
1 https://www.askideas.com/60-beautiful-palm-sunday-greeting-pictures-and-images/ 
2 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/see 
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A crowd might witness the same scene unfold before them and offer ten different 
versions of what they saw--and still a hundred different understandings of what it meant. 
How we understand what we’ve seen depends on where we’re standing, our expectations, 
our backgrounds, our past experience . . . and on and on.  

In John’s account of Jesus’ Triumphal entry into Jerusalem, the cheering people all 
see the same thing with their eyes, but don’t share an understanding of what they are 
seeing. Their expectations and hopes, backgrounds and experiences, sinfulness and fears 
shape how they understand what Jesus was doing that day. Even the disciples don’t 
understand the fullness of Jesus’ actions, John tells us, until after the cross and 
resurrection, when they look back and “see” (understand) for the first time what they had 
already “seen” (with their eyes) that first Palm Sunday. 
  

Studying God’s Word 
 What’s been happening:  
Since chapter nine, the crowds around Jesus have been growing in size and excitement, 

much to the religious leadership’s anxiety. The crowds grow even larger after Jesus raises 
Lazarus from the dead (11:1-44). Then the high priest Caiaphas prophesies that Jesus will 
die for the nation and “gather into one the dispersed children of God” (11:52). At this 
news, the authorities begin privately planning to put Jesus to death (11:53). Publicly, they 
order anyone who knows where Jesus is to “let them know so that they might arrest him” 
(11:57).  
 But the crowds around Jesus are too swept up in his teaching and signs to heed the 
authorities’ warnings. After Jesus raises Lazarus, John tells us, “many of the Jews were 
deserting and were believing in Jesus” (12:11-12). Panicked, the authorities plan to kill 
Lazarus, too (v.10). Now they are not just targeting Jesus, but the person he raised from 
the dead: “They will seek to destroy not only the giver of life but also the one who is a 
living witness to him.”3 The more threatened the authorities are by the Light of the World, 
the more willing they are to commit violence—a frightening reality.  
 

 The First Palm Sunday: 
Six days before the Passover, Mary, sister of Lazarus, anoints Jesus’ feet at the family 

home in Bethany (12:1-8). The next day, a Sunday, Jesus travels from Bethany to 
Jerusalem (about two miles) in preparation for the Passover, which will also include his 
suffering. The crowd that had gathered in Bethany trails him faithfully, hailing him as a 
miracle worker. The crowd gathered in Jerusalem for Passover, leaves the city walls to 
greet him, hailing him as a national, political hero, a king. Both crowds have extremely 
clear expectations of Jesus based on their own desires and agendas. 

As the two crowds meet, people cut palm branches to wave along Jesus’ route into the 
city. Unlike the other Gospels, John specifies that the branches were palms, which 
symbolized “national triumph and victory.”4  They also shout the words of Psalm 118:25-
26, a royal psalm celebrating a king returning to the temple after a battle victory: 
                                                 
3 Lesslie Newbigin. The Light Has Come: An Exposition of the Fourth Gospel. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1982. 153. 
4  O’Day. 707. 
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“Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.” The NRSV translation 
of Psalm 118:25 reads, “Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! O Lord, we beseech you, give 
us success!”  

 While this psalm is quoted in the other Gospels, too, John’s crowd adds the words, 
“the King of Israel.” This addition underscores their expectation that Jesus will be a 
political king who frees Israel from Rome’s grip.  Their agenda centers on reestablishing 
Israel’s national independence and success.  

But Jesus resists their expectations. In a silent “corrective to the crowd’s 
misunderstanding of the nature of Jesus’ kingship,”5 he finds a young donkey to ride into 
the city. To explain, John looks to Zechariah 9:9: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout 
aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is 
he, humble and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey” (italics added). John 
borrows from that verse saying, “Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion. Look, your king is 
coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!” (v.15) 

 

6 
 

Just as Jesus entered the world in a humble Bethlehem stable, he now enters Jerusalem 
not on a war steed or in a chariot, but on the back of a young donkey.7 He is showing the 
crowd that he is not the king they expect or demand. But few have eyes to see. 

In fact, it is only in hindsight, after Jesus’ death and resurrection, that the disciples 
understand the powerful symbolism of this moment (v.16). Jesus’ humble entrance to 
Jerusalem points to how he would humble himself to death on the cross (Phil. 2:8). From 
the vantage point of the empty cross and empty tomb, with the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, Jesus’ fulfillment of Zechariah’s words becomes clear.8  

The closing verses of the passage focus on the crowd and the authorities. The crowd 
from Bethany continues to testify to Jesus’ miracle-working, which also spurs the 
Jerusalem crowd (v.17-18). Both crowds see Jesus as the One, but each has different 
experiences and expectations of him. Both are off the mark. 

As the crowds feed off each other, the authorities grow even more anxious to get rid of 
Jesus. The Pharisees grumble among themselves, “You see, you can do nothing. Look, the 
world has gone after him!” (v.19). Their sense of helplessness only heightens their fears. 

                                                 
5  O’Day. 707. 
6 http://simply-chateau.blogspot.com/2010/09/crown-of-thorns.html; https://www.smp.org/resourcecenter/resource/1700/ 
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And frightened people in powerful positions tend to take desperate measures.  
 

Making Connections 
 

 Blinded by the Hype 
The people of God had been anticipating the Messiah for a long time. They’ve been 
looking and waiting for the One who would come in the name of the Lord to save 
them, redeem them, and make things right. No wonder they’re excited! They want 
the One sent by God to hurry up and be the “King of Israel”  (v.13).   

But Jesus has come for the whole world (John 3:16-17). As he rides into 
Jerusalem, he shows the people that his kingship is different from what they expect. 
Yet like humans often do, the crowds have gotten carried away with their own 
excitement and expectations. When we’re caught up in anticipation, distracted by 
our expectations, we don’t see (understand) what we’re seeing with our eyes. 

When have I gotten caught up in excitement and expectations? How has that 
been a good thing and how has it not? What makes the difference between it being a 
good thing and not? 

 
 The Gift of Hindsight 

John explains that the disciples don’t fully understand what is going on 
during Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem. On that first Palm Sunday, they believe that 
Jesus is the One. They just don’t know exactly what that means yet. The kind of 
king Jesus is will not become clearer until the cross and resurrection (v.16). The 
days between the Palm Sunday parade and the Easter “parade” will show them--and 
us—the truth of Jesus’ kingship.    
 Hindsight is a gift. We need time to look back, reflect on where we’ve been 
and what God has been up to. That’s how we learn from our mistakes, too. We look 
back, realize where we were wrong or just not seeing the big picture. Hindsight 
allows us to regroup and reframe according to what God has taught us. 

How has hindsight helped me learn and grow? Where do I need to look back 
and reflect in my life now? How can I help myself do this vital work? 

 

 
The most fertile source of insight is hindsight.  
             ~Morris Kline9 

                                                 
9 http://www.picturequotes.com/hindsight-quotes. 


