March 30 

Lesson 5 

Triumphant and Victorious

Devotional Reading: Psalm 47
Background Scripture: Zechariah 9:9, 10; Matthew 21:1-11
Zechariah 9:9, 10
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9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy King cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass.

10 And I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem, and the battle bow shall be cut off: and he shall speak peace unto the heathen: and his dominion shall be from sea even to sea, and from river even to the ends of the earth.

Matthew 21:1-11
1 And when they drew nigh unto Jerusalem, and were come to Bethphage, unto the mount of Olives, then sent Jesus two disciples,

2 Saying unto them, Go into the village over against you, and straightway ye shall find an ass tied, and a colt with her: loose them, and bring them unto me.

3 And if any man say ought unto you, ye shall say, The Lord hath need of them; and straightway he will send them.

4 All this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying,

5 Tell ye the daughter of Sion, Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek, and sitting upon an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass.

6 And the disciples went, and did as Jesus commanded them,

7 And brought the ass, and the colt, and put on them their clothes, and they set him thereon.

8 And a very great multitude spread their garments in the way; others cut down branches from the trees, and strawed them in the way.

9 And the multitudes that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the Son of David: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest.

10 And when he was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, Who is this?

11 And the multitude said, This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee.

Key Verse

The multitudes that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the Son of David: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest. —Matthew 21:9
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Tell the key details of Jesus' triumphal entry into Jerusalem in light of Zechariah's prophecy.

2. Explain the combination of humility and royalty that characterizes Jesus.

3. Express how he or she will demonstrate appropriate humility while also recognizing his or her privileged position as a child of King Jesus.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. Spotting Royalty

B. Lesson Background

I. The King Is Coming (Zechariah 9:9, 10)
A. Mighty and Humble (v. 9)

B. Powerful and Peaceful (v. 10)

Speaking Peace
II. The King Has Come (Matthew 21:1-11)
A. Direction and Supplication (vv. 1-3)

B. Prophecy and Fulfillment (vv. 4, 5)

C. Preparation and Spontaneity (vv. 6-9)

Occupy ... What?
D. Unknown and Identified (vv. 10, 11)

Conclusion

A. Come to Save

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Spotting Royalty

Can those of royal lineage be recognized by their physical appearance? Some in the nineteenth century thought so, as evidenced by the use of the phrase blue blood to describe the royal families of Europe. This phrase reflected a folk notion that the royals had a different kind of blood—blood that was blue in color rather than red.

The origin of this strange belief is thought to have come from the appearance of blue veins among members of royalty, the blueness being visible because of the paleness of their untanned skin. The blue veins of common folk, by contrast, were much less visible because their skin was tanned from working outdoors. We see an error in logic here: belief that having conspicuous blue veins (and therefore blue blood) caused one to be of royalty, when it was actually the other way around.

The first king of Israel was Saul, by direct appointment of God (1 Samuel 10:1). But God did not recognize any sense of "royal blood" flowing in that man's veins, as evident by God's choosing someone outside Saul's family to be the successor. Saul's outward appearance had been impressive (10:23), and the prophet Samuel seems to have been evaluating possible successors on that basis when God corrected him (16:5-7). David, the one eventually chosen, also had an impressive appearance (16:12), but that wasn't God's criteria.

God promised that David's house and kingdom would be established forever (2 Samuel 7:16). Thus we sense a royal bloodline here, especially since the lineage leads to and ends with Jesus, king of kings. But we quickly note that all this was due to God's choice and promise. Nationalistic expectations ran high on the day of Jesus' triumphal entry into Jerusalem. Yet it should not have been a time for spotting earthly "blue blood," but of recognizing God's provision for the nation.

B. Lesson Background

This week's lesson examines passages from the prophet Zechariah and the Gospel of Matthew. Zechariah (which means "the Lord remembers") is a very common name in the Bible, with 30 or more men so designated. The Zechariah of the book by that name was called by God to be a prophet, along with Haggai, to urge the Jews to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem (see Ezra 5:1). This Zechariah returned with the freed exiles to Judah to do so in about 536 BC. His recorded prophecies began in 520 BC (Zechariah 1:1) and continued for several years. The temple restoration was completed in 515 BC (Ezra 6:15).

The book of Zechariah is filled with symbolic images, making it difficult to interpret. It is also one of the most messianic of the Old Testament books, with many defining references to the coming Christ. There is an underlying sense in Zechariah's message that the temple had to be finished so that the king could come.

Perhaps some Jews expected the promised king, the promised son of David, to be made known shortly after the rebuilt temple was finished in 515 BC. But God had a plan that required another five and a half centuries before the promised king made His triumphal entry into Jerusalem. Matthew, drawing on Zechariah, interprets that event as nothing less than fulfilled prophecy.

I. The King Is Coming

(Zechariah 9:9, 10)

In addition to rebuilding the altar and the temple in Jerusalem, those who return from exile reinstitute observance of holy days, restart sacrificial offerings, and organize priests to serve in the temple. But surely at least some of the people wonder why they are doing all this. We presume that they want to know what the future holds for Israel.

How to Say It

Bethany Beth-uh-nee.

Bethphage Beth-fuh-gee.

Ephraim Ee-fray-im.

Euphrates You-fray-teez.

Jericho Jair-ih-co.

Messiah Meh-sigh-uh.

Messianic Mess-ee-an-ick.

Zechariah Zek-uh-rye-uh.

Zion (or Sion) Zi-un.

Zechariah understands that there are bigger issues for his people than temple and land and nation: the people need an ultimate deliverer, a Messiah. To this need for a Savior, Zechariah speaks a word for the future.

A. Mighty and Humble (v. 9)

9. Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion; shout, O daughter of Jerusalem: behold, thy King cometh unto thee: he is just, and having salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass.

This verse sets forth three characteristics of the coming king. First, he is just, being in complete harmony with the will of God. Second, he comes having salvation; the image of this future king is that of one returning from a battle in which his army has been successful and the nation is saved.

Third, he is lowly, a gentle and humble king, for he is presented as riding a young donkey. The horse is an animal of war (see the next verse), while the donkey is an animal of peace—an interesting contrast with the second characteristic just described.

What Do You Think?
How can you exhibit the qualities of Jesus noted here?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
At work or school

At home

At church

Before we move on, we can pause to note parallels between the first two phrases. Rejoice greatly stands parallel with shout—two imperatives intended to mean the same thing. Likewise, Zion is a synonym for Jerusalem. Parallelism is a feature of Hebrew poetry, and we see similar treatments of Zion and Jerusalem in Psalms 102:21 and 147:12.
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Visual for Lesson 5. Start a discussion by turning this statement into a question: "How will you welcome Jesus today?"
B. Powerful and Peaceful (v. 10)

10. And I will cut off the chariot from Ephraim, and the horse from Jerusalem, and the battle bow shall be cut off: and he shall speak peace unto the heathen: and his dominion shall be from sea even to sea, and from river even to the ends of the earth.

The designations Ephraim and Jerusalem represent the entire nation of Israel (compare Isaiah 7:17). Through the use of various images, Zechariah foretells the peace that the coming king will bring to the nation. His arrival signals the day when weapons of war are irrelevant. Through His king, the Lord shall speak peace, the end of war.

The territory of this peaceful kingdom is not just for the nation of Israel, but for the entire earth—pictured as being from sea even to sea and from river (perhaps the Euphrates River) to the ends of the earth. His reign will extend throughout the earth; no place will be exempt. There will be no small regional wars, no pockets of resistance. It will be peace, peace, peace, forever and ever!

Speaking Peace
Quakerism got its start in seventeenth-century England. One historic emphasis of the Quakers is their peace testimony from "A Declaration to Charles II," of 1661. This testimony states:

All bloody principles and practices, we, as to our own particulars, do utterly deny, with all outward wars and strife and fightings with outward weapons, for any end or under any pretence whatsoever. And this is our testimony to the whole world.

 

[T]he spirit of Christ, which leads us into all Truth, will never move us to fight and war against any man with outward weapons, neither for the kingdom of Christ, nor for the kingdoms of this world.

Christians throughout the centuries have held different views on war. Indeed, misguided wars have been fought in the name of Jesus. Examples include the Crusades of the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries to retake the holy land from "the infidels" and the wars of Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

When the prophet Zechariah predicted that the Messiah would "speak peace unto the heathen," he was predicting an important part of the Christian message. We may think that Christian pacifists misunderstand how we are to interact with the world in this regard, but "blessed are the peacemakers" (Matthew 5:9) is more than a nice platitude to be memorized along with the rest of the Beatitudes. We each need to ask ourselves, "What is my role in bringing the peace of Christ to those around me?"—C. R. B.

II. The King Has Come

(Matthew 21:1-11)

Our next segment of text opens with Jesus and His disciples on the final leg of their pilgrimage to Jerusalem for Passover. Their arrival in Bethany (see below) is preceded by a walk from Jericho (Matthew 20:29). That is a distance of about 17 miles involving an ascent of some 3,300 feet in elevation. This can be walked in six to eight hours.

A. Direction and Supplication (vv. 1-3)

1a. And when they drew nigh unto Jerusalem, and were come to Bethphage, unto the mount of Olives.

John gives more detail, indicating that Jesus arrives "six days" before the Passover, spending time in the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus in Bethany (see John 12:1, 2). The two small villages of Bethany and Bethphage are on the eastern side of Jerusalem. The arrival is late Friday afternoon, for Jesus and His fellow Jews would not travel all the way from Jericho on a Sabbath day, which begins at sundown Friday night.

After the Sabbath, the group arrives at Bethphage (meaning "house of unripe figs"), which is near Bethany (see Mark 11:1). The mount of Olives is a north/south ridge that flanks the eastern side of Jerusalem. Bethany and Bethphage are on the far side of this mount, somewhat isolated from the city, yet conveniently close to it.

1b, 2. Then sent Jesus two disciples, saying unto them, Go into the village over against you, and straightway ye shall find an ass tied, and a colt with her: loose them, and bring them unto me.

Jesus now directs two trusted disciples to go into a nearby village (probably Bethphage) and look for a female donkey (a "jenny") that has a young colt with her. The expectation that the jenny is tied indicates the donkey is not out grazing or involved in work, but is ready and waiting for Jesus' purposes. She may be fitted with some type of halter that allows her to be tied to a post, readily available for being led back to Jesus. All four of the Gospels mention the younger donkey (compare Mark 11:2; Luke 19:30; John 12:14), but only Matthew includes the detail that there is an older female donkey as well.

3. And if any man say ought unto you, ye shall say, The Lord hath need of them; and straightway he will send them.

Jesus also instructs the disciples what to say if their borrowing of the donkeys is challenged. This gives us the impression that Jesus has prearranged the availability of the two animals. The reason for doing so is explained in the next verse.

What Do You Think?
When you sense that the Lord "hath need of" something from you, do you have a hard time releasing it to His service? Why, or why not?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding abilities

Regarding money or possessions

Regarding a family member

Other

B. Prophecy and Fulfillment (vv. 4, 5)

4. All this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet, saying.

Jesus is aware that He is fulfilling the prophecy of Zechariah concerning the king coming into Jerusalem. In this, Jesus is enacting openly His role as Messiah to complete God's plan. Understanding this is important as an answer today to those who claim that Jesus never saw himself as the prophesied Messiah or Christ.

The prophecies of Zechariah and others are not fulfilled by random chance. The events they foresaw are pieces of God's deliberate plan, a plan carried out by Jesus. A key verse in understanding this is Matthew 5:17, which sets the tone for the entire book in the area of prophecy: "Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil." There is perfect convergence between the prophets, who were given a glimpse of God's plan, and the Messiah, who enacts the plan centuries later.

5. Tell ye the daughter of Sion, Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek, and sitting upon an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass.

So there is no mistake or ambiguity, Matthew gives an abbreviated version of Zechariah's prophecy. We noted earlier that Zion (here spelled Sion) is equivalent to Jerusalem. (The daughter of part comes from Isaiah 62:11.)

That city is overflowing with Passover pilgrims at this time. This feast temporarily increases Jerusalem's normal population of perhaps 50,000 by several times over. The people of Jerusalem represent the nation of Israel. Here is their king, the one Zechariah foretold. He is not riding a giant stallion with flaring nostrils, but a lowly donkey. We easily imagine Jesus' legs sticking out from the donkey's round belly, with Jesus' feet barely clearing the ground. He is the humble king—a contradiction of terms in the ancient world, but perfect in God's plan.

What Do You Think?
What do you learn about humility from Jesus that you can apply to your own life?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
With regard to what others can see

With regard to what only God can see

C. Preparation and Spontaneity (vv. 6-9)

6, 7. And the disciples went, and did as Jesus commanded them, and brought the ass, and the colt, and put on them their clothes, and they set him thereon.

Matthew's account gives an impromptu sense to the preparations. By contrast, a triumphal procession in the city of Rome can take weeks to prepare. The Roman general or emperor receiving "the triumph" rides in a ceremonial chariot specially crafted for the event. The Roman triumphs consist of long parades of dignitaries, captured enemy soldiers and kings, and wagons heavy with the spoils of war. Such carefully planned spectacles sometimes include the erection of a new triumphal arch.

For the case at hand, however, the disciples make do with a borrowed donkey and improvised saddle gear from their own garments. The disciples do not hesitate to follow Jesus' commands by thinking about what they lack!

What Do You Think?
What commands of Jesus are Christians most likely to hesitate in following? Why?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Commands about loving one another

Commands about making disciples

Commands about helping the poor or others

Other

8. And a very great multitude spread their garments in the way; others cut down branches from the trees, and strawed them in the way.

The nature of this event is contagious, and the crowd responds by paving the triumphal path of Jesus with their own garments and with freshly cut branches. Matthew does not specify the trees used as a source of the branches, but John identifies them as "palm trees" (John 12:13). The phrase strawed them brings to mind the spreading of fresh, clean straw in a stable or in a house that has a dirt floor.

The description a very great multitude can be understood as "the largest of crowds." Matthew knows of a crowd of 5,000 men (not counting women and children) that came to hear Jesus in Galilee (Matthew 14:21), and this Passover crowd seems to be even larger. This is the biggest thing happening in Jerusalem that day, with perhaps 10,000 or more people lining Jesus' path to the city. It is likely that many are from the Galilee region, come to Jerusalem for Passover.

9. And the multitudes that went before, and that followed, cried, saying, Hosanna to the Son of David: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest.

The acclamation of the multitudes has three parts, all pointing to Jesus as the promised Messiah. First, the people shout Hosanna in the highest. The word Hosanna is a Hebrew term that means "save now" (see Psalm 118:25). The people are awaiting God's Savior as promised by Zechariah and the other prophets.

Second, the people acclaim Jesus as the Son of David, a clear reference to the line of kings whom God promised to be an eternal dynasty (Psalm 89:3, 4). The crowd seems to know that Jesus is in the line of David (contrast the uncertainty of a previous occasion in John 7:41), and they apparently see Him as the king that Zechariah foresaw.

Third, the crowd gives Jesus a blessing from Psalm 118, a psalm that seems to portray the entry of David and his army into Jerusalem after a successful battle. Thus the crowd shouts Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord (Psalm 118:26).

And so we have both sides: Jesus is publicly accepting and enacting His role as God's Messiah, and the Passover pilgrims of Jerusalem are embracing Him as that Messiah—or at least as the Messiah they think He should be. Jesus is the king entering the city as Zechariah foretold over 500 years earlier. Since that prophet's time, Israel has had a city, a temple, and a priesthood. Now the people see their king.

What Do You Think?
If Christ were to come riding into your town, what would people praise Him first for? What would this say about the state of people's hearts?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
A spiritual issue

A physical issue

A relationship issue

Other

Occupy ... What?
The Great Recession of 2007 and the following years snatched away the jobs and savings of millions of Americans. On September 17, 2011, the Occupy Wall Street movement responded as a crowd gathered in New York City's Liberty Square. Originators of the movement said their goal was to fight "the crimes of Wall Street, government controlled by monied interests, and the resulting income inequality, unemployment, environmental destruction, and oppression of people at the front lines of the economic crisis."

The movement spread widely, often with other issues as the focus. Within six months, "Occupy" was demonstrating in hundreds of cities around the world. The phenomenon gave people who thought themselves to have suffered injustice a chance to express their frustration and alienation.

Many first-century Jews, weary of Roman repression, perhaps saw in Jesus the leader who could redress their grievances. Jesus could have staged His triumphal entry as an Occupy Jerusalem movement to play to this expectation, but He didn't. He came to solve a problem much greater than that of Roman dominance. He came to occupy our hearts, not our cities. " The kingdom of God cometh not with observation: ... for, behold, the kingdom of God is within you" (Luke 17:20, 21).—C. R. B.

D. Unknown and Identified (vv. 10, 11)

10. And when he was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, Who is this?

Many in the joyous crowd are temporary residents of Jerusalem, having come to the city for the Feast of Unleavened Bread and Passover observances. Those who have found lodging outside the city (as Jesus and His disciples have) will walk into Jerusalem each day of the weeklong celebration. On this day, many such pilgrims accompany Jesus into the city, and the commotion is so great that all the city notices. The question of the day, though, is not "What's happening?" but "Who is this?"
11. And the multitude said, This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee.

Despite the previous acclamation of Jesus as "Son of David," the multitude gives a somewhat tame answer to the question of verse 10. The crowd identifies Him by name (Jesus), by hometown (Nazareth of Galilee), and by special vocation (prophet), but there is no language of Jesus as Messiah or king.

Even so, the designation of Jesus as a prophet seems to have a powerful effect on the city; it is the reason the Jewish leaders plot carefully and secretly to have Jesus arrested (see Matthew 21:46). We sometimes forget this aspect of Jesus' identity; we should keep in mind that Jesus spoke as a prophet, proclaiming God's kingdom and calling people to repentance (see Matthew 4:17).

Conclusion

A. Come to Save

The triumphal entry of Jesus was the opening act of what we call Passion Week. That entry was an extraordinary moment of glory for Jesus, but one that He could not savor for long. He was not fooled by the fickle crowd, and He knew the threat posed by the Jewish leadership was real. The cross lay ahead, and His fate was sure. He did not conquer Jerusalem; He did not claim the earthly crown of David; He raised no triumphal arch; He did not lead an army against the Romans. He was dead by the end of the week.

I wonder ... why do we continue to celebrate Jesus' triumphal entry? Why is it mentioned in all four Gospels and given a day on the church calendar? Maybe the answer is something like this: we celebrate Christ's coming into the city because we so desperately want Him to come again. We want Him to make the words "on earth peace" (Luke 2:14) and "peace in heaven" (19:38) a final reality. We long for Him to come, save us, and take us home. Hosanna to the king! May He be king forever.

B. Prayer

Father, we thank You for sending us our king, mighty in glory, yet humble and meek. We thank You for our Savior, the one who rescues us from our sins. Help us ever to look forward to that great day when He will return to claim us for all eternity. We pray in His name, Jesus, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Welcome the king into your life.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Post some pictures of horses around your classroom. (You might find a very inexpensive calendar with horse pictures at this point in the year at a dollar store.) Also display the following matching quiz under the heading "Whose Horse?"

Blackie a. Alexander the Great

Blueskin b. George Washington

Bucephalus c. Napoleon Bonaparte

Marengo d. Dwight Eisenhower

Traveler e. Robert E. Lee

After a minute of silent work, discuss answers (Blackie, d; Blueskin, b; Bucephalus, a; Marengo, c; Traveler, e.). Say, "Famous generals often rode horses. But we have a different picture today: the greatest king of all time riding a lowly donkey!"

Option: Before class begins, place in chairs copies of the "Zechariah Said What!?" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Learners can begin working on this as they arrive.

Into the Word

Set up for a dramatized "person on the street" interview by having your learners seated in facing rows to depict the crowd-lined roadway of today's text. Have learners take turns reading the verses of the two texts aloud; before they do, ask everyone to make a mental effort to "see" the events through the eyes of a first-century person who was familiar with Zechariah's prophecy and was present in Jerusalem as Jesus arrived.

After the texts from Zechariah and Matthew are read, say, "I'm going to play the part of a roving reporter. I have questions for those of you who just witnessed Jesus ride by." (You may wish to tell your learners that one thing that makes dramatized interviews nonthreatening is that participants can avoid being interviewed with responses such as "I didn't really see anything" or "I'm sorry, I don't like to talk politics.")

Add effect by carrying a microphone as you ask the following questions or those of your own devising. 1. "Did the guy who just rode through here match what you expected from Zechariah's prophecy?" (Follow up with "Why?" or "Why not?") 2. "What should a person expect to see when a victorious king rides into a conquered or newly freed city?" 3. "What is there about Zechariah's description of the king that encourages you based on what you just saw?" 4. "Were rejoicing and shouting appropriate for the arrival of the man who just rode through here?" (Follow up with "Why?" or "Why not?") 5. "I understand you were one of those Jesus sent on an errand. What exactly did He tell you to do? Did it make sense?" 6. "What's the point of all these palm branches scattered around here?" 7. "I'm not Jewish, so the word Hosanna that the crowd shouted confuses me. What does it mean?" 8. "Some of you seem a little confused about the identity of the man who just rode through. What was the explanation?" (Follow up with "Did it make sense?") 9. "Why are you in Jerusalem today? Did this ruin your plans?" 10. "What did the crowds mean by 'Son of David'?"

Into Life

Give each learner a small image of a donkey. Use this to start a discussion about what has to happen for people to "get off their high horse," as the saying goes, in order to see their need for Jesus. Ask, "How does the concept of privilege come into play when one moves from a 'high horse' to a donkey?" Challenge learners to post their images where they will see them often in the week ahead as a reminder of the privileged position of humility we share with our Lord.

Distribute copies of the "Jesus Who?" activity from the reproducible page. Since this calls for very personal reflection, it is best used as a take-home exercise.
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