The King on a Borrowed Donkey
A Study of Mark 11:1-11

Main Point: Jesus entered Jerusalem as Israel’s true king, but his borrowed donkey, his
silent inspection of the temple, and the crowd’s vanishing enthusiasm revealed that his
kingdom would overturn every expectation—advancing not through political power but
through humble obedience that leads to a cross.

Introduction

In 1821, Napoleon Bonaparte died in exile on the remote island of Saint Helena, a thousand
miles from the nearest continent. Six years earlier he had ridden into Paris after escaping
Elba, and the crowds that had once cursed him lined the streets to cheer his return.
Soldiers sent to arrest him dropped their weapons and joined his march. The people
wanted a conqueror, and for a hundred days they had one. Then came Waterloo. The
cheering stopped. The emperor who had entered Paris in triumph was shipped to a rock in
the South Atlantic, where he spent his final years dictating memoirs to a shrinking circle of
loyalists. The crowds that hailed him never followed him into exile.

When Jesus approached Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives, the road erupted with
celebration. Pilgrims spread cloaks and branches, shouted hosannas, and declared the
arrival of David’s kingdom. They wanted a conqueror too—a Messiah who would drive out
Rome and restore Israel’s former glory. Jesus rode into the city on a borrowed donkey,
entered the temple, looked around, and left. No army. No coup. No throne. The cheering
crowd evaporated before sundown. Within the week, the man they had hailed as king
would hang on a Roman cross. The entry into Jerusalem was not the triumph the crowd
imagined. It was a revelation—of who Jesus really was, of what his kingdom actually looked
like, and of how badly the world misreads the ways of God.

Examination

The approach and the colt (11:1-6)

The journey that began in Galilee has reached its final stage. Jesus and his disciples arrived
at the Mount of Olives, near the villages of Bethphage and Bethany, roughly two miles from
Jerusalem. The climb from Jericho had been grueling—seventeen miles of ascending road,
rising nearly four thousand feet from the lowest inhabited city on earth to the heights
overlooking the holy city. The Mount of Olives was no ordinary hill. Ezekiel had seen the



glory of the Lord departing Jerusalem and settling there when the city fell to Babylon (Ezek.
11:23). Zechariah prophesied that God would stand on it on the day of final judgment
(Zech. 14:4). Jewish tradition associated it with the coming of the Messiah. Mark rarely
mentions place names, so when he does, the reader should pay attention. Jesus was not
simply stopping to rest. He was positioning himself on ground that was loaded with
expectation.

From the summit he dispatched two unnamed disciples to a nearby village with oddly
specific instructions: they would find a colt tied at a doorway, one that had never been
ridden. They were to untie it and bring it back. If anyone questioned them, they were to say,
“The Lord needs it and will send it back shortly.” The level of detail is striking. Jesus
described exactly what they would find, where they would find it, and what objections they
would face. Whether this reflected supernatural foreknowledge or prior arrangement,
Mark’s point is the same: Jesus was not stumbling into events. He was orchestrating them.
The man who had walked everywhere throughout his ministry—who crossed Galilee on
foot, who climbed mountains to pray, who trudged the road from Jericho in the dust—was
now deliberately choosing to ride. Everything about this decision was intentional.

The colt itself carried significance that first-century Jewish listeners would have caught
immediately. An unridden animal was considered sacred, suitable for royal or religious
purposes. Numbers 19:2 and Deuteronomy 21:3 reserved unused animals for holy
functions, and rabbinic tradition held that no one could ride the king’s mount. More
importantly, the prophet Zechariah had described the coming king entering Jerusalem
“humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey” (Zech. 9:9). Matthew
and John would later quote this verse explicitly. Mark, true to his style, preferred to let the
echo speak for itself. But the echo was unmistakable. Jesus was not commandeering
transportation for convenience. He was staging a prophetic act—a deliberate, public claim
to be the king Zechariah had promised.

The scene played out exactly as Jesus predicted. The disciples found the colt tied outside a
doorway in the street. Bystanders challenged them. They answered as instructed, and the
people let them go. Mark spent six full verses on the acquisition of a donkey—a level of
narrative investment that signals how much the preparation mattered. Jesus entered
Jerusalem not as an unknowing victim swept along by events but as a sovereign figure who
controlled the details of his own arrival.

A king on a borrowed donkey (11:7-8)

The disciples brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks over it as a makeshift saddle.
Then Jesus mounted and began the descent toward Jerusalem. What happened next would



have startled anyone familiar with Jewish pilgrimage customs. Passover pilgrims walked
into Jerusalem. The tradition was deeply ingrained—even the sick and lame were exempted
from the pilgrimage requirement rather than permitted to ride. When Josephus told the
story of Alexander the Great visiting Jerusalem, he noted that the conqueror of the known
world dismounted and walked into the holy city on foot. The sacredness of Jerusalem
demanded it.

Jesus rode. The provocation was deliberate. He was not too weary to walk or too important
to be bothered. He was enacting a claim. The last king to ride into Jerusalem on a royal
mount was Solomon, placed on David’s own mule for his coronation while the people
shouted and the city rang with celebration (1 Kgs. 1:32-40). By riding rather than walking,
Jesus was inserting himself into a royal tradition that every Israelite knew. He was not
arriving as a pilgrim. He was arriving as a king.

The crowd responded instinctively. Many spread their cloaks on the road ahead of him—the
same gesture that greeted Jehu when he was anointed king of Israel, when his supporters
“took their cloaks and spread them under him” and shouted, “Jehu is king!” (2 Kings 9:13).
Others cut branches and leafy reeds from the surrounding fields and carpeted the path.
These were not random acts of enthusiasm. They were coronation gestures, acts of
allegiance performed for a ruler the people believed had come to claim his throne.

And yet the king they cheered rode a borrowed donkey with cloaks for a saddle. He carried
no sword. No army marched behind him. No war trophies preceded him. The Messiah of
Zechariah 9 was not a conquering general but a king who was “humble” and who would
“speak peace to the nations.” Jesus fulfilled the prophecy precisely—and precisely in ways
the crowd did not fully understand. They saw a coronation. He was riding toward a cross.

The shouts along the road (11:9-10)

The air filled with chanting. Those walking ahead and those following behind shouted
words drawn from Psalm 118, one of the Hallel psalms sung by pilgrims ascending to
Jerusalem for the great festivals. “Hosanna!” they cried—a Hebrew word meaning “Save
now!” or “Save, please!” Originally a desperate plea for deliverance, the term had softened
through centuries of liturgical use into something closer to a shout of praise, though its
original urgency had never entirely disappeared. The crowd directed it at Jesus, and in
doing so they were asking God to act—to save his people through the man on the donkey.

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” was the standard greeting for pilgrims
entering the temple precincts. Applied to an individual riding a coronation animal, the
words took on a sharper edge. This was no ordinary pilgrim. The singular “he who comes”



singled Jesus out from every other traveler on the road. The crowd recognized that
something unprecedented was happening, even if they could not articulate exactly what.

Then they added a line that appears nowhere in the Psalms: “Blessed is the coming
kingdom of our father David!” This was pure eschatological hope—the expectation that
God was about to restore Israel’s national sovereignty through a Davidic king. The language
was nationalistic. “Our father David” evoked military glory, political independence, and the
golden age when Israel answered to no foreign power. The crowd believed Jesus was riding
into Jerusalem to inaugurate that kingdom. They were right that a kingdom was coming.
They were wrong about what it would look like. Jesus had preached the kingdom of God,
not the kingdom of David. He had defined greatness as service, not dominance. He had
told his disciples three times that he was going to Jerusalem to suffer and die. The shouts
of the crowd revealed a gap between what they wanted and what Jesus came to do—a gap
that would widen with every passing day until the same city that shouted “Hosanna” would
hear the cry “Crucify him.”

Notably, Jesus did not silence them. Throughout his ministry he had hushed demons who
identified him, warned healed lepers to tell no one, and ordered his disciples not to reveal
that he was the Messiah. Now, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, with messianic language
ringing from every throat, he said nothing. The secrecy was ending. The time for veiled
identity had passed. Jesus was riding into the city where he would be tried, condemned,
and executed—and for the first time, he let the world call him king.

The inspection (11:11)

The procession reached its destination: the temple. Jesus entered not Jerusalem in general
but the temple complex specifically—the massive platform Herod had expanded into one
of the ancient world’s most impressive architectural achievements. The long journey from
Galilee, the three passion predictions, the teaching on discipleship, the ride from the
Mount of Olives—all of it converged here.

And then nothing happened. Mark reports that Jesus “looked around at everything”—the
same penetrating gaze he had turned on the Pharisees, on his disciples, on the rich man.
The verb suggests an inspection, not a tour. He surveyed the operation: the crowds, the
merchants, the money changers, the commerce that had colonized sacred space. Then,
because the hour was late, he left with the Twelve and returned to Bethany.

The anticlimax is deliberate. The cheering crowds vanished. No confrontation erupted. No
throne was claimed. The procession simply ended. Mark was warning his readers against
mistaking enthusiasm for faith. The same crowd that spread cloaks and shouted hosannas
evaporated the moment the spectacle was over. Jesus entered the heart of Israel’s worship



and found no welcome from its leaders. He stood at the center of the nation’s faith—and he
stood alone. The inspection was complete. What he would do about it would become clear
the following morning.

Application

1. Jesus chooses how he arrives

He sent two disciples ahead with exact instructions, predicted what they would find, and
orchestrated every detail of his entrance. Nothing about this day was accidental. The man
riding into Jerusalem controlled the timing, the route, and the symbolism. He was not a
victim of circumstance but a king enacting a plan laid down centuries before he was born.
Christians sometimes speak of God’s sovereignty in abstract terms—a doctrine to be
affirmed rather than a reality to be trusted. But the colt tied at the doorway, the bystanders
who let the disciples go, the road that unfolded exactly as Jesus described—all of it
declares that God works through specific, concrete details. The same Jesus who arranged
his entrance into Jerusalem is arranging the circumstances of your life. Nothing you face
today has caught him off guard. He is not reacting. He is reigning.

2. The king came humbly, and we should expect no different

Jesus could have walked into Jerusalem at the head of an army. Instead, he rode a
borrowed donkey with cloaks for a saddle. No sword, no war trophies, no captives trailing
behind. He fulfilled Zechariah’s prophecy of a king who was “humble” and who would
speak peace to the nations. The crowd wanted a conqueror; they got a servant. This
remains the scandal of the gospel. We want a God who overwhelms our enemies, fixes our
circumstances, and vindicates us publicly. Jesus comes instead to wash feet, bear
crosses, and call his followers to do the same. Churches that pursue cultural power,
political influence, or institutional prestige have misread the procession. The king’s donkey
was borrowed. His saddle was a pile of coats. His crown would be thorns. Christ’s kingdom
advances through humility, not force.

3. Enthusiasm is not the same as faithfulness

The crowd spread cloaks, cut branches, and filled the air with hosannas. By the end of the
week, the streets were empty and Jesus was alone. Mark’s anticlimax is intentional—the
cheering stopped the moment the spectacle ended. The same voices that shouted “Save
us!” offered no resistance when the soldiers came. This pattern repeats in every
generation. It is easy to sing loudly on Sunday, to feel moved during a sermon, to make
promises in moments of spiritual excitement. It is another thing entirely to follow Jesus into



the quiet, costly, unglamorous work of daily obedience. The disciples who matter are not
those who shout the loudest but those who stay the longest. Hosannas are cheap.
Faithfulness is expensive. Jesus is not looking for crowds that cheer when the road is
festive. He is looking for disciples who remain when the road leads to a cross.

4. The crowd wanted the kingdom of David

Jesus brought the kingdom of God. Their shouts revealed the gap between human
expectation and divine purpose. They wanted national restoration, political independence,
and the glory days of Israel’s golden age. Jesus came to suffer, to serve, and to give his life
as a ransom for many. The distance between “the coming kingdom of our father David” and
the kingdom Jesus actually preached is the distance between what we want from God and
what God knows we need. We come to worship with our own agendas—comfort, success,
vindication, relief. God meets us with something better and harder: himself. The temple
leaders expected a Messiah who would reinforce their system. Jesus inspected that system
and found it wanting. He still inspects. He still overturns what we build when we build for
our own purposes instead of his.

Conclusion

The shouts died quickly. The cloaks were gathered up, the branches trampled into the dust,
and the crowd moved on to other things. Jesus returned to Bethany with twelve men, having
entered the heart of Israel’s faith and found no welcome from its leaders. The procession
revealed everything and changed nothing—at least not in the way anyone expected. The
kingdom came that day, but it did not arrive with swords or political slogans. It arrived on a
donkey, advanced through suffering, and would be established on a cross. The king who let
the world call him king for an afternoon would soon let the world kill him for everyone’s
sake. He still reigns—humbly, quietly, and with an authority no earthly throne can match.
The question is whether we will follow him past the hosannas.

Reflection

1. Where are you trusting your own plans instead of believing Jesus is arranging the
details?

2. What borrowed donkey has God used in your life to accomplish something
unexpectedly significant?

3. How often does your enthusiasm for Jesus fade when the excitement of the moment
passes?



4. What agenda are you bringing to God that he may be replacing with something
better?

5. Where have you confused cultural influence or power with faithful service to Christ?

6. Areyou a person who cheers when itis easy or one who stays when it costs?

Discussion

1. Why does Mark devote six verses to acquiring the colt rather than summarizing it
briefly?

2. What is the significance of Jesus riding into Jerusalem when pilgrims were expected
to walk?

3. How does the crowd’s shout about David’s kingdom differ from the kingdom Jesus
preached?

4. Why does Jesus allow the messianic acclamation here after enforcing silence
throughout his ministry?

5. What does Jesus’ inspection of the temple signal about his relationship to its
leadership?

6. How does Mark’s anticlimactic ending challenge the traditional understanding of a

triumphal entry?



