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As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent 

two disciples, 2 saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a 

donkey tied there, with her colt by her.  Untie them and bring them to me.  3 If anyone says 

anything to you, say that the Lord needs them, and he will send them right away.”  
4 This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet:  

5 “Say to Daughter Zion,  

‘See, your king comes to you,  

gentle and riding on a donkey,  

and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’” 

6 The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them.  7 They brought the donkey 

and the colt and placed their cloaks on them for Jesus to sit on.  8 A very large crowd spread 

their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the 

road.  9 The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted,  

“Hosanna to the Son of David!”  

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” 

“Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  

10 When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?”  
11 The crowds answered, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.” 

 

 

Grace, mercy, and peace be yours, through Jesus Christ our humble King. 

 

In early September of 31 BC, a young Roman man named Octavian led a fleet of 

warships to victory in a naval battle that would shape the course of history for the next six 

hundred years.  After defeating Marc Antony and Cleopatra in the now world renowned Battle of 

Actium, Octavian returned to Rome where he was greeted with a custom known as the Roman 

Triumph.  He entered the city in victorious fashion.  As the procession made its way down the 

Via Sacra, the Sacred Way, He rode an impressive chariot pulled by four, massive war horses.  

He wore a crown of laurels, a purple robe, and a tunic embroidered with palm branches.  His face 

was covered with war paint in veneration of Mars, the Roman god of war.  As the citizens lining 

the streets cried out “Io triumphe!” (Hail the triumphant one!) they filled the roadway in front of 

him with rose petals and other flowers.  It was the height of glory, pomp, and exultation.  That 

victory and triumph solidified Octavian’s rule and eventually led to his being named Caesar 

Augustus, first Roman Emperor, ruler of the world. 

Does anything about that sound a bit familiar?  Sixty-some years later, a somewhat 

similar event was unfolding in the Roman province of Judea, an event we celebrate today as 

Palm Sunday.  There are some striking similarities between Octavian’s triumph and Jesus’ 



triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  We read in Matthew’s account how large crowds had gathered 

for Jesus as well.  And they too cried out, “Hail, to the triumphant one,” “Hosanna, to the Son of 

David, the King of Israel, Hosanna in the Highest.”  Even palm branches, like those richly 

depicted on Octavian’s tunic, were hewn from trees and scattered before Jesus as He made His 

way into the city.  And just as Octavian wore a gown of purple, we adorn our altar with purple 

during the season of Lent in celebration of the victory of our King. 

But as striking as the similarities are between Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and your 

average Roman Triumph, perhaps even more remarkable and certainly more important, are the 

differences.  From the start, one of the most notable differences is that when Jesus was drawing 

near to Jerusalem, He didn’t send for a gilded chariot pulled by mighty horses to lead Him into 

the city, instead He sent two of His disciples into the small village of Bethphage where he told 

them they would find a donkey and her colt.  They went and found them and brought them to 

Jesus just as He had commanded them.  And so, it was on that little donkey that Jesus made His 

entrance into the city of David.  Matthew tells us why Jesus chose to do that.  He said, This took 

place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: “Say to the Daughter of Zion, ‘See, 

your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’” 

While that little donkey had a part to play in the fulfillment of that prophecy, it didn’t 

completely fulfill it.  Those words of Zechariah would continue to see their realization 

throughout the events of the coming week, and those words of Zechariah are still being fulfilled 

even today.  You see, the donkey was not the main point of that prophecy.  No, the focus of 

Zechariah’s prophecy is on the gentle, lowly, humble manner in which Jesus, our righteous King, 

would achieve and display His victory.  We get a taste of that humility when He enters the city 

on a lowly donkey instead of a great horse, but we get a much greater taste of it on Maundy 

Thursday and Good Friday. 

Another difference between Jesus and Octavian is that when Octavian rode victorious 

into Rome in 31 BC, his battle had already been fought and won; his enemy was defeated.  When 

Jesus rode into Jerusalem, He was already victorious, but the battle hadn’t ended yet.  The final 

blow had not been struck.  And unlike other battles, Jesus’ victory would not come through 

superior strength or numbers, but through humility and disgrace. 

Jesus was not coming to liberate the Israelites from the Roman Empire as so many of the 

Jews seemed to think.  He had arrived in Jerusalem to set them and all people, including you and 

me, free from the rule of Satan, and to release us from our captivity to sin and to death.  Jesus 

had become like us in every way except for one, He had not sinned.  Jesus had defeated Satan at 

every turn, overcoming every temptation, obeying every one of God’s commands, and living a 

perfectly righteous life as our substitute, but now the time had come for His final blow against 

Satan, The hour had come for the Son of Man to be glorified.  Jesus, our King, who had lived 

a perfect life in our place, had now come to Jerusalem to die a sinner’s death in our place.   

Jesus would secure His victory by becoming the victim; He would demonstrate His 

strength by humbly enduring the disgrace of our sins.  Like Octavian, Jesus would wear a purple 

robe, but not as He entered into Jerusalem while the people shouted out sincere Hosannas, 

hailing him as their King.  The Gospel of Mark tells us it was later that week after He had been 

sentenced to death.  The soldiers led Jesus away into the palace and called together the 

whole company of soldiers.  They put a purple robe on Him, then (in place of the crown of 

laurels) twisted together a crown of thorns and set it on Him.   And they began to call out to 

Him, “Hail, king of the Jews!”  Again and again they struck Him on the head with a staff 

and spit on Him (Octavian’s face had been painted red with war paint, Jesus’ face was painted 



red with His own blood).  Falling on their knees, they paid homage to him.  And when they 

had finished mocking, they took off the purple robe and put His own clothes on Him.  Then 

they led Him out to crucify Him not along the Via Sacra strewn with rose petals and pleasant 

smelling flowers, but down the Via Dolorosa the “Way of Sorrows and Disgrace” (Mk 15:16-

20). 

But all of those terrors paled in comparison to the disgrace He endured for us on the 

cross.  And no, I’m not talking about the mockery and jeers that continued to pour in from the 

Jewish leaders, the Roman soldiers, and even the criminals who hung on either side of Him.  I’m 

talking about the disgrace that no one there could see.  The disgrace we learn of from Jesus’ own 

words, Eloi, Eloi, lama sebachthani!  “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?!”  It’s a 

question that ought to make us look away and squirm in our seats because we know the answer, 

don’t we? 

God had forsaken Jesus because of us.  Because we who have failed to love God 

perfectly, we who have fallen short of God’s will in loving one another, we who been 

unsuccessful in everything except loving and looking out for ourselves, we deserve to be 

forsaken by God.  But God took all of our iniquities and laid them on Jesus. 

Isaiah 53 paints us a pretty clear picture of the kind of King we needed to be rescued 

from our sins.  One with no beauty or majesty to attract us to Him, with nothing in His 

appearance that we should desire Him.  Not a great and powerful king familiar with success 

and glory, but a man of suffering and familiar with pain.  The King we needed, the King we 

need is the one who would be punished, stricken, afflicted, oppressed, pierced, crushed, and 

forsaken for us.  To endure that much disgrace and humiliation, would take a King who was truly 

humble.  And Zechariah foretold that just such a King was coming.   

Today, as you see your Savior Jesus riding into Jerusalem on the back of a donkey, and 

as you anticipate with eyes of faith the suffering and disgrace that He would endure later that 

same week, let those words of Zechariah give you comfort and assurance as you hear them 

spoken to you.  Rejoice, daughters of Jerusalem.  Shout Hosanna, sons of Zion.  See your 

King comes to you, (and He is just the King you need) righteous and victorious, lowly and 

riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.  He will proclaim peace to the nations.  

His rule will extend to the ends of the earth. 

As we embark on our journey through Holy Week we begin by singing “Hosanna!  Hail 

to the King!”  His entrance into Jerusalem may not look exactly like the triumphal entries of 

other kings into their great cities.  When we see Jesus riding on a baby donkey, or hanging from 

a cross with a crown of thorns beaten into His brow, He may not look victorious, He may not 

like other kings.  But He is the King, and He is just the King we need.  Because just as the 

disgrace He bore on the cross is our disgrace which we would never have been able to bear, the 

victory He wins is our victory which we would never have been able to win. 

Thanks be to God. He gives us the victory—over sin, over death, over Satan and hell—

He gives us the victory through Jesus Christ our Lord!  If there is one thing you take away from 

Palm Sunday let it be that.  Jesus came into Jerusalem as a humble King.  And thank God for that 

because a humble King—one who would acquiesce to bearing my disgrace and dying in my 

place and who in all righteousness and power could then raise Himself from death to share His 

victory and life with me—that King is exactly who I need. 

It’s an amazing story, how Jesus became like us so that He could satisfy our deepest need 

cleansing us of our sin so that we could be like Him.  It’s an amazing story, and its one worth 

sharing.  In the beginning of our Gospel lesson when Jesus sent those two disciples into the town 



ahead of them to get that little donkey and His mother, He told them that if anyone asked why 

they were untying those donkeys and leading them away, they had only to respond, “The Lord 

has need of them,” and the donkeys would be sent along, no more questions asked.  Brothers and 

sisters, the Lord has need of you.  This amazing story of how Jesus our King came to rescue us 

from sin and death is one that only you who already know it can tell.   

I’d challenge you this week to share that message with seven people and as you do that, 

invite them to hear even more about it by joining us next Sunday for our Easter Sunday 

Celebration and for the following weeks as we celebrate the Easter Season and the fullness it 

brings to every aspect of our lives.  If it helps, grab some of our Message Series invite cards so 

you have something to hand them as you tell them about their Savior Jesus and what He’s done 

for them. 

I pray that your efforts will be blessed, both this week and every week as you share that 

saving message of the gospel, that the Church may continue to grow and increase and that God’s 

name be glorified as more and more gather together to hear that wonderful story about Jesus and 

how He humbled Himself to become like one of us, how He endured temptation, weakness, and 

sorrow, taking on our suffering, guilt, and disgrace to set us free from sin and hell, bring us into 

His family, and bestow us with the gifts of His kingdom: forgiveness from our sins, salvation, 

and eternal life. 

Amen. 

 


