
 

Sermon for 5 April 2020 

Expectation and Reaction 

 
Please read Matthew 21.1-11.  
 

The story of Palm Sunday will likely be very familiar to most of 
us – Jesus’ riding into Jerusalem on a donkey and being 
greeted by crowds of cheering people.  It is familiar, and so is 
the reaction of the crowd around about him.  However, I 
sometimes wonder if it’s a little too familiar.  It varies 
significantly between the gospels, yet we almost know what 
happens before we even read it, and maybe we miss out on 
something because of that.  I think we miss something of the 
significance of what’s actually going on in the crowd.  
 
Matthew helps us to recognise this.  He highlights, for example, 
the fulfilment of prophecy in verse 5, and in doing so he alludes 
to the crowd’s expectation of who Jesus was – their apparent 
new King – what he would be, what he would accomplish and, 
importantly, how.  Matthew quotes just a few lines from 
Zechariah 9:  
 

 “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.’”  (Zechariah 9.5) 
 
The temptation here is to think that that’s that – Jesus fulfilling 
an earlier prophecy.  However, there is far more to it.  Matthew 
is alluding to a broader expectation that grew from passages 
like Zechariah and others; Isaiah 62.11, perhaps.  
 
The passage from Zechariah refers to David’s entry into 
Jerusalem after the defeat of Absalom in 2 Samuel 19, and this 
really informs the collective expectation that Zechariah 
instigates.  We can see this if we read some of the context of 
the Zechariah passage.  The verse that Matthew quotes here 



 

follow on from a description of judgement and doom for the 
enemies of Israel.  It paints a turbulent picture of how God will 
overthrow those nations that surround and threaten Israel.  Into 
this will ride a new king, a king who will bring rejoicing and 
victory.  Yes, lowly and riding on a donkey, but one that they 
would expect to bring military success, independence and 
freedom from oppression.   
 
These expectations were not something uttered in, and 
confined to, the distant past.  Rather, they framed the views 
and the expectations of the promised King, the ‘Son of David’, 
who would re-establish his rule and reign once more.  This was 
not mere nostalgia; this was what the collective hope of many 
in Israel would rest upon.  
 
The expectation, then, of many in the crowd was that this long-
awaited day had finally come.  The large crowd that had 
followed Jesus from Jericho (20.29) was now a very large 
crowd.  Expectation was growing and anticipation was boiling 
over.  Here was their King, riding as promised on the back of a 
donkey, greeted with cheers and rejoicing, come to free 
Jerusalem from Roman rule and oppression.   
 
Can you imagine the excitement, the anticipation, crowds of 
people cheering, branches being laid in front of him, people 
clamouring to see their coming King?  There was no social 
distancing there!  And down the steep slopes of the mount of 
Olives he rode, with his followers and the crowd behind him, 
ready to overthrow the Roman garrison and bring back the 
pride, respect and autonomy of the nation of Israel.  This was 
truly a momentous day – the time had finally come! 
 
But then what?  He rides straight past the Roman garrison and 
into the temple, not overthrowing the Romans, but overthrowing 
the tables of the money changers; not healing their damaged 
national pride, but healing the lame and the blind.  No wonder 
then that ‘The Triumphal Entry’ is the acclaim that is given 
before he enters the city. 
 



 

Was he not, then, the fulfilment that they had long awaited? 
Who instead was he?  
What was his purpose? 
Was he being deceptive in his ‘Triumphal Entry’? 
Who was he to overthrow the tables? 
Who was he to heal? 
 
No wonder that ‘the whole city was stirred’ (v.10).  Of course it 
was!  There was such dissonance here between expectation 
and reality – who they expected, and who he was.  How they 
expected God to act, and how God did in fact act.  King Jesus 
arrives, not as conquering hero but proclaiming peace.  He 
doesn’t come to impose his will, but hopes for welcome from 
those that can see past the imminent and look beyond years of 
expectation and assumption.  If they can, then they will see the 
triumph in the coming of Jesus.  Because he is, in fact, 
demonstrating by action the teaching he gave earlier in 
Matthew 20.25-28: ‘whoever wants to become great among you 
must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be 
your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, 
but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many’. 
 

All through Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus has refused the 
proclamation of who he is and why he has come.  In Matthew 
16.20, for example, he orders his disciples not to tell anyone 
who is.  However, what we see clearly in this passage today, as 
so often is the case, is that actions speak louder than words 
ever can.  It wasn’t what was expected, but his actions were no 
less contentious.  He now makes clear by his actions exactly 
who he is, and the implications of that are obvious, and of 
course we know what’s to come in the days and weeks ahead 
as a result.  
 
So, I really want to emphasise to you the weight of expectation 
that wrested upon Jesus’ shoulders that day – the weight of 
hope and relief – and then latterly to a large extent 
disappointment, that nestled in the hearts of those present.  But 
I also want to dispel the assumption that those same people 
would later call for him to be crucified, that ‘one week they 
proclaim him as King, and the next they call for his crucifixion’.  



 

What Matthew alludes to, and John describes with more clarity 
(see John 12.12-19), is that there are different groups at play - 
different groups that respond to and react to Jesus in different 
ways.  There is a difference, for example, between the 
Galileans and the crowd of pilgrims travelling to celebrate the 
Passover, both acclaiming Jesus as King.  And then we have 
the local Judeans who don’t actually accept him at all.  It is not 
they that cheer for him on Palm Sunday – their reaction is very 
different.  Read the story in John and look for the groups of 
people and the ways they react.  It is then easier to see the 
same happening here in Matthew.   
 
It is not the crowd that only a week later calls for his crucifixion, 
but different groups responding to Jesus in different ways: 
different people, different views, different expectations, different 
starting points from which to observe who Jesus was and what 
he was doing.  As one commentator says, ‘His arrival draws a 
huge following – but it also divides people in their loyalty.  
Jesus is not someone who encourages sitting on fences!’ 
 
So, Jesus elicits both expectation and reaction.  How often are 
we in conflict with God because our expectations don’t meet his 
reality?  How often do we blame him for human actions or 
natural consequences?  How often do we confine God and his 
sphere of influence and/or blessing, into a box that we find 
accepting and comfortable, that meets with our understanding, 
expectations or assumptions?  We need to keep looking for 
God working outside of that box.  He almost always does, no 
matter how big the box might be.   
 
And when we find him loving and blessing and being present in 
people, actions or situations that perhaps we don’t like or don’t 
approve of, then how do we react to him?  
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