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He Knew What Had to Be Done

Text:  John 12:12–16 

As many of you know I just returned from a trip to South Asia. On the 
return flight I watched the movie The Darkest Hour. It stars Gary Oldman as 
Winston Churchill, and is an account of his early days as Prime Minister, as 
Nazi Germany swept across Western Europe, threatening to defeat the 
United Kingdom during World War II. It leads to friction at the highest 
levels of government between those who would make a peace treaty with 
Hitler, and Churchill, who refused. Churchill knew that there was to be no 
negotiation with the enemy which meant that the only option was to fight 
to the last man and “never, never, never” surrender. He was opposed by 
nearly everyone in Parliament, but the common people believed in his 
encouragement that they should fight to win and because of that they were 
willing to follow the advice of Churchill. They knew that he was right, 
there could be no compromise with an evil dictator like Adolf Hitler. It was 
better to die than to submit to his tyranny.

It’s a wonderful movie and I give it a thumb up. I found it especially 
compelling because I have been considering the story of Jesus’ triumphal 
entry into Jerusalem. Even though I would be very careful in making 
comparisons between Winston Churchill and Jesus Christ, I do find a few 
very important similarities in their stories: they both saw the enemy for 
who he was and they both knew that there could be no compromise; they 
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both were willing to die for what they believed in and both were opposed 
on every side. 

In our gospel account from John 12, Jesus alone understood the real reason 
that he had come and what it was going to cost him to accomplish it. He 
knew that the real enemy was not Rome, as the Jews supposed, but it was 
the king of darkness, Satan himself. Jesus had not come to strike a deal but 
to defeat the foe. Nothing else would work. Let’s read again our Gospel 
account from John 12:12–17,

The next day the large crowd that had come to the feast heard that Jesus 
was coming to Jerusalem. 13 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!” 14 And Jesus found a young 
donkey and sat on it, just as it is written, 15 “Fear not, daughter of Zion; 
behold, your king is coming, sitting on a donkey's colt!” 16 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. 17 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 first part of the chapter finds Jesus in a private setting at the home of 
Lazarus who he had raised from the dead. It was there that Mary, the sister 
of Lazarus, anoints Jesus’ feet with very expensive oil to the objection of 
Judas Iscariot who contends that the oil should have been sold and the 
money used for the poor. Jesus tells him, “Leave her alone, so that she may 
keep it for the day of my burial. For the poor you always have with you, 
but you do not always have me.” Jesus knew what is coming and what he 
must do, and Mary seems to have the sense that things are not as they 
appear.



In this morning’ reading the scene moves from a private to a public setting. 
On Sunday, the day after the party in Bethany at which Mary anointed 
Jesus, news arrives that Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem (v. 12), and a 
crowd of pilgrims, presumably those who had been wondering if he would 
come, goes out to meet him. Mary's private love and devotion of Jesus is 
now matched by the crowd's public outpouring of anticipation. They were 
hoping that this was finally the coming of the king who would once again 
occupy the throne of David and overthrow the tyranny of Rome. 
Considering the tensions that had been growing between Jesus and the 
religious leaders, who have made it known that they intend to kill him, this 
is a very dramatic scene. By openly entering the city where he is a marked 
man he takes the first step toward the final confrontation. It is an 
intentional move and there was to be no turning back.

Passover was one of the three feasts that Jews were supposed to attend in 
Jerusalem, and consequently the population of Jerusalem swelled 
enormously at this time. The city was packed with those who had come 
from all over to attend this feast but also those who had come to see what 
Jesus would do. As this great crowd is beginning to gather from around 
Israel and the larger world of those who lived away from Jerusalem, news 
about Jesus was spreading, and there was a feeling of hope that maybe, 
finally, the Messiah had come. 

As he enters they cry out “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name 
of the Lord, even the king of Israel!” They are quoting the passage from
the Messianic Psalm 118:25–26. It is not uncommon in our day to quote 
from this Psalm too, but it is best seen through the context of Jesus 
triumphal entry. It is often a temptation to quote verses as a stand-alone 
promise or standard but listen to Psalm 118:22–26 as a unit and it takes on a 
whole new way of understanding, 



The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. 23 This is 
the Lord's doing; it is marvelous in our eyes. 24 This is the day that the 
Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it. Save us, we pray, O Lord! O 
Lord, we pray, give us success! 26 Blessed is he who comes in the name of 
the Lord! We bless you from the house of the Lord.

We often quote this passage referring to every day as a reason to rejoice no 
matter what is happening, but the Psalmist is pointing us to a particular 
day that should cause us to rejoice, no matter what is going on today. It is 
the day when Jesus becomes the cornerstone upon which we build a solid 
foundation and the cry of “Hosanna” literally meant, “save us” or “help”! 
Jesus had come to do just that, but they couldn’t see their greatest need. 
The Jews and the disciples had a very limited view of what was really 
happening when Jesus entered Jerusalem. They believed that their greatest 
need was to be delivered from the tyranny and oppression of Rome, but 
Jesus had come to set them free from the bondage of a much more evil and 
sinister enemy. 

The fact that they chose to welcome Jesus by waving palm branches reveals 
a lot about what it was that they were expecting from him. This had the all 
the elements of a patriotic parade. Palm branches were a symbol of Jewish 
nationalism since the time of the Maccabees. F. F. Bruce in his commentary 
wrote, 

From the time of the Maccabees palms or palm branches had been 
used as a national symbol. They had figured in the procession 
which celebrated the rededication of the temple in 164 BC (2 
Maccabees 10:7) and again when winning the full political 
independence was celebrated under Simon in 141 BC. Later palms 
appeared as national symbols on the coins struck by the Judean 



insurgents during the first and second revolts against Rome (AD 
66–70 and 132–135). 

They saw Jesus as a military leader against the Roman Empire. In many 
stories within the gospels you may remember that the people came to take 
Jesus and make him king, but he slipped away from them. He was to be 
their King but not in the way that they assumed.

It’s important to understand the next part of the reading where Jesus rides 
into Jerusalem on the back of a young donkey. Jesus responds by finding a 
young donkey to sit on (v. 14), thereby making a mess of the picture they 
were creating. He should have found a horse to ride on or made use of 
some other symbol of power. Instead he intended to present a different 
image. His action undercuts their nationalism and points in a different 
direction, evoking an image from the Prophets: 

Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout aloud O Daughter of 
Jerusalem! Behold your king is coming to you, righteous and having 
salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt a foal of a 
donkey. (Zechariah 9:9)

He is indeed king, but not the sort of king they have in mind. John says the 
disciples did not make the connection with the passage from Zechariah at 
the time.

At first his disciples did not understand all this. Only after Jesus was 
glorified did they realize that these things had been written about him and 
that they had done these things to him (v. 16). Try and understand this 
from the perspective of the disciples. They are most likely caught up in the 
nationalistic fervor of the crowd because they also believe that Jesus has 
come to Jerusalem to take over as king and they will be his entourage. They 
thought they were honoring Jesus as king, and they were, but at this point 



no one was connecting the Scriptures with what was happening—even the 
disciples would not put the two together until after Jesus was glorified. 
They needed the revelation of the Holy Spirit to illumine their minds, but 
this had not yet happened. 

They did not yet comprehend that Jesus was not only the King of Israel but 
the King of all creation who had condescended to come down and rescue 
those who were in the clutches of the enemy. God’s heart was reaching out 
all those who were lost. Israel had failed at being the nation who revealed 
the creator God to all the kingdoms of the earth and Jesus had come to 
complete the task that the children of Abraham had failed to accomplish. 
He loved them more than to simply solve their immediate situation as 
servants of Rome and his task and vision was far broader than Israel. If 
Jesus had settled for the throne of David in Jerusalem the real issue of 
mankind’s bondage to sin and death would never have been dealt with 
and the kingdom of Satan would have remained in power and authority 
over the earth. At the time of his entry in Jerusalem only Jesus fully 
understood what was at stake and that only he could do what was 
necessary to overcome the kingdom of darkness. 

It was no coincidence that Jesus chose Passover to enter Jerusalem. Flavius 
Josephus, the 1st century Roman-Jewish historian, wrote that one year a 
census was taken of the number of lambs slain for Passover and that figure 
was 256,500. Jesus would have entered Jerusalem walking in the midst of 
lambs who were destined for sacrifice during the celebration, and as he 
walked he alone knew that they were a symbol of what he had come to be: 
the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. Jesus was the living 
reality of what the sacrificial lambs pointed to: an atonement that would be 
made once and for all. He knew what the scriptures foretold about the 



Messiah and was under no illusion that it would be easy. Scriptures like 
Isaiah 53:3–7 that we read this morning, 

He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrow and acquainted 
with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, 
and we esteemed him not. 4 Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our 
sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 
5 But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our 
iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with 
his wounds we are healed. 6 All we like sheep have gone astray; we have 
turned—every one—to his own way and the Lord has laid on him the 
iniquity of us all. 7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened 
not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that 
before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth.

I suspect these things were on his mind as he entered Jerusalem to the 
cheers and celebration of the crowds, some who would be the very ones a 
few days later screamed, “Crucify him. Crucify him!” and yet he still came. 
As we remember the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem we have the 
joy of celebrating that he is not merely the king of Israel but the King of all 
creation. As we saw a few weeks ago in Ephesians 2, Jesus now sits at the 
right hand of the Father as King of Kings and Lord of Lords and we are 
seated with him in the heavenly places. Our epistle reading from 
Philippians 2:5–11 reminds that “at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of the Father.”

Why? Because he is the King who overcame sin and death and for those 
who embrace him by faith and live for his glory there is new life both now 
and throughout all eternity.



Last week I visited a Hindu and a Buddhist temple. There were religious 
symbols all over the place and they were making sacrifices and offerings to 
the many, many gods they worshipped. They placed colorful bright 
powders on the altars and lit countless candles or vessels with oil and 
wicks. They made gestures and bowed down in obeisance to their many 
gods, but I knew that it was all in vain and it made me sad. I was very 
aware of the presence of the demonic and I prayed continually for the 
presence of the Holy Spirit to surround and protect us. This place was not 
safe because the demonic knew who we were, but we knew who we were 
in Christ, too. I wasn’t afraid, but I also wasn’t arrogant. I was reminded of 
2 Timothy 1:12, “But I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed, 
and I am convinced that he is able to guard until that day what has been 
entrusted to me.” 

Ones that they called “holy men” sat around doing nothing and I looked 
into their eyes and saw no life in them. The experience was very 
overwhelming, and it reminded me that only Jesus could overcome this 
depth of the demonic and that he already had. Later that evening as I 
reflected and prayed, God reminded me that these religions without Jesus 
are nothing more than celebrations of the demonic and death.

Unfortunately, the truth is that there are many churches who claim to 
gather to worship God but deny the divinity and authority of Jesus Christ 
alone, and as a consequence they are also celebrations of death. Like the 
temples that I visited, they have the appearance of righteousness but deny 
the power that would set them free. Jesus came to bring us life as it was 
intended, but it wouldn’t come easily. My trip was a reminder that the 
kingdom of darkness is still very much alive and active, but this season is a 
reminder that what Jesus came to do was accomplished. When he came 
into Jerusalem they welcomed him as their new King, but when he went to 



the cross in submission to the Father’s will he paid the price for our sins. 
He did the kingliest thing that he could do, he laid down his life for his 
subjects.  

He did what only he could do and then sent back his Holy Spirit so that we 
could continue in his name, power, and authority. Last week was a 
reminder to me that we are far from being through. One of the things that 
Churchill reminded the people of England was that the struggle would be 
long and costly, but that victory was the only option, never surrender. For 
us through Jesus Christ victory has overcome the kingdom of darkness. 
Hebrews 2:14–15, 

Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise 
partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one 
who has the power of death, that is, the devil, 15 and deliver all those who 
through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery.  

The task before us is to live into that victory and in Jesus name to enter the 
fight that rages on all around us. When I came back home I was glad to be 
back with that which is familiar and feels safer, but I know that it is only an 
illusion. Signs of the kingdom of darkness are all around, I can see the 
evidence and I can read about it daily in the news. The task before us is to 
be living witnesses to the love and power of Christ to those around us and 
to be continually praying that God would use us in the lives of those in our 
community.

We are supporting ministries of outreach both foreign and domestic, as we 
should. We are supporting Young Life/Wyldlife and we definitely should. I 
am praying that God will open my eyes to those around me that I see 
everyday within the community and that I will have divine appointments 



to share what Jesus has done in my life. If you have embraced Jesus as 
King, I hope you are praying that as well.

Let’s pray.
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