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This essay examines John’s account of Jesus' entry into Jerusalem on a donkey. It analyses how the passage differs from and further develops the story of Jesus compared with the other synoptic gospels. In order to do this, I will situate his work within its historical, religious, and literary contexts. This involves not only comparing John’s gospel to the synoptic accounts and the Jewish traditions but also recognising how the political realities of Roman rule and the legacy of Jewish resistance shaped the fears and hopes of John’s audience. By examining John’s distinctive voice, his employment of prophecy and symbolism, and the intricate interplay between history and theology, we can gain a deeper understanding of the complexities and intentions behind his portrayal of Jesus 
When examining John's work, we must first consider the text's background. John, unlike his fellow disciples, wrote his gospel around 90 AD, although the exact date is still debated, decades after the death of Jesus and the events leading to it[footnoteRef:1]. Moreover, as we read John, it becomes apparent that his work has been edited and was most likely originally performed orally, as evidenced by repetition, much like we would see in the Epics of Homer[footnoteRef:2]. This brings into question the validity of the gospel as a result. However, when we cross-reference John’s work with the other synoptic gospels, we can begin to see a clear pattern of familiar themes and a distinct voice that sets him apart from the others. [1:  Ed. Porter, S. E., & Ong, H. T. The Origins of John’s Gospel .1st ed., Vol. 2. (2016. Brill) Chapter 1. Page 12-18]  [2:  Montanaro, A. The Use of Memory in the Old Testament Quotations in John’s Gospel. Novum Testamentum, 59(2), 147–170 (2017). Page 147-150.] 

If we compare John’s account with his contemporaries, the overall story remains consistent. However, each gospel interprets Jesus’ ministry in different ways. Because each member of Jesus’ disciples came from a Jewish background, they interpreted Jesus' work through this lens. They sought to link it to Jewish roots, connecting Jesus to various aspects of the Messiah. This refers to the three-crown messianic model: the kingly messiah (Keter Malchus), a descendant of David, would restore Jerusalem to its former glory. Then there is the Priestly messiah (Keter Kehunah), who would offer themselves up for sacrifice and reconcile humanity to God. And finally, the Prophet messiah (Keter Torah), who fulfils prophecies and teaches God's laws[footnoteRef:3]. This is important to consider as each gospel attempts to link back to these different aspects of the messiah that originate in Jewish thought[footnoteRef:4]. [3:  The Mishnah in English. Ed and Tr by Zahavy. Tzvee. And Danby. Herbert (2022. Tzvee Zahavy) Aboth 4:13.]  [4:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Zechariah. 6:9-15.
The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Isaish. 9:6-7.] 

 Luke, for instance, links Jesus’ mother, Mary, and her family to Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist, and to the Levi clan, a priestly tribe[footnoteRef:5].  Matthew, conversely, focuses on the aspect of the kingly Messiah, through connecting Mary and Jesus ' lineage to King David, dedicating the opening of his gospel to explaining the pedigree behind Jesus’ lineage, as many Jewish tribes claimed some connection with King David[footnoteRef:6]. This is Important to consider as each gospel attempts to link back to these original Jewish views and values, most likely to convert more people towards Christianity and convince them of the legitimacy of Jesus as the Messiah.  [5:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Luke 1:35-42]  [6:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Matthew 1: 1-17] 

We must also consider how the previous passages of John have affected the story so far. For instance, John makes a point of telling us that Jesus performed his miracles during Jewish holidays, thereby breaking Jewish law by working rather than observing them. This fact was so offensive that the Pharisees questioned whether a demon could have possessed Jesus due to this perceived disrespect[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. John 8:48-53] 

Additionally, because of Jesus’ teachings, many people began to refer to him as a king, even attempting to crown him[footnoteRef:8]. John tells us that this caused the Pharisees to fear that such statements would draw the ire of the Roman Empire onto the Jewish people[footnoteRef:9]. This fear was not unfounded, as while the Romans were accepting of other gods, they did not like monotheism, as it directly insulted the emperors, who were made divine upon their deaths, thus by Jesus’ followers directly referring to him as the king, that could have been seen as directly challenging the emperor’s divine authority[footnoteRef:10]. [8:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. John.6:15]  [9:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. John 11:45-54]  [10:   Ed. Eberhard. Arnold. The Early Christians in their own words. A source book of original writings. (1970. Plough Publishing House) Chapter 2. Page 67-73] 

This is important to consider, as before Rome invaded the Jewish lands, they were under the control of the Seleucid Empire, which lasted from 312 BC to 63 BC. This empire attempted to impose Hellenism on the Jewish population, along with plundering the temple, which sparked a revolt from 167 BC to 142 BC led by the Maccabees against the tyrant Antiochus[footnoteRef:11]. This uprising succeeded in granting the Jewish people religious freedom, purifying the temple, and establishing the Jewish state as independent of the empire, until Rome took over[footnoteRef:12]. This is significant to consider as it presents a picture of national pride; the Pharisees, as the law keepers of the Jewish people, would have felt that it was their duty to maintain their religious independence, and maintain what peace they could while attempting to gain more independence. [11:  Kosmin, Paul J., and Ian S. Moyer (eds), Cultures of Resistance in the Hellenistic East (2022. Oxford, online edition, Oxford Academic. Chapter 5. Page 128-129
DeSilva, D.A.  Judea under Greek and Roman rule. (2025. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.) Chapter 2 Page 30-36.
The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. 1 Maccabees 1:20-40
The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. 4 Maccabees 5:1-14]  [12:  Kee. Howard. Clark. The Beginnings of Christianity. An introduction to the New Testament. (2005. T & T Clark International) Chapter 1. Page 12-13.] 

This is incredibly interesting, as the information surrounding this uprising is not available in the Hebrew Bible or in most Protestant versions of the Bible. Still, it is recognised in the Catholic and Orthodox Bibles. What is most interesting about the Maccabees is that it describes the fulfilment of Zechariah’s prophecy before Jesus arrived, as Simon led the rebellion, purifying the temple, and when he returned with the Jewish people to the city, they were met with celebration[footnoteRef:13]: [13:  Temple. Sydney. The Core of the Fourth Gospel.  (1975.Mowbrays London and Oxford). Chapter 33, Page 202.] 

 “ 51 On the twenty-third day of the second month, in the one hundred and seventy-first year, the Jews entered it with praise and palm branches, and with harps and cymbals and stringed instruments, and with hymns and songs, because a great enemy had been crushed and removed from Israel.”[footnoteRef:14] [14: The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. 1 Maccabees 13:51.] 

This is reinforced when we consider that John’s gospel is the only version of Jesus entering the city to be met with Palm leaves, indicating that John may have taken influence from this older source[footnoteRef:15]. Therefore, when John recounts his version of Jesus's entry into Jerusalem, it is understandable that the Pharisees are unimpressed by his arrival. Outside of the main political issues, many of them would have most likely believed that the prophecy had already been completed and that the spectacle of Jesus entering the city was designed to be a political move to attract those who were less educated into joining him[footnoteRef:16]. [15:  Lincoln. Andrew. T. The Gospel According to John. Blacks New Testament Commentaries. (2005. Hendrickson Publishers.) Chapter 12. Page 343.]  [16:  Robinson. John. A. T. The Priority of John. (1985. SCM Press LTD). Chapter 6. Page 230-231.] 

Moreover, we know that before and during Jesus' ministry, the relationship between the Jewish people and the Romans was experiencing a high amount of tension, often resulting in attempted uprisings. While the Jewish people were allowed to practice their religion, they were subjected to heavy taxes under Roman occupation, in addition to the outright hatred they experienced due to refusing to worship the emperor and other Roman gods[footnoteRef:17]. This resistance to worshipping the emperor, beyond its religious connotations, was also due to how recently it had become a social standard.  [17:  Ed. Eberhard. The Early Christians in their own words. (1970) Chapter 2. Page 62
Goodman. M. Rome and Jerusalem. The Clash of Ancient Civilizations. (2007. Alfred A. Knopf. New York) Chapter 8. Page 303] 

Emperor Augustus was deified only after his death in 14 AD, and by the time of Jesus’ ministry and death around 30 AD, only sixteen years had passed. While Caesar was not an emperor in any official capacity outside of his title of dictator for life, he was also deified upon his death in 42 BC. Thus, the deification of these Roman leaders was relatively new, which partially explains why the Jewish population was resistant to their worship. 
This leads us to the main part of the text: the section begins with a crowd gathering at the entrance to Jerusalem, where they spread palm leaves on the ground before Jesus as he rode a donkey. This is linked to a Messianic prophecy in Zechariah 9:9. The prophecy declared that the King would come to Jerusalem, riding a donkey rather than a warhorse, signalling his role as a peaceful King. As he enters, the crowd begins to yell for him to save them, that he is their king, using the Hebrew word Hosanna, which can be translated to “Save us now”; it is a cry of deliverance, to finally be free from Roman influence and worship as they pleased[footnoteRef:18].  [18:  Lincoln. The Gospel According to John. Chapter 12. Page 343.] 

This message is further reinforced when we consider why the crowd were crying out in this manner, as Jesus had recently raised Lazarus from the dead, lending to his credibility to the people of Jerusalem as the Messiah, as Lazarus was dead for multiple days[footnoteRef:19]. This was important for John to mention because if Jesus had arrived just after Lazarus died, it could have been seen as a ruse. By telling the audience that it had been over four days since Lazarus' death, since it was believed that the soul departed on the third day, this miracle was a significant show of power, thus reinforcing to the audience that Jesus is the Messiah[footnoteRef:20]. [19:  Edwards. Ruth. B. Discovering John Content, Interpretation, Reception. Second Edition. (2003. Society for Publishing Christian Knowledge). Chapter 6 Page 69-70]  [20:  Hendriksen. William. A Commentary on the Gospel of John. A Geneva Series Commentary. (1961. The Banner of Truth Trust). Chapter 11. Page 146.] 

This is significant to consider, as none of the synoptic gospels mentions the story of Lazarus, thereby completely undermining the reason the crowd comes to see Jesus enter the city. Much like John, both Matthew and Mark’s gospels tell us that the crowd also cheers Hosanna, but Matthew notes that not everyone understood who Jesus was or why there was such a commotion[footnoteRef:21]. This suggests that the story of Lazarus may have been a later addition to Jesus’ story, allowing John to build a firm foundation for the main events of Jesus’ story. As none of the synoptic gospels makes mention of the story outside of John, instead they tell us that there had been signs, previous miracles that drew the crowd towards Jesus ' arrival[footnoteRef:22]. [21:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Matthew. 21:10-11]  [22:  Robinson. The Priority.  Chapter 6. Page 232-233.
Edwards. Discovering John Content, Interpretation, Reception. Chapter 6. Page 59.] 

This is furthered when we consider how the Pharisees expressed their displeasure at the crowd going to meet Jesus after he completed this miracle, which portrays the crowd as almost fickle, choosing to follow Jesus only when there is irrefutable proof of his status as the Messiah.  The use of the word Hosanna is interesting in this regard, as John provides us with two messages simultaneously: first, the people of Jerusalem wish to be free and believe that Jesus can provide them with the freedom they desire; second, that is not what Jesus is here to do. As previously mentioned, Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem is marked with symbols of peace and servitude, not of conquest and dominance. However, the very prophecy Jesus fulfils through Zechariah seems to align more closely with the concept of this kingly Messiah[footnoteRef:23]. [23:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Zechariah 9:9] 

 This prophecy, by nature, emphasises the fact that the Messiah would enter as a king to save the people, but humbly on a donkey; this seemingly reinforces the concept of both the kingly and priestly messiah in equal measure. However, in John’s gospel, Jesus seems to embody the role of a priestly messiah who would fulfil multiple prophecies and show signs that he is the true messiah. And yet, by telling us what the people of Jerusalem called out to Jesus, it confirms to the audience that he is the Messiah and the king of the Jewish people, even though, previously in John’s account, Jesus actively fled from the people who wanted to crown him, as they misinterpret his nature as the kingly messiah[footnoteRef:24].  [24:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. John.6:15] 

Therefore, there is a strange dichotomy in how John presents Jesus in his gospel, as he wants Jesus to fulfil one aspect rather than another. This is most likely the result of John’s audience changing over time, as his gospel was written down by John or another unknown author sixty to seventy years after Jesus’ death; thus, certain details were likely lost or changed as his ministry grew. Moreover, due to this significant time difference, John needed to keep hope alive among his followers, as at that point the Christians would have felt the weight of the Roman Empire seeking their destruction, as the intervening years would see the deaths of many of John’s fellow disciples.
 A key example of this is during Nero’s reign from 54 AD to 68 AD, not only were Christians actively persecuted, but Nero is the one believed to have ordered the deaths of the disciples, Peter and Paul.[footnoteRef:25]. Additionally, one of the driving factors behind people converting to Christianity was the promise that he would return soon to bring his followers to paradise; thus, as time went on, this lack of progress and the pressure they were receiving from both the Jewish people and the Romans would have possibly left many of his followers believing it would have been safer to leave Christianity altogether.  [25:  Sordi. Marta. The Christians and the Roman Empire. (1986. University of Oklahoma Press). Chapter 2. Page 29-32.] 

Thus, his portrayal of Jesus focuses on reassuring the audience by connecting him to the various aspects of the Messiah, allowing them to recognise him as the Messiah regardless of whether he fulfils all the other criteria. This choice to narratively frame the different aspects of Jesus was not uncommon, as both the Greek and Roman pantheons often used aspects to explain the gods' different characterisations and allow them to connect better with their followers.
We should likewise account for the literary devices John used to keep his audience interested in the story. For instance, this inconsistency may have been intended as dramatic irony to show the audience that Jesus never declared himself king; rather, the people did. Thus, when the Pharisees conspired against him to have him executed, their fears of drawing Rome's ire felt more legitimate, as it would place Jesus and his followers directly against the emperor.
Although the Pharisees were historically behind many of the Jewish confrontations with Rome, the idea that they feared the empire's wrath seems counterintuitive. Thus, we can assume that this dichotomy results from John's assumption about what was taking place behind the scenes in the minds of the Pharisees to justify their targeting of Jesus. Additionally, the Roman command of Jewish territories at the time was subpar, leading to unrest amongst the citizens and manipulations of the courts by the Pharisees, as John shows when describing Jesus’ trial[footnoteRef:26]. [26:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. John 18:28-19:42] 

Moreover, the Roman court within client states in the Eastern provinces allowed their client kingdoms to use their own judicial systems in their territories, with oversight from the Romans[footnoteRef:27]. The Jewish people used a highly complex legislative and judicial system called the Sanhedrin; their power was practically absolute, except that their ability to hand out punishments was restricted by Roman rule[footnoteRef:28]. Hence, after capturing Jesus, the Pharisees took him directly to Pontius Pilate. [27:  Kee. H. C. The Beginnings of Christianity. (2005) Chapter 1. Page 15-16]  [28:  Goodman. Rome and Jerusalem. (2007) Chapter 8. Page 310-312
The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. John. 18:28-32] 

This section of his gospel is filled with dramatic irony. Jesus enters the city just as the prophecy foretold, yet the threat of danger remains. This is reinforced by Luke, who notes that the Pharisees were present when Jesus entered the city. In Luke's version, he tells us that the Pharisees spoke directly to Jesus, urging him to ask his followers to stop cheering so loudly, linking back to John’s reasoning for why the Pharisees targeted Jesus[footnoteRef:29]. Moreover, this action of dismissing the Pharisees was a direct insult to their power as the law keepers of the Jewish people, again reinforcing to us as an audience the reasoning behind Jesus’ death. [29:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Luke. 19:36-40] 

Throughout John’s gospel, he repeatedly tells us which festival was happening when Jesus arrived in a place, and that when Jesus entered Jerusalem, it was just before Passover. This is significant as Passover is the celebration of the Israelites' escaping slavery in Egypt by using the blood of the lamb to paint their doors so they would be spared from the final plague of Egypt[footnoteRef:30]. By entering Jerusalem during Passover, Jesus essentially takes over the role of the sacrificial lamb as the lamb of God who will save humanity from their sins. [30:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible. NRSV. Exodus. 12: 1-14.] 

There is also a sense of hindsight in John’s gospel, where the disciples did not understand the significance of events until after Jesus’ death and ascension. This links back to the theme of death looming in the background of this moment. While Jesus entering the city is seen as a triumph, there is consistent symbolism and political forces actively working against him to cause his death. He knew that when he entered the city, he was doomed to die[footnoteRef:31].  [31:  Grant. Michael. Jesus An Historian’s Review of the Gospels. (1977. Charles Scribner’s Sons Naw York). Chapter 8. Page134-135.
] 

In conclusion, John’s account of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem is a layered narrative that both draws on and reinterprets earlier traditions, prophecies, and political realities. By emphasising certain details such as the use of palm leaves and the recent raising of Lazarus from the dead, John reinforces Jesus’ identity as the true Messiah for his audience. Ultimately, his portrayal of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem creates a narrative that addresses both the spiritual and existential concerns of its audience, affirming Jesus’ place as the Messiah amid suffering, doubt, and the passage of time, during the Roman Empire.
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