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THE PRESENTATION OF THE KING 
John 12:12–21 (No. 64) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
April 15, 2018 

INTRODUCTION 

Palm Sunday 

In our study of John’s Gospel, we’ve come to one of the rare stories that is recorded in all four 
gospels.  Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John all mark the occasion we know as the triumphal entry.1  
A few weeks ago, we celebrated this event on a day we traditionally call Palm Sunday.  If it 
wasn’t for John’s Gospel, we wouldn’t call it Palm Sunday because only John records that 
people specifically brought palm branches as Jesus entered Jerusalem. 

Theological Significance 

This is a very important event in the life of our Lord.  On the surface, Palm Sunday is a story of 
the Jews’ excitement as he came to Jerusalem for the Passover feast.  That’s why we call it the 
triumphal entry.  But on a deeper level, Jesus’ arrival to Jerusalem was loaded with theological 
significance.  By coming when he did and in the way that he did, he presented himself as the 
King of Israel to his people.  His arrival was his formal presentation of himself to Israel as their 
king.  But as we’ll see, Jesus’ arrival to Jerusalem was not an altogether happy occasion for 
Jesus. 

Text 

John 12:12–21: "The next day the large crowd that had come to the feast heard that Jesus was 
coming to Jerusalem. So they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, crying out, 
“Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!” And Jesus 
found a young donkey and sat on it, just as it is written, “Fear not, daughter of Zion; behold, your 
king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!” His disciples did not understand these things at first, 
but when Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that these things had been written about him 
and had been done to him. The crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus out of the 
tomb and raised him from the dead continued to bear witness. The reason why the crowd went to 
meet him was that they heard he had done this sign. So the Pharisees said to one another, “You 
see that you are gaining nothing. Look, the world has gone after him.” Now among those who 
went up to worship at the feast were some Greeks. So these came to Philip, who was from 
Bethsaida in Galilee, and asked him, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”" 

I. ANTICIPATION OF THE PRESENTATION OF THE KING 

According to John, Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem came on “the next day” (v. 12).  The next day is 
the day after the dinner that took place in Bethany in Jesus’ honor earlier in the chapter.  That 
dinner happened on Saturday, so Jesus came into Jerusalem on Sunday.  The annual Passover 
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feast was at hand.  It was spring time and Jews from all over Judea and Galilee and beyond were 
gathering in Jerusalem for the Passover to be celebrated at the end of the week.  Jerusalem itself 
probably had a population of 100,000 or more.  But during Passover, it’s estimated that as many 
as a million Jews came to celebrate.  So John says “the large crowd that had come to the feast 
heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem” (v. 12). 

Jesus was staying in Bethany—only two miles away—and word spread that he was on his way.  
Only the day before, Saturday, another large crowd came to Bethany from Jerusalem to see Jesus 
and see the man Jesus raised from the dead, Lazarus.   

Now on Sunday, another large crowd, seemingly larger than the first, heard Jesus was coming.  
"So they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, crying out, “Hosanna! Blessed is 
he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!”" (v.13). This was a royal 
welcome of Jesus as he came to Jerusalem. 

Bethany was along the backside of the Mount of Olives.  The route from Bethany to Jerusalem 
would take him around the Mount of Olives to the side overlooking Jerusalem, then down the 
mountain into the Kidron Valley, and back up the mount in which Jerusalem and the temple sat.  
Picture the road lined with people as Jesus made his way.  They took branches of palm trees and 
spread them on the road.  Palm trees were plentiful in the area. The branches were used to 
celebrate the Feast of Booths and other festivals.  They came to symbolize the hope of Israel that 
their Messiah would come and that he would be victorious over their enemies.  So the crowd of 
Jews was welcoming Jesus as the Messiah, symbolized by laying a path of palm branches along 
the road.  One day, all the redeemed in heaven will join them.  

John tells us in Revelation 7:9 that all the redeemed people in heaven from every nation and tribe 
and people and language will take up palm branches and stand before the throne of God and 
before the Lamb and cry out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the 
throne, and to the Lamb!” 

The other three gospels tell us that most in the crowd spread their cloaks on the road.  This was 
an act of homage reserved for royalty. They were signaling to Jesus that they accepted him as 
their king.  As he came, they were “crying out.”  The form of the verb means they were constant 
in song.  They cried out, “Hosanna!”  That’s a Hebrew word that means “bring salvation to us, 
save us!” It’s a plea.  They thought of Jesus as a kind of savior.  Not the kind of Savior that Jesus 
really is, but one who would rescue them from the Roman oppression. 

And they sang, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!”  
This is a song derived from Psalm 118:25-26: "Save us, we pray, O LORD! O LORD, we pray, 
give us success! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD! We bless you from the 
house of the LORD."  Psalm 118 was a very well-known psalm.  It was part of the group of six 
psalms known as the Hallel—Psalms 113–118. They were sung especially during feasts, like 
Passover.  Psalm 118 was also known as a messianic psalm.  That is, the Jews considered it a 
song that prophesied the coming Messiah king in the line of David. 

In verse 13, “even the King of Israel” isn’t actually in Psalm 118. The crowd added it, which 
tells us exactly what they were thinking.  As Jesus came to Jerusalem, they viewed him as the 
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fulfillment of their expectation that the Messiah would come and take up his reign and deliver 
Israel from their enemies just as Scripture said he would do.  As the blessed one, he came in the 
name of the Lord—that is, they believed he came from God. 

The crowd’s enthusiasm for Jesus’ arrival was unmatched.  At one time, a crowd in Galilee was 
prepared to take him by force and make him king (John 6:15).  But nothing like this had ever 
happened. The passion and emotion of the moment as they welcomed their Messiah was 
unparalleled.  What’s more astonishing and probably what added to the excitement was that this 
time Jesus didn’t stop them or hide himself.  In fact, in Matthew and Luke’s account, we’re told 
that chief priests and scribes and Pharisees came out to witness his arrival and commanded Jesus 
to make the crowds stop.  But he didn’t stop them. 

II. FULFILLMENT OF THE PRESENTATION OF THE KING 

In John’s condensed narrative, he mentions that Jesus came on a donkey: "And Jesus found a 
young donkey and sat on it. . .” (v. 14).  The other gospels give us much more detail.  Jesus 
found the donkey supernaturally.  Earlier, he told two of his disciples to go ahead into a village 
and retrieve a donkey and a colt tied at a door in the street. And he told the disciples that if 
anyone asked about it, to tell them, “The Lord needs them,” and they will be free to take the 
animals.  So the disciples went ahead into the village and found the donkey and its colt just as 
Jesus had said and brought them back.  The disciples put their cloaks on them and Jesus rode the 
colt as he came down the Mount of Olives among the crowd.   

There was a reason Jesus rode the colt.  John writes in verses 14 and 15: "Jesus found a young 
donkey and sat on it, just as it is written, “Fear not, daughter of Zion; behold, your king is 
coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!”"  That’s a quote from Zechariah 9:9.  Five hundred years 
earlier, Zechariah prophesied that the Messiah would come to his people as their king, riding on 
a donkey. 

What does the donkey symbolize?  It’s a symbol of the Messiah coming in peace.  A king who 
came to make war came, perhaps, riding on a horse—just as Jesus is pictured when he comes to 
wage war on the nations in Revelation 19. 

But Jesus came to make peace.  So Zechariah 9:10 says, “He shall speak peace to the nations.”  
Jesus was revealing his intentions to the Jews.  Not only did he ride the colt to fulfill the 
prophecy and verify that he was the Messiah, but he also revealed that his purpose was to bring 
peace—peace between God and man.  His purpose was spiritual, not political.  He would bring 
peace between God and man by dying on the cross on our behalf—shedding his blood so that our 
sins could be forgiven by believing in him. 

That was more than the crowds knew. That was more than the crowds could have received.  Not 
even the disciples understood the significance of it all: "His disciples did not understand these 
things at first, but when Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that these things had been 
written about him and had been done to him” (v. 16).  Only after Jesus died, rose from the grave, 
and ascended to the Father did the disciples understand the meaning of all these events on 
Sunday (cf. 2:22). 
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III. REACTION TO THE PRESENTATION OF THE KING 

John records four reactions to Jesus’ triumphal entry in the verses that follow.  First, there was 
the faithful:  

"The crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from 
the dead continued to bear witness” (v. 17). 

On that Sunday, among the large crowd that watched Jesus enter into Jerusalem were those who 
had, not many days before, witnessed Jesus raise Lazarus from the dead.  These witnesses of 
Lazarus’ resurrection kept telling others the sign Jesus performed, right up to this day.  They 
were effective and faithful witnesses: Lazarus’ resurrection didn’t remain a secret.  Their 
testimony spread far and wide so that by the time of the Passover, a multitude of people came out 
to meet Jesus as he entered the city. 

And that brings us to the second reaction, those who were curious:  

“The reason why the crowd went to meet him was that they heard he had done this sign” (v. 18). 

By far, most who were there weren’t eyewitnesses to Jesus’ power to raise the dead. They had 
only heard about it.  But they recognized that if Jesus could raise someone from the dead, then he 
must be the Messiah.  And everything that Jesus did that day confirmed their beliefs.  Whether 
this large crowd truly believed in Jesus or not, John doesn’t say.  Some likely did. Most probably 
did not.  Seemingly, all of them—including the disciples—thought that Jesus would deliver 
Israel from the Romans in the immediate future (cf. Matt. 24:3; Acts 1:6). 

A third group was the rejecting:  

“So the Pharisees said to one another, ‘You see that you are gaining nothing. Look, the world has 
gone after him.’” (v. 19). 

As the Pharisees watched the crowds exalt Jesus as he came to town, they were disgusted and 
exasperated.  Jesus’ popularity continued to grow no matter what they did.  Their fears that the 
Romans would treat Jesus’ messianic claims as a threat were more real now than ever (cf. 11:48).  
So they began to blame one another: “You see that you are gaining nothing.” They were getting 
nowhere in their efforts to end his following.  As more and more followed Jesus, it was as if the 
whole world had gone after him.  That made it harder to kill him, lest there be an uprising among 
the people.  They would have to get the people to see Jesus as they saw Jesus: an imposter and 
false messiah. 

Almost to prove their fears true, John adds in verse 20 and 21, a fourth group, the seeking: 

“Now among those who went up to worship at the feast were some Greeks. So these came to 
Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and asked him, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.” 

Now it wasn’t just the Jews who seeking after Jesus, even the Gentiles (Greeks) were seeking 
after Jesus.  Matthew tells us that by the time Jesus got to Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred 
up (21:10). 

CONCLUSION 
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But there’s one reaction to Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem that John doesn’t tell us.  He doesn’t tell 
us how Jesus responded.  For that, we have to go to Luke 19.  As Jesus made his way from 
Bethany, he came around the Mount of Olives on the colt and then began his descent down the 
mountain with the city of Jerusalem before him.  

Beginning in verse 41, Luke writes: “When he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it, 
saying, “Would that you, even you, had known on this day the things that make for peace! But 
now they are hidden from your eyes. For the days will come upon you, when your enemies will 
set up a barricade around you and surround you and hem you in on every side and tear you down 
to the ground, you and your children within you. And they will not leave one stone upon another 
in you, because you did not know the time of your visitation.” 

These crowds of Passover did not know the time of their visitation.   

In the words of John, “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him” (1:11). 

Whatever else this looked like as the crowds adored him, it was not a true receiving of him.  
They would receive him only if they could use him.  But they would not receive him for who he 
really was with all the consequences of his coming.  They might receive him as a political 
messiah, but not the Messiah who came to deliver them first of all from their spiritual bondage. 

As we think about John’s shortened story of the triumphal entry, we should ask why John 
included it in his gospel when the other three gospels already told the story in more detail.  I 
think the clue to the answer is found in verses 20 and 21.  The Greeks seeking Jesus is a 
surprising detail that none of the other gospels mention.  Gentiles sought out Jesus even as the 
leaders of the Jews, the Pharisees, rejected him?  As John looked back on everything that 
happened, this was a significant detail that needed to be told. 

What it meant was that as Jesus, the true Messiah and King, presented himself to the Jews to be 
received, God was already moving the Gentiles to receive the one the Jews would reject.   

So, then, perhaps John doesn’t see this as a triumphal entry.  Rather, the way Jesus came to 
Jerusalem in fulfillment of Scripture was necessary in order to present himself as Israel’s 
Messiah.  But Israel’s rejection of him was also the cause for God to turn aside to the Gentiles so 
that they would receive salvation.  To show you that that was on Jesus’ mind too, look what 
Jesus says in verse 32: “I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.” 

By “all people” he doesn’t mean everyone who ever lived, he means all people without 
distinction of ethnicity.  His death and resurrection was meant for Jew and Gentile alike.  
Borrowing Paul’s words from Romans 11, what was happening as the Jews rejected Jesus was 
that “a partial hardening [had] come upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in” 
(v. 25).  Their hardening was for your gain. How sad, yet how merciful! 

That’s why Paul wrote in Romans 9:2, “I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.”  
He knew that Israel’s hardening had to come in order for the Gentiles to be saved.  This 
particular Sunday on the Mount of Olives had to happen so that you and I could be saved. 

When you understand that, you never look at the triumphal entry the same again.  Brothers and 
sisters, Jesus came down the mountain for you and me. 
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