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Life and Death
Today is the day that Christian traditions focus on the
triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem. All over the world,
gatherings of believers will celebrate what’s become known
as “Palm Sunday” — a moment in history that marks a
pivotal turning of events, the fulfillment of ancient
prophecies, and the launching point of the final week of
Christ before his crucifixion.
And it all began with life and death. Life and death —
keep those two words in mind, because understanding the
triumphal entry of Christ is all about life and death.
You see, before the entry of Christ into Jerusalem, there
were miracles afoot, alongside murderous plots.


A little over a week before the crucifixion, the Jewish
religious leaders gathered and conspired to kill Jesus.
They said:
“What are we going to do? This man certainly
performs many miraculous signs. If we allow him
to go on like this, soon everyone will believe in
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him. Then the Roman army will come and destroy
both our Temple and our nation.” (John 11:47–48 NLT)
So the high priest made the argument that it would be
better for Jesus to be captured and killed than risk
provoking the Romans. Outwardly, the religious
leaders were concerned about change, about a
sweeping movement of faith in their community.
Ironic, isn’t it? The very people who were leading the
faith of the community were terrified that genuine
faith would break out. But, secretly, it’s pretty clear
they were more concerned about giving up their
power and privilege. They wanted people to follow
them, not Jesus.
So from that time on, the Jewish leaders began to
plot Jesus’ death. (John 11:53 NLT)


So Jesus began avoiding the public places, even
though everyone was looking for him. The crowds
wanted to marvel at his power and his teaching, and
the authorities wanted to murder him. So when word
got out that Jesus was in Bethany at the beginning of
the week of Passover — visiting the house of Martha
and Mary and Lazarus — crowds began surrounding
the house, hoping to get a glimpse of Lazarus who
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was raised from the dead and hear whatever Jesus
might say.
So the leading priests decided to kill Lazarus, too,
for it was because of him that many of the people
had deserted them and believed in Jesus. (John
12:10–11 NLT)

New life for Lazarus led to the threat of assassination
for Lazarus. Life and death. (Or, I guess, more literally
“death and life and death.”)


And less than a week before the Passover, while Jesus
was at the home of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus in
Bethany, something remarkable and unexpected
happened. Mary took a pound of this expensive,
aromatic ointment that had to have come from the far
east — perhaps from India, using a plant that
originated in the Himalayas — and Mary started
wiping this stuff on Jesus’ feet using her hair. It was
an incredibly intimate gesture that totally ticked off
Judas. “Sell the stuff,” he said. “It’s worth nearly a
year’s wages! At the very least, we could give the
money to the poor rather than waste it on Jesus’ feet.”
Of course, Judas was actually hoping to skim some of
the profits for himself, since he was the group’s
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bookkeeper. But notice his expectations. He thought
that they were headed into Jerusalem to continue
their work and expand their influence. Despite all
that Jesus had said to prepare them for that final
journey, Judas’ expectations were all messed up. So
Jesus said,
“Leave her alone. She did this in preparation for
my burial.” (John 12:7 NLT)
Judas — and the rest of the followers, for that matter
— thought Jesus was just headed into the next
chapter of their lives together. But Jesus was focused
on the death that awaited him.
Life and death. Expectations. That’s the heart of this
moment in history.

Arriving on a Donkey
Before long, word got out that Jesus was in the suburbs
outside of Jerusalem, and everyone knew that he would be
joining the crowds in the city to celebrate the Passover. Jesus
knew it, too, so he made preparations for his arrival through
the city gates. He arranged for a couple of his followers to
secure a donkey that he could ride into Jerusalem, the City of
Peace.
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A donkey? Why a donkey? Why not just walk into the
city with the rest of the crowds? Why did he need to ride an
animal?
And why a donkey? Oh, sure, there are prophecies of the
King of kings, the Messiah, riding into Jerusalem in triumph.
But triumphal kings ride warhorses, right? Something
magnificent at least. But a donkey? That kind of goes against
expectations, doesn’t it?
Well, Jesus knew what he was doing… and he was going
to totally defy the expectations of the crowds.


A King riding a donkey, in that culture, kind of
conjures up a couple of historic images. For instance,
about 800 years early, a king named Jehu had rode a
donkey into Samaria in the north. The people even
spread their garments on the road before him as a
sign of honor, recognizing his royalty and
sovereignty. And he arrived in order to destroy the
temple that had been set up in the name of a false
faith, the worship of Baal, the substitution of devotion
to God with devotion to demons.
So there was an opportunity for people to rethink
their expectations when they saw Jesus coming in the
same way. After all, the first thing he did when he
arrived in the city was to turn the Temple upside
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down and denounce the way people had turned the
worship of God into an opportunity for profiteering
mercenaries. (Cf. 2 Kings 9:11-10:28)






Jesus also knew that by riding into Jerusalem on a
donkey people would remember the way Solomon
had done the very same thing for his own coronation
nearly a thousand years earlier. Solomon, the “king of
peace” whose very name means peace, entering
Jerusalem, the “city of peace.” Jesus was making it
clear that he was the promised Messiah and the true
heir to David’s ancient throne, the first king in a
millennium to unite God’s people under God’s
authority and blessing. (Cf. 1 Kings 1:33-34)
And, as long as Jesus is provoking ancient memories
of what God has done before, he’s giving people an
opportunity to remember the way Abraham led his
son Isaac up that very same hill, long before there
was a city there, carrying everything for a sacrifice on
the back of a donkey. A father bringing his son to the
hill where life would be surrendered, where death
would be evidence of faith. Life and death. Defying
expectations.
But there’s more at work in the choice of a simple
donkey for riding into the city. In ancient days, when
a king went to battle, he might prepare his greatest
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warhorse. He wanted to enter with majesty and
power, strength and intimidation. But when he came
in peace — when he wanted to display humity and let
people feel safe — can you guess what he would ride?
Yup. A donkey.


Besides all of this, Jesus knew that his final entrance
into the city of Jerusalem would mark a pivotal
moment in history and the fulfillment of prophecy.
After all, over 500 years before the triumphal entry,
the prophet Zechariah had told the people:
Rejoice, O people of Zion! Shout in triumph, O
people of Jerusalem! Look, your king is coming to
you. He is righteous and victorious, yet he is
humble, riding on a donkey— riding on a
donkey’s colt. (Zechariah 9:9 NLT)

And there it is. That’s “Palm Sunday” in a nutshell. Yeah,
there are no palm branches mentioned there; that’s still
coming. But here’s the heart of the event that Christianity
worldwide is celebrating right now.
The King of kings, the heir of David, the promised
Messiah, the Savior and Redeemer of the world, entering
Jerusalem in an expression of humility on the back of a
donkey.
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The Crowd’s Enthusiasm
Did the crowds in Jerusalem understand what was
happening? Of course not. They were blinded by their own
expectations. They couldn’t see the themes of life and death
that were being revealed right in front of them.
So each of the gospels — the four biographies of Jesus in
the New Testament — each of them offers us a perspective
of what happened that day 2000 years ago. Here’s how John
described it:
The news that Jesus was on the way to Jerusalem
swept through the city. A large crowd of Passover
visitors took palm branches and went down the
road to meet him. They shouted, “Praise God!
Blessings on the one who comes in the name of the
LORD! Hail to the King of Israel!” (John 12:12–13 NLT)
Ah, so they recognized Jesus as their king. They offered
him honor and blessing. They declared that God had sent
him.
And they cried out “Praise God!” Well, that’s not really
the best way to render it in English. The Hebraic-Aramaic
expression ὡσαννά [hosanna] was used generally as a cry
of worship, though it literally meant something like, “God
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save us.” I wonder if the people that day realized that they
were crying out to their Savior to save them.
Oh, but surely they knew the word. They shouted it all
the time in the Temple, because it was part of their liturgy,
their Hallel or “praise” psalms. Part of their ceremony
sometimes involved waving branches and crying out
“hosanná” as a procession to the altar for making a burnt
offering and seeking God’s forgiveness of their sins. They
would cry out the words of Psalm 118:25-26,
Please, LORD, please save us. Please, LORD, please
give us success. Bless the one who comes in the
name of the LORD. We bless you from the house of
the LORD. (Psalm 118:25–26 NLT)
Ah, but as they shouted these words enthusiastically —
as they gave Jesus the equivalent of the “red carpet”
treatment by creating a pathway with their cloaks and
branches — what were they expecting? Were they looking
for life and death? Did they understand that Jesus was riding
to his death so that they might have life?
No, certainly not. The crowds were enthusiastic because
they expected Jesus to save them from Roman oppression…
from centuries of all sorts of international oppression, in
fact.
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Ever since the death of Solomon, the people of Israel
have not known peace. Solomon’s son — a real jerk —
provoked a civil revolt that split the kingdom in two. King
after king dragged the people further from God and right
into judgment. Eventually most of them were taken captive
by the invading Assyrians. The survivors in the south hung
on for a few more centuries, but they eventually were drug
away as well by the Babylonians. Then came the Medians.
And the Persians. And the Greeks. And the Romans.
Kingdom after kingdom dominated them, abused them,
governed them, oppressed them, taxed them, and exploited
them. They hung tight to the ancient Hebrew traditions and
holidays. They grasped the Law of Moses, hoping that God
would bless them if only they were good enough (though
they had no chance of fulfilling the perfect standard of the
Law).
But even their own leaders abused and exploited them.
Jewish governors, working on behalf of the Romans,
oppressed them. A local ruler slaughtered their children,
fearing the promises of Messiah and an heir to David’s
throne. Religious leaders burdened them with even more
rules and expectations (as if the 600+ details of the Law
weren’t enough to shame them into a sense of hopelessness).
“Save us,” they cried. Save us from… the consequences
of our sin? No, that’s not what they were saying. “Save us
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from the oppression of outsiders. Give us success. Make our
nation great again. Be the king who rides in on a warhorse,
prepared for battle, to crush the hated barbarian dogs who
occupied the Promised Land.”
It didn’t matter that Jesus was right in front of them
riding a donkey, displaying humility, coming in peace. They
wanted war.
Many in the crowd had seen Jesus call Lazarus from
the tomb, raising him from the dead, and they were
telling others about it. That was the reason so many
went out to meet him—because they had heard
about this miraculous sign. (John 12:17–18 NLT)
They wanted this guy who had raised Lazarus from the
dead to unleash the wrath of God on their oppressors, like
Moses had called down the plagues on ancient Egypt.
They wanted God to do things their way.
…And therein lies the problem of Palm Sunday and the
Triumphal Entry.
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Misguided Expectations
Frankly, people have been dealing with that problem
ever since.
For some reason, many of us approach God with a set of
expectations that we anticipate him fulfilling. Consider, for
example, the most basic of all philosophical questions — that
one puzzling thought that trips up so many people on their
way to new life in Christ:
“If God is good, and if God is powerful, then why is
there evil in the world? Why do people suffer?”
Another way of asking it is:
“If God is who I expect him to be, why isn’t he living
up to my expectations?”
Our Elder Team recently read a letter from a guy who
claims to have visited church after church in northern
Virginia hoping to find someone — some pastor — who
could even attempt to answer that question for him.
Knowing some of the people he’s talked to, I’m pretty sure
there have been lots of pastors who have answered his
question. But his expectations have blinded them to their
answer. Just like the people on Palm Sunday, he’s stuck in his
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own anticipation of who God should be and what God should
do that he ends up missing who God really is and what God is
really up to.
The Jews that day might have asked the question of
Jesus this way: “If God is all-powerful and if we are his people,
then why are there Romans walking around? Why are we
paying taxes to Caesar? Why were our great grandparents
carried off into captivity? Why doesn’t God just wipe out all
our enemies and make us healthy and wealthy?”
The bottom line is that Jesus did not come to fix the
world. He came to provide a way for us to escape this world
and experience a new world forever. He didn’t come to get
rid of the Romans (or all the other godless problems we face
in life).
And people respond, “Yeah, but that’s not right. A good
God gets rid of evil.”
Hey, here’s a shocking truth for you. Evil only exists in
the world because God made it possible. Oh, don’t
misunderstand me here. God is not responsible for evil. He
did not create evil (especially if you understand that the
word “evil” simply means something that is not what it is
supposed to be, something bent or broken). God never causes
evil. He is not culpable for evil.
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God may have given the Romans power, but he did not
cause them to use that power to abuse the Jews (or, later,
and with more ferocity, the Christians).
But he made it possible. In fact, he made it possible as
an act of undeniable goodness.
You see, God created paradise for man to enjoy. And in
that paradise, as the story goes, he planted a couple of trees.




One bore fruit that gave life — not just biological
longevity, but the fullness of life. Satisfaction. Delight.
Joy. Completion. All that life should be forever.
The other bore fruit that presented a devastating
problem for mankind. Anyone who ate of that second
tree exchanged life and innocence and satisfaction for
the responsibility of morality. Choosing between right
and wrong. The possibility of doing good and
sustaining innocence, but also the possibility of doing
evil and experiencing guilt and consequence.

God invited man to enjoy all of the blessings of paradise,
including that tree of life. But he told people to steer clear of
that second tree because God knew that it would lead to
shame, to heartache, to generation after generation of
rebellion and selfishness and suffering and death.
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But, as an expression of his goodness, God did not force
man to choose compliance. That would have been
controlling and manipulative, and ultimately would have
resulted in mankind merely being puppets in God’s hands,
lacking any freedom of choice. Yes, God loved people, and he
wanted people to experience only goodness without ever
having to be concerned about the threat of evil. But he
wanted people to love him freely, so he allowed for the
possibility.
Ever since then, every single person who has walked
this planet has chosen both good and evil in their lives. Every
one of us is responsible for introducing suffering to the
world; it’s not God’s fault, but ours.
Yet somehow people turn to God and expect him to fix
our problems. And, I suppose, if you think about it, he will
one day. But the only way to fix the problem of evil and
suffering in the world is to get rid of the source of evil and
suffering in the world. And that means getting rid of all the
people in the world. It means creating an entirely new
world… which is exactly what God will do one day.
The Jews in Jerusalem watched Jesus riding into the city,
and they demanded that God act… now! “Rid the world of
oppression and evil. Save us! Bless us! What are you waiting
for? You promised us!”
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The Lord isn’t really being slow about his promise,
as some people think. No, he is being patient for
your sake. He does not want anyone to be
destroyed, but wants everyone to repent. (2 Peter
3:9 NLT)

He came to save us… but not from the circumstances of
life. He came so that we might experience a new life. And the
only way to get there is to experience death first.
Life and death. Death and life. This is the heart of it all.

Death and Life
“She is anointing me for my burial,” Jesus had told them
as Mary slathered his feet with perfume. “Don’t you
understand? Life gives way to death, so that death will give
way to life.”
It’s everything Jesus had been talking about.
Jesus told his disciples plainly that it was necessary
for him to go to Jerusalem, and that he would suffer
many terrible things at the hands of the elders, the
leading priests, and the teachers of religious law. He
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would be killed, but on the third day he would be
raised from the dead. (Matthew 16:21 NLT)
Life gives way to death, so that death may give way to
life.
Are we really expecting anything different?
Interestingly, do you know what the gospel of John
describes following the account of Jesus’ Triumphal Entry?
He says that after Jesus entered the city and was settled, a
group of Greeks came knocking at the door. Greeks. The very
oppressive dogs that the Jews begged to be put down by
Jesus. The Jews cried out for Jesus to save them and make
them dominant over the rest of the Greek world and Roman
government, but it was Greeks who came looking for Jesus.
And do you know what Jesus told those Greeks? Listen
to this carefully, because it’s important. Life and death. Death
and life. Jesus said,
I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat is
planted in the soil and dies, it remains alone. But its
death will produce many new kernels—a plentiful
harvest of new lives. (John 12:24 NLT)
Life and death and life. Jesus continued,
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Those who love their life in this world will lose it.
Those who care nothing for their life in this world
will keep it for eternity. (John 12:25 NLT)
Life and death and life.

The Question Before Us
Which, I guess, begs the question of us on this
celebration of Palm Sunday:
What are we expecting?
What are we expecting of who God is and what he’s up
to? What are we expecting for our own experience with him?
Do we anticipate him fixing everything in our lives and
reliving us of all challenges, all difficulties, all suffering?
Oh, he’ll certainly bring us to that blessing at some
point, at the end of history, beyond this life, beyond this
world. But now? What about now? What expectations are we
bringing to God?
I’m not sure what you’re coming to God with, but I can
tell you what you should expect: Life leading to death, so that
death may lead to life.
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Whoever clings to this life, this world, these
circumstances… they’ll lose it all one day. Their friends and
family will gather around their casket, shed a few tears, and
then move on without them.
But whoever lets go of this life, surrenders everything in
faith, abandons their own agendas and expectations, will
suddenly be “born again” (to use a phrase from Jesus). We’ll
start a new life… one that will not only experience peace and
fulfillment now in this world, regardless of our
circumstances, but will carry us beyond this world into a
new paradise forever.
Two thousand years ago, the crowds quickly grew
frustrated that Jesus didn’t live up to their expectations. He
didn’t do things their way. He wasn’t who they wanted him
to be. So it was easy for them to be stirred up to rebellion. In
less than a week, they turned from proclaiming him their
king to demanding his death… just like Jesus had said would
happen.
Life gives way to death, so that death may give way to
life.
How about us? Will we impose our expectations upon
Jesus and anticipate him doing things our way? Being who
we want him to be? Or will we surrender ourselves for him,
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letting go of our lives and our sense of control for him? Will
we let go of our lives, so that we might truly live forever?
Will we go in search of something else, someone else,
anything that might satisfy our desires?
Or will we truly mean it when we cry out to the King of
kings, depending upon him to save us — not from our
circumstances, but from the consequences of our own sin —
grateful for his love and grace, utterly surrendered to his
sovereignty?
Rejoice, O people of [God]! Shout in triumph, O
people of [the Lord]! Look, your King is coming to
you. He is righteous and victorious, yet he is
humble… (Zechariah 9:9 paraphrased)

PRAYER ▪ SONG: Crown Him (Majesty)
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