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Of Donkeys, Palm Branches and Heaven 
Matthew 21:1-17 

 
 
CALL TO WORSHIP 
 
Zechariah 9:9, Psalm 118:25-26  & Revelation 7:9-10 
 
Leader: Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! 
              Shout, Daughter Jerusalem! 
              See, your king comes to you, 
               righteous and victorious, 
                lowly and riding on a donkey, 
                  on a colt, the foal of a donkey. 
 
People: Lord, save us! 
     Lord, grant us success! 

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 
     From the house of the Lord we bless you.[b] 
 
 
Leader: After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could 
count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and 
before the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in 
their hands.  
 

All: And they cried out in a loud voice: 
      “Salvation belongs to our God, 
      who sits on the throne, 
      and to the Lamb.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20118&version=NIV#fen-NIV-15896b
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INTRODUCTION 
 
How many here remember life before digital photography? 
 

Do you remember the old film cameras that had a back you would pop open so 
that you could put in a small canister of film?  Then you’d close it up and take all your 
pictures. Then you’d have to take out the canister and send it in to get it developed.  

 
The developed pictures would come back in an envelope along with something 

called a “negative”.  It was a strip of tiny thumbnail like images that could be developed 
into an actual picture. If you wanted any reprints, you’d have to figure out which image 
on the negative strip you wanted to develop.  So, you’d have to hold it up to the light or 
lay it on top of a light strip to illuminate the darkness so you could see what was what. 
Then you could mark on a plastic sleeve the number of the photo you wanted. When the 
picture came back, you could see if it was the correct one or not. The details in the 
small negative matched up exactly with the details in the fully developed picture.  

 
All metaphors break down somewhere, but I find this to be a helpful 

metaphor when we read Messianic Prophecies in the Old Testament and we see 
how Jesus fulfilled those prophecies in the New Testament.  

 
If we think of the Messianic prophecies as something like a negative strip, 

then the fulfillment of those prophecies is like the fully developed photo. The 
details of what God foretold would happen to and with the Messiah, should match the 
details of the person who is the actual Messiah, just like a fully developed picture 
matches the negative.  

 
Reading Old Testament prophecies is much like looking at a negative strip. You 

have to squint a little bit, you have to study it, you have to try to make sense of the 
details so you know you are matching the right negative to the right picture, which would 
be what we see developed and recorded in the New Testament. But when you see the 
match between the negative and the photo, you know it, because you see the exact 
same details.  
 
 Today is Palm Sunday. In a moment we are going to read a passage from the 
book of Matthew in the New Testament. It’s the true story of how Jesus rode into 
Jerusalem on a donkey with the crowds waving palm branches and shouting “Hosanna!”  
This true story we are about to read is the reason we still celebrate Palm Sunday once a 
year, over 2,000 years later.  
 

But why?  Why do we care so much about Jesus riding on a donkey and 
the crowds waving palm branches while shouting Hosanna?  What's the big deal 
about Palm Sunday?   

 
The short answer is that it happened in fulfillment of some very specific 

prophecies made about the Messiah, and how he would enter Jerusalem. 
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Before we get to it, I want to point out that the Jewish Scriptures, the Hebrew 
Bible, what Christians call the Old Testament, describes the Messiah in great detail.  
The prophecies were all written hundreds of years before Jesus was born but they 
match up.    

 
To give you just a few examples:  
 

• God told Abraham that he would bless him and that through his offspring all the 
peoples of the earth would be blessed (Gen 22:18). 

• Abraham’s grandson Jacob had 12 sons.  Before he died, he blessed his 12 
sons. Those blessings were in large part prophetic.  Jacob tells us the first details 
about the identity of the Jewish Messiah.  He says, the Messiah would be from 
the Tribe of Judah and that royal authority (noted by the scepter and the staff) 
would stay with Judah until the Messiah (called Shiloh) comes and that 
obedience or worship of the nations would be his. (Genesis 49:10) 

• As the years passed, God revealed more details through many well established 
and respected Jewish prophets.  

• The Jewish prophet Nathan tells us the Messiah will be a descendant of King 
David (2 Sam 7:12-16). 

• The Jewish prophet Micah tells us he would be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:1) 

• The Jewish prophet Daniel tells us he would be arrive before the destruction of 
the second temple (Daniel 9:24-27) which happened in 70 AD when the Romans 
sacked Jerusalem. 

• Psalm 118:22-24 tells us he would be rejected by his people (the rejected 
cornerstone) 

• Psalm 22:16-18 tells us his hands and feet would be pierced, and men would 
divide his clothing amongst themselves, casting lots for them, but he would 
ultimately be vindicated.  

• Psalm 16:8-11 tells that he would be resurrected.  

• The Jewish prophet Isaiah tells us the Messiah would be born of a virgin (Isa 
7:14) and that the Spirit of the Lord would be on him to preach good news to the 
poor, recovery of sight to the blind, to proclaim freedom for the prisoner and to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s Favor. (Isa 61:1-2. Luke 4:18-19).  Isaiah also 
tells us that Messiah would bear our sins and suffer in our place (Isa 52:13 – 
53:12). Isaiah also says the Messiah would suffer in silence at his arrest and trial, 
that he would die and be buried among the wicked and the rich and that he would 
be resurrected. (Isa 53) 
 

We don’t have time to go through all the Messianic prophecies we find in the Jewish 
Scriptures.  But with what we’ve already looked at, can you think of any one who might 
fit the few descriptions we have just read?  

 
In all these areas we’ve looked at in terms of lineage, birthplace, timing, and many 

details around his death, Jesus is the only person who matches exactly the description 
the Jewish prophets gave regarding the Messiah.  
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The writers of the New Testament, who were primarily Jewish, were convinced that 
Jesus was in fact the Messiah. They recorded many examples and evidences of how 
Jesus fulfilled the Jewish Messianic prophecies in order that we too might come to see 
and believe who Jesus truly is.  In fact, it was precisely Jesus claims that He was the 
Jewish Messiah, that got him crucified.  As had been foretold by the Jewish prophets 
hundreds of years before his birth, the Jewish religious leaders of the his day rejected 
him.  

 
Going with our opening metaphor, Jesus is the only person to have ever lived for 

whom the negative and the photo are an exact match. They produce the same picture. 
The prophecies of the Hebrew Scriptures regarding the anticipated Messiah and the 
details of Jesus life, death and resurrection, exactly match up.  

 
That’s how we came to get the New Testament as part of our Christian Bible, 

which the Jewish Bible does not have. Not all Jewish people rejected Jesus.  In fact, the 
first followers of Jesus, the first Christians, were actually Jewish.  

 
Matthew one of the Jewish authors who wrote an historical account of Jesus life, 

is very careful to point out to us that many things that happened to Jesus did so in order 
to fulfill what was spoken through the Hebrew prophets about the anticipated Messiah.  

 
This brings us back to the question of why Palm Sunday is such a big deal.  

The answer is, Palm Sunday is a big deal because the events that occurred that day did 
so in fulfillment of some Messianic prophecies. Let’s pray and then we’ll take a look at 
the historical narrative of that first Palm Sunday.  

 
Let’s Pray: God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, would you illuminate our minds and 
open our hearts so that we might hear and understand the truth of your word clearly and 
so draw closer to you and trust you more today. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  
 
POWER POINT 1 - Matthew 21:1-17 
 
Jesus Comes to Jerusalem as King 
 
21 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.’”[a] 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23832a
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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[b] to the Son of David!” 
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”[c] 
“Hosanna[d] 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.” 
 
Jesus at the Temple 
 
12 Jesus entered the temple courts and drove out all who were buying and selling there. 
He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling 
doves. 13 “It is written,” he said to them, “‘My house will be called a house of 
prayer,’[e] but you are making it ‘a den of robbers.’[f]” 
 
14 The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he healed them. 15 But when 
the chief priests and the teachers of the law saw the wonderful things he did and the 
children shouting in the temple courts, “Hosanna to the Son of David,” they were 
indignant. 
 
16 “Do you hear what these children are saying?” they asked him. 
 
“Yes,” replied Jesus, “have you never read, 
 
“‘From the lips of children and infants 
    you, Lord, have called forth your praise’[g]?” 
 
17 And he left them and went out of the city to Bethany, where he spent the night. 
 
 

 
So, according to Matthew’s account, what events happened on that first Palm 
Sunday in fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies about the coming 
Messiah?  
 
 
1. Well, first, Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. This prophecy was given in 
Zechariah 9:9 
 
 
 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23836b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23836c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23836d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23840e
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23840f
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23843g
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POWER POINT 2 – Zechariah 9:9 
 
9 Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! 
    Shout, Daughter Jerusalem! 
See, your king comes to you, 
    righteous and victorious, 
lowly and riding on a donkey, 
    on a colt, the foal of a donkey. 

 
 
The Jewish people who had seen the miracles Jesus did and listened to his teachings, 
connected the dots.  They recognized this as a sign of the Messiah, and they began to 
call out to him to save them.  
 
“Hosanna[b] to the Son of David!” – Hosanna means “Save, please.” And then the crowd 
gives Jesus the Messianic Title – Son of David.    
 
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!”[c] 

 
“Hosanna[d] in the highest heaven!” 
 
What they are doing is quoting parts of Psalm 118 which were understood to Messianic 
in nature.  
 
POWER POINT 3– PSALM 118:25-26 
 
25 Lord, save us! 
    Lord, grant us success! 
26 Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 
    From the house of the Lord we bless you.[b] 
 
 
So what begins as a prayer for rescue turns immediately into a recognition of the 
identity of the rescuer by the attribution of the words of this Psalm.  
 
What they were saying was, “Save us, Messiah of God!” 
 
Now there is a problem we have to discuss. We know today we celebrate Palm 
Sunday just 5 days before we celebrate Good Friday – the day Jesus was nailed 
to a cross and died.  What happened to shift the sentiment about calling for Jesus 
to save them and then nailing him to the cross?  
 
 
For hundreds of years, the writings of the Jewish prophets had shaped Jewish 
expectations for what the Messiah would look like. Although the Jewish prophets had 
spoken clearly of both the suffering and the victorious nature of the expected Messiah, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23836b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23836c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2021&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23836d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20118&version=NIV#fen-NIV-15896b
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at the time Jesus arrived on the scene, the Jewish people were hoping for and looking 
for a military king who could rid them of the tyranny and oppression of Roman rule.  
 
Their expectations for the Messiah had become a bit skewed by their desire to be free 
of Rome, and so they overlooked the parts that spoke of suffering and humility and 
emphasized instead the victories they were hoping for.  
 
However, the prophecies show their expectations were not in line with what God had 
planned.  
This should be evident event by the choice God made to send his messiah into 
Jerusalem on a donkey.  
 
If the hope was that the Messiah would be a mighty king, ready to lead a revolt and 
overthrow the Roman government, then we would expect the prophecies to say he 
would come into Jerusalem riding on an armor-clad war stallion with loads of armor and 
weapons.  
 
But the promise of a king riding on a floppy eared, pot bellied, buck toothed, gentle 
donkey should signal to us that we need to shift our expectations. We are not looking for 
a military conqueror here.   
 
Although they can be stubborn, donkeys are humble, gentle, peaceful animal.  Unlike a 
war horse, a donkey is an animal associated with the poor.   
 
The donkey cues us as to the character of the king. We could expect a king who comes 
riding on a donkey to also be humble, gentle in his approach, a servant King, associated 
with the poor and peace will be a distinguishing mark in his kingdom.   
 
And this in fact is what we see with Jesus’ life and ministry.  Shortly after being hailed 
by the crowds as the long-awaited Messiah, Jesus enters Jerusalem and goes to the 
Temple, where he is enraged by all the corruption.  He overturns the tables of the 
money changes and drives them out, so that the poor, the blind, the lame can come in. 
And he healed them in his Father’s house.  
 
But this made the religious leaders very angry and it wasn’t long before they began to 
plot his death.  
 
But this is also what God had foretold through the Jewish prophets.  
 
The Messiah would be rejected by his people. We just looked at how the crowds quoted 
Psalm 118 when they cried out to Jesus “Hosanna, Save us please, Son of David.” 
 
But the 2 verses just before what they were quoting said this 
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POWER POINT 4 – Psalm 118: 22-24 
 
 22The stone the builders rejected 
    has become the cornerstone; 
23 the Lord has done this, 
    and it is marvelous in our eyes. 
24 The Lord has done it this very day; 
    let us rejoice today and be glad. 
 
As the religious leaders of his day began to question his authority and plot against him, 
Jesus quoted this verse to them, identifying himself as the stone they were rejecting.  
(Mattew 21:42)  
 
He told them because of their rejection of him as the Messiah the Kingdom of God 
would be taken away from them and given to a people who would produce its fruit. 
(Matthew 21:43). 
 

43 “Therefore, I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and 
given to a people who will produce its fruit.  

 
The people who were to receive His Kingdom were the people who would, through their 
belief in him, produce fruit. These people were a combination of Jews and Gentiles who 
believe that Jesus is actually the long awaited Messiah of God.  
 
It did not take very many days from the time Jesus said these things until the religious 
leaders incited the crowd to call for Jesus’ crucifixion, on the grounds of blasphemy. In 
their minds, his claim to be the Messiah of God was deserving of death.  
 
The crowds thought he was the Messiah when they started waving palm branches and 
shouting Hosanna.  They wanted the Messiah to save them. But the religious leaders 
were threatened by the things he was saying, and they made his claim to be the 
Messiah, the grounds on which they called for his execution.  
 
This in fact is what Psalm 118 had already predicted. We’ve already read from there 
that the stone the builders rejected would be the chief cornerstone.  We’ve read that the 
words “Hosanna, blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” were words to that 
marked the coming of the Messiah. Now let’s look at the prediction about his death that 
follows.  
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POWER POINT 5 – Psalm 118:26-27 
 
26 Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. 
    From the house of the Lord we bless you.[b] 
27 The Lord is God, 
    and he has made his light shine on us. 
With boughs in hand, join in the festal procession 
    up[c] to the horns of the altar. 
 

[b] Psalm 118:27 Or Bind the festal sacrifice with ropes / and take it 

 
 
The horns of the altar were the place where the blood of the sacrifice would be applied 
so that sins could be forgiven and people could receive God’s mercy.  
 
With his entry into Jerusalem, hailed as the long awaited Messiah, Jesus enacted in real 
time the messianic prophecy that he would be the lamb of God, the sacrificial Lamb of 
the festal procession, entering the house of the Lord to be bound and offered as a 
sacrifice in fulfillment of the whole of these Messianic prophecies in Psalm 118.  
 
This is why he came, as the Messiah of God, rejected by his own Jewish people, so that 
he could be offered up as a sacrifice for the forgiveness of our sins - all the wrong 
thoughts, attitudes, and actions and habits that we have. He came for all, Jew and 
Gentile alike. He came first to his own people and now to all.  
 
 
To recap, we have looked at the significance of Palm Sunday in light of the 
fulfillment of Messianic prophecies.  
 
What of the Palm Branches the crowd was waving? 
 
We don’t have a lot of time left, so just briefly, the palm branches also have many 
meanings. For example, they are used in the OT festivals at harvest time and for 
celebration of God's work in freeing the Jews from slavery in Egypt. Solomon decorated 
the temple with them (perhaps a reference to Eden and the paradise of relationship with 
God.) Some see them as a sign of victory and celebration at the arrival of conquering 
King. After a military victory, palms might be waved and thrown down before the King. 
 
In the book of Revelation that God showed the apostle John, we read of a scene that 
happens around the throne of God involving Palm Branches as well.  
 
POWER POINT 6 - Revelation 7:9-10 
 
9 After this I looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, 
from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and before 
the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their 
hands. 10 And they cried out in a loud voice: 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20118&version=NIV#fen-NIV-15896b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20118&version=NIV#fen-NIV-15897c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20118&version=NIV#en-NIV-15897
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“Salvation belongs to our God, 
who sits on the throne, 
and to the Lamb.” 
 
 
This worship scene around the throne of God, that includes people from every nation, 
tribe, people and language, is in fact the reason Jesus came, as God’s messiah.  
 
In fulfillment of the Jewish prophecies, Jesus, God himself, came to earth live as one of 
us, to suffer and die in our place as the sacrificial lamb of God. But because he was 
sinless, death had no hold over Him and so he rose from the dead, having conquered 
the powers of darkness at work in this world.   
 
He came to establish a kingdom that would be open to all people, regardless of race or 
nationality or the language group. All are welcome in his kingdom and around his 
throne. 
 
So what is the big deal about Palm Sunday?  
 
To summarize, the donkey and the palm branches and Jesus' entry into Jerusalem are 
all significant because they mark the coming of the King and therefore, the breaking in 
of the Kingdom of God and the saving work he will do in fulfillment of what God had 
foretold hundreds of years before it happened through the prophets.    
 
Now we see in part the inbreaking of the Kingdom of God.  Someday we will see the 
Kingdom of God established fully.   
 
The question is, do you want to be part of His Kingdom?  And, where do you fit in this 
story of the first Palm Sunday?  
 

1. Are you like someone in the crowd who wants God to do something for you, 
to save you in someway in your life, but you don’t really understand all that he 
is wanting to accomplish in your life? 

2. Are you like the religious leaders who rejected him and wanted to rid the 
world of him? 

3. Are you like the donkey who gave his back to be humble and carry the king?  
4. Are you like the writer of the book of Matthew who has come to understand 

that all that was foretold about the Messiah of God by the Jewish prophets 
has been fulfilled by Jesus, the Christ, or anointed one of God?  Can you see 
that the negative of the Jewish prophets has been developed in the life and 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ?  

5. Are you one who already today stand before the throne of God recognizing 
that Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne and to the Lamb? 
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I’d like to end today by giving us all a little taste of what it will be like someday to stand 
before the throne of God and the Lamb and hear praises spoken in different languages.  
 
Did you know that in our small congregation we have 6 different language groups 
represented? We are going to get to hear 5 of those languages spoken briefly now.   
 
I’m going to call my readers up on stage now.  They are going to help us get a feel for 
what the scene around the heavenly throne will be like someday.  
 
(Invite up everyone up who is participating and give instructions to the congregation.  
One person will say: "Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the 
Lamb." in their language.  Then the congregation will waive their palm branches and say 
"Hosanna!"  Then the next person will say it in another language, and the congregation 
will waive their palm branches and say, "Hosanna!" and so on until everyone has their 
turn.) 
 
POWER POINT 6 - Revelation 7:10 
 
10 And they cried out in a loud voice: 
 
“Salvation belongs to our God, 
who sits on the throne, 
and to the Lamb.” 
 
Thank you to all our readers! Wasn’t that wonderful?  Let’s pray.  
 
 
PRAYER:  
 
 

 
 
BENEDICTION 
 
 


