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“Objects May Appear Clearer in the Rear View”  John 12:12-19  3/24/13 

 At our weekly staff meeting, we always spend time in Bible Study and 

prayer.  This week, as we talked about Palm Sunday, we noticed how 

emotionally confusing this Sunday is for worship.  Is it supposed to be a 

happy occasion, as we join in the celebration as Jesus makes his way into 

Jerusalem?  Or, is it a sad occasion, as we anticipate the awful events of 

the coming week?  It isn’t easy to figure out exactly what we’re supposed to 

be thinking and feeling on this day, is it?  Let’s look at the story as we find it 

in John’s gospel and see if we can figure out how we’re supposed to 

respond.  

12The next day the great crowd that had come to the festival heard that 

Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. 13So 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!” 14Jesus 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!” (John 12:12-15) 

 Let’s set the scene.  Jesus had just done his greatest miracle in the 

nearby village of Bethany- raising his friend Lazarus from the dead.  His 

fame spread like wildfire and a crowd of people from Bethany, witnesses to 

this tremendous miracle, were traveling with him.  They were all heading to 

Jerusalem for the annual Passover festival.  Jesus was part of a great 

throng of people going into the city.  When I took this picture of the route 
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Jesus took on Palm Sunday, I imagined the chaos as those crowds 

descended down into the Kidron valley and then up to the temple mount, as 

I walked this route myself.  Somewhere along this route, they were met by 

another throng of people coming out of the city who had heard that Jesus 

was coming and were anxious to see him.  What a mob scene that must 

have been!  Jesus was a rock star!  But it’s not obvious exactly why all 

these people were waving palms and cheering for him.  Let’s look for a few 

clues in the story.   

 First, they were waving palms, a symbol of Jewish nationalism.  

When Simon Maccabaeus defeated the Syrians 100 years before, the 

people waved palm branches as he entered Jerusalem.  Jewish national 

coins which were minted at that time featured palm fronds.  And Jewish 

nationalism was often at a fever pitch during the season of Passover, 

because it recalled that earlier time of the Exodus when God delivered his 

people from foreign bondage. 

 They shouted, “Hosanna!” which means “Save us now!”  They 

weren’t thinking about salvation from their sins.  They were imploring Jesus 

to rescue them from Roman oppression!  “Save us now from Roman 

bondage!” they pleaded. 

 They quoted from Psalm 118, a Psalm about Israel’s victory over their  

enemies.  “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.” (Ps. 

118:26a)  And to be sure no one missed their point, they added the words, 
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“the king of Israel!”  “Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the 

Lord, the king of Israel!”  Clearly, they saw Jesus as a king, a liberator, a 

conquering hero. 

 Jesus went along with them, to a point.  When he got on a donkey 

and rode it into Jerusalem, Jesus was fulfilling a prophecy from the prophet 

Zechariah, who foresaw the coming of the Messiah into the city.  “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.  He will cut off the chariot from 

Ephraim and the war-horse from Jerusalem;  and the battle bow shall be 

cut off, and he shall command peace to the nations; his dominion shall be 

from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth.”  (Zech. 9:9,10)  

By getting on the donkey, Jesus was agreeing that he was the rightful king 

of Israel, but he was saying that he was a different kind of king.  A 

conquering king would ride into a city on a war horse.  By riding a donkey, 

Jesus indicated that he was coming in peace to bring peace to all, to end 

wars, just like the prophet Zechariah foretold.  He was bringing in the 

kingdom of God, not a political kingdom.  

 Unfortunately, in the midst of the tumult and excitement, the people 

didn’t understand all of that.  Listen to the rest of the story.   

16His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was 

glorified, then they remembered that these things had been written of him 
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and had been done to him. 17So the crowd that had been with him when 

he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from the dead continued 

to testify. 18It was also because they heard that he had performed this sign 

that the crowd went to meet him. 19The Pharisees then said to one another, 

“You see, you can do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!” (John 

12:16-19) 

 Even his own closest followers didn’t really comprehend what was 

going on here.  Only in retrospect did they understand what was happening 

around them, and what Jesus was trying to communicate to them.  And 

they didn’t understand what was happening right under their noses 

throughout that first Holy Week.  Think about it.  We begin with Palm 

Sunday.  Jesus’ popularity was at a peak.  Everything was going his way; 

The future looked very promising!  But a few days later, on Maundy 

Thursday, Jesus was betrayed by one of his closest friends, and his 

followers outright denied that they even knew him when he was arrested.  

Friday brought a sham trial, scourging, and a long, torturous, shameful 

death.  The disciples went into hiding.  The dream was over.  They were 

planning to go home.  The future could not have appeared more bleak. 

 Then comes Sunday, when everything changes!  The risen Jesus 

spends 40 days with them, a high point in their lives!  Then he leaves, 

ascending to his Father in heaven!  The disciples must have been very 

anxious once again.  Finally, on Pentecost, 10 days later, the Holy Spirit 



 5
comes and fills them with Jesus’ Spirit.  And they are empowered to 

continue the work of Jesus.  The whole time feels like a whipsaw, back and 

forth, back and forth, between hope and despair.  It was very hard for them 

to understand what was going on.  I think we often struggle to make sense 

of what’s going on around us, too. 

 A Chinese story captures this common human dilemma well. Once 

upon a time in a village in ancient China there was an old man who lived 

alone with his son. They were very poor. But they had one good mare. It 

was the son's pride and joy, and their only possession of value. 

        Then one day the mare ran away. 

        The old man's friends came to console him. "What a wonderful mare 

that was!" they said. "What bad fortune that she ran off!" 

        "Who can tell?" the old man said. 

        Two weeks later the mare returned accompanied by a fine stallion. 

Friends and neighbors all came around and congratulated the old man. 

"Now you have your mare back, and that stallion is as fine as any in the 

land. What a stroke of good fortune!" 

        "Who can tell?" the old man said. 

        Two weeks later the son fell off the stallion while riding and broke his 

leg. Friends of the old man came to him to express their sympathy. "It's too 

bad your son broke his leg, and right before the planting season, too. What 

bad luck!" 



 6
        "Who can tell?" the old man said. 

        Two weeks later, war came to the land, and all able-bodied young 

men were drafted. The  unit that contained the men from the village ended 

up on the frontline of a bloody engagement, and the entire group was lost. 

All the young men from the village died in battle. 

        But since the old man’s son had a broken leg, he had to stay home, 

and his life was spared. His leg healed. He and his father bred many fine 

horses, and peacefully tended their fields for the rest of their days. 

 Because of the limits of human nature it is often very hard for us to 

see exactly what God is up to, even when it’s happening right in front of us!  

That was the case on that first Palm Sunday.  Everything appeared to be 

going great, but in fact, it was Jesus’ tremendous popularity that finally 

caused the religious leaders to act and have him put to death.  Everything 

looked like it was coming up roses, but in actuality; it was a prelude to great 

evil.  Who could have foreseen that? 

 I think we often find ourselves in situations which are very difficult for 

us to read.  I remember a time before I was ordained when I applied for a 

job at 4th Presbyterian Church in Bethesda, Maryland as the Director of 

Family Ministry.  4th Pres had an outstanding reputation for being strong in 

youth and young adult ministry and in missions.  Its pastor, Rev. Dick 

Halverson, was an outstanding preacher and was known as a man of great 

integrity.  I was very excited about the prospect of working with him and 
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learning from him.  But I didn’t get the position.  I didn’t even get an 

interview!  I was very disappointed. 

 Later, I accepted a position as the Dir. of Youth Ministries at the 

Vienna Presbyterian Church.  I wasn’t nearly as excited about it as the 

other position, but ministry there flourished, with hundreds of kids 

participating in the youth program!  And while I was at Vienna, I was 

encouraged to pursue ordained ministry, which I did.  After seminary, the 

church called me back as an Associate Pastor.  I had 18 years of very 

fruitful ministry in that place.  Meanwhile, Dick Halverson soon left 4th Pres 

to become chaplain of the U.S. Senate.  And the new pastor led the church 

out of our denomination.  Had I been hired to the position I coveted, I would 

certainly not be where I am today here with you! 

 As human beings, our insights and understandings of the things 

happening around us are very limited.  You may not understand where 

things are going with your marriage situation, for example.  Or, your 

finances.  Your retirement, whether it was welcomed or forced upon you.  

Your failing health that is driving you to make hard choices.  You may be 

overwhelmed by grief or fear or disappointment.  But whatever your 

situation, whether it is welcomed by you or a huge disappointment to you, 

is not the final word in your life.  God is still in control and still can still work 

out good things for you, regardless of your present challenges.  So, don’t 

despair.  God is still in control. 



 8
 When our kids were growing up, Bonnie and I took them on caving 

trips into wild caves in West Virginia on several occasions.  I’ll be doing that 

with our own youth group in a few weeks!  At any rate, the kids really 

enjoyed it and I would always look for opportunities for them to do a little 

exploring on their own in the caves.  One time, I sent my daughter down a 

narrow cave passage to see if it went anywhere.  We often sent her to 

explore these kinds of passages.  She was small so she fit easily in them, 

and she didn’t know any better!  This time she came back very excited.  

She said, “Dad, it opens up into a whole new part of the cave, but you have 

to go through the narrow passage before you can see it.” 

 That may be the message of Palm Sunday for us this morning.  God 

may take us through some tight passages, and we may not be able to see 

where they lead.  But, like Jesus, we have to go through them, trusting that 

God will go with us and will be on the other side, leading us to new 

experiences and adventures when we get there.  Can you trust him for 

that? 


