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 I wonder what the donkey knew. In all four gospel stories 

Jesus enters Jerusalem on a donkey. The day Jesus enters 

Jerusalem is Palm Sunday, a day for us to raise our branches and 

shout Hosanna. Here on this Palm Sunday in the year 2021 it 

occurs to me that after all these years of celebrating the joyful 

entrance of Jesus into Jerusalem I have never once given 

consideration to the donkey. Until now. This year I have been 

asking myself, “I wonder what the donkey knew?” 

 

 In some ways it is a fanciful question, a question meant to 

spark the imagination. After all, what does any donkey know? A 

donkey is just a beast of burden, useful for farming, for hauling, 

and as in our story today, useful for hoisting a person on their back 

and taking a ride. And yet in the bible, there is a precedent for a 

donkey knowing something. And what the donkey knows is not 

apparent to human beings. In the story I am thinking of, there is a 

donkey who knows something the human being does not know. 

That strikes me as being of great interest. 

 

 The story I am referring to concerns a man named Baalam. 

Baalam’s story takes all of three chapters in the Book of Numbers. 

Baalam is not an Israelite, but he is a prophet. The king of one of 

the nations who stands in opposition to the Israelites calls on 

Balaam to help him out by pronouncing a curse on Israel. While 

there is much to the saga of Balaam, my focus for today is 

Balaam’s donkey. Balaam goes to meet the king who wants him to 

pronounce a curse on Israel. He travels to meet the king on his 

donkey. God does not want Balaam to pronounce a curse on Israel. 

As Balaam travels to visit the king who opposes Israel, the angel of 

the Lord appears and stands in the way of Balaam and his donkey. 

Balaam is oblivious. Balaam does not know the angel of the Lord 



is blocking his path. But the donkey knows. Seeing the angel of the 

Lord the donkey turns off the road. At a later point the donkey sees 

the angel again. This time the donkey veers to the side and crushes 

Balaam’s foot against a wall. When the angel appears a third time 

the donkey just lays down in the road and flat out won’t move. 

Balaam, who has no clue the angel of the Lord is planted right in 

the middle of the path, gets angry and beats his donkey. It is at this 

point the donkey talks to Balaam. Only then does the Lord open 

Balaam’s eyes for him to see the angel who has been hindering his 

way. Balaam did not know. But the donkey knew. The donkey 

knew the angel was standing in the way. 

 

 Now if the donkey of a prophet who was not even an Israelite 

knows things a human being does not know, what kind of things 

might the donkey who carried Jesus know? Did the donkey who 

carried Jesus know things some human beings did not know? If 

this is the case, I wonder what the donkey knew. 

 

 To be completely honest, this is a fanciful sermon. This is a 

sermon where I have let my imagination run free. You can 

challenge me on just about every assumption I am going to make 

about this donkey, and I will probably have to admit I’m just 

taking a guess. I don’t know what the donkey knew. What I do 

know is what the donkey might have known, if the donkey knew 

anything. 

 

 The first thing the donkey might have known if he knew 

anything has to do with who he was carrying on that first Palm 

Sunday. All four of the gospels tell us it was a donkey who carried 

Jesus into Jerusalem. In the gospels of Mark and Luke we read that 

Jesus rode in on a colt. Matthew and John add an explanation, 

telling us Jesus rode in on a colt, the foal of a donkey. What really 

grabs our attention in the accounts of Matthew and John is not just 

that they tell us Jesus rode in on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of 

donkey, but more importantly, Matthew and John share this 

information by way of making reference to a passage written 



hundreds of years before in the book of the prophet Zechariah. By 

quoting Zechariah, the gospels are alerting us to just who is riding 

on that donkey, that colt, that foal of a donkey. Hear who 

Zechariah says is riding on that donkey. “Say to the Daughter of 

Zion, ‘See, your king comes to you.’” Yes, that is Jesus riding on 

the donkey. And the prophets want us to know the one riding on 

the donkey is the king who comes to save the people. I wonder if 

the donkey knew when he was carrying Jesus that he was carrying 

the king? 

 

 If the donkey knew he was carrying the king, did the donkey 

know something that human beings did not know? Did the human 

beings on that first Palm Sunday know the donkey was carrying 

the king? From everything we know about Palm Sunday, it seems 

safe to answer yes. The human beings did know the donkey was 

carrying the king. The people shouted Lord save us. They shouted 

blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. The disciples 

were there that day. You can certainly make a strong case that the 

disciples knew Jesus was the king. They heard Jesus tell numerous 

parables about the Kingdom of Heaven. It wouldn’t have been a 

huge leap for them to connect the kingdom with the king. In one 

very clear incident two of the disciples ask Jesus if in his kingdom 

they can sit on the thrones to his right and to his left. If the donkey 

knew Jesus was the king, he probably didn’t know anything more 

than the humans who gathered that day. 

 

 Unless…unless the donkey knew some things about the king 

and his kingdom that the humans did not know. The donkey who 

carried Jesus into Jerusalem was fulfilling a prophecy about a king 

from hundreds of years before. The prophecy was found in the 

book of Zechariah. There are three other passages from Zechariah 

that are quoted in the gospels. All three of the passages serve to 

help us understand what type of a king Jesus came to be.  

• Zechariah 11:12 speaks of someone being paid thirty pieces 

of silver. That passage is referenced when Judas tries to 

return the money he was paid for betraying Jesus. Did the 



donkey know Jesus was the king who would be betrayed by 

one of his own disciples? 

• Zechariah 13:10 has the prophet anticipating the day when 

they will, “Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be 

scattered.” Jesus himself said those words to his disciples 

right before he was betrayed. “This very night you will all 

fall away on account of me, for it is written: ‘I will strike the 

shepherd, and the flock of sheep will be scattered.’” Matthew 

26:31, Mark 14:27) 

• Zechariah 12:10 also has these haunting words, “They will 

look on me, the one they have pierced…” John sums up the 

bitter death of Jesus on the cross with those anguished words 

from Zechariah, “They will look on the one they have 

pierced.” (John 19:37) 

 

Maybe everyone lined up that first Palm Sunday, maybe 

everyone waving the branches, maybe everyone shouting Hosanna, 

maybe everyone raising their voice to say, “Blessed is he who 

comes in the name of the Lord”, maybe everyone knew Jesus was 

the king. But when his kingdom did not come in power, in glory, in 

victory, and in triumph, there were not a whole lot of followers left 

who really believed Jesus was any kind of a king. Judas sold him 

out for thirty pieces of silver. When Jesus was arrested it was just 

like the shepherd was struck. All his followers scattered. And as 

the curtain closed on his life and all the light of the world was 

swallowed up in a cloak of darkness, they looked on Jesus, the one 

who had been pierced, and they saw that he was dead. 

 

We know that story pretty well. What I am wondering today 

if there was another story taking place that everyone missed, 

except maybe that donkey. I wonder what the donkey knew. We 

only read about the donkey as Jesus enters Jerusalem. But if the 

donkey knew Jesus was the king, maybe the donkey stayed right 

with Jesus during that whole time in Jerusalem.  

 



Balaam’s donkey knew some things Balaam did not know. 

Because of that, the donkey tried to protect Balaam when the angel 

appeared. The donkey veered into a field. The donkey brushed up 

against a wall. The donkey plopped down in the middle of the 

road. The donkey knew there was danger, and the donkey did not 

want to take Balaam into the path of harm. 

 

With Jesus and his donkey, we find a completely different 

scenario. The donkey took Jesus into Jerusalem to shouts of 

Hosanna. No problem there. That is what the donkey was supposed 

to do. But when the parade ended the possibility of trouble began. 

Traps were laid. Bribes were paid. Plans were made to bring him to 

judgment. Witnesses were prepped with false allegations. If that 

donkey was worth anything he would have turned away and taken 

Jesus far from Jerusalem. Not this donkey. With Jesus seated on 

his back, this donkey took Jesus into the temple courts, where 

Jesus got into a whole heap of trouble by turning over the tables of 

the money changers. Jesus made plenty of enemies that day. But 

the donkey knew something. The donkey took Jesus right where 

his enemies waited with their tricks and their traps. After 

answering those deceitful questions Jesus told some parables about 

people rejecting the very one God sent to save them. Jesus was 

talking directly to those who were caught in that very act of 

rejection. Jesus called them out. His enemies huddled and made 

plans to kill Jesus. Cue up the donkey. Get Jesus out of town now. 

Flee while the fleeing is good. But the donkey knew something.  

 

The donkey took Jesus to an Upper Room where Jesus shared 

his Last Supper with his disciples. There Jesus said he would be 

betrayed. There Jesus said they would all abandon him. There 

Jesus said Peter would deny him three times. The donkey should 

have been waiting outside of a window, hee hawing for Jesus to 

climb down and make a hasty escape. Instead of escaping with 

Jesus, the donkey took Jesus to his next stop, to the Garden of 

Gethsemane. Jesus prayed that God might take the cup from him. 



Jesus and the donkey knew better. The donkey heard Jesus pray, 

“Nevertheless, not my will. Thy will be done.” 

 

If the donkey knew what I think he knew, he took Jesus to 

religious authorities, and then to Pontius Pilate. They all 

challenged Jesus on whether he was the king. They stripped him of 

his clothes and put a robe on him and a crown of thorns and they 

mocked him. “Hail, king of the Jews.” The donkey followed the 

beaten body of his beloved Jesus up the hill called Calvary, 

walking in lockstep with Simon of Cyrene. Never once did the 

donkey steer Jesus away from the trouble. The donkey knew Jesus 

was king, and yet instead of escaping and fleeing and running and 

hiding and avoiding this dark destiny, the donkey knew that for 

Jesus to be the king he really was, he had to suffer and die. 

 

I think the donkey knew what the disciples never quite 

figured out. The king had to die to fulfill God’s plans. How in the 

world the disciples never quite figured that out is a mystery. Three 

times Jesus told them the Messiah had to suffer and die. And yet 

somehow the disciples did not know the kind of king Jesus came to 

be. But the donkey knew. So the donkey did not turn away from 

the trouble. Instead, the donkey faithfully carried Jesus forward, as 

Jesus fulfilled the plan so carefully laid out for him.  

 

If the donkey knew what I think he knew, he would have 

carried Jesus to the place called Golgotha, where Jesus died. By 

then no crowds were cheering. No one was waving palms. No one 

was shouting, “Hosanna! Lord save us.” No, the shouts by then 

were cruel and taunting. “If you are the Christ, if you are the 

Chosen One, if you are the King, save yourself.” If anyone ever 

thought Jesus was the king, those thoughts were long gone by the 

time the pounding of the hammers and the piercing of the nails put 

him to death on the cross. But as Jesus died, I wonder what the 

donkey knew.  

 



So many times, the prophets had told humans this very thing. 

The Messiah must suffer and die. The king must die. Without 

question the prophets told us the Servant must die. The prophet 

Isaiah tells us with spellbinding imagery that the Suffering Servant 

will be despised and rejected by men. The Suffering Servant will 

be a man of sorrows, one who was familiar with suffering. He will 

be pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities. 

But the suffering of God’s Servant will not be in vain. His 

punishment will bring us peace. By his wounds we will be healed. 

He will bear the sins for many and make intercession for our 

transgressions. If the donkey knew what I think the donkey knew, 

he saw Golgotha as a place of deepest despair…and he saw 

Golgotha as the place of greatest hope. For the king would not only 

die. The king would rise again. That is what I think the donkey 

knew. 

 

If the donkey knew what I think the donkey knew, it gives us 

hope. As the story unfolds and we watch Jesus give his life, there 

is hope that we will know what the donkey knew. We will finish 

this story about Jesus Christ and know that he is the king. Jesus is 

not just any king. Jesus is the King of all kings and the Lord of all 

lords. 

 

The gospels tell us they took Jesus to the Place of the Skull 

and that is where they crucified him. The Place of the Skull is 

Golgotha. Some ten years ago I stood with a group of pilgrims, 

fellow Christians who traveled to the Holy Land. Our guide took 

us to what is purported to be Golgotha. The Place of the Skull. 

Golgotha is a haunting image of a sheer cliff where you can make 

out holes in the face of the rock that look like eyes and a nose. 

They stare right at you. Knowing Jesus died at Golgotha, it is like 

the face of Jesus staring right at you. 

 

Our guide was a woman, who had a charming British accent. 

She comes to the Holy Land for three or four months every year. 

She serves as a volunteer. Her job as a volunteer is to lead people 



through biblical sites, including Golgotha. The woman comes to 

the Holy Land, unpaid, a volunteer, just so she can guide people to 

a place called Golgotha. She tells the same story over and over and 

over again. As she talked to us about Golgotha, it was so obvious, 

so evident, she never tired of telling the story. 

 

As we stared at the haunting image of Golgotha, this woman, 

a devoted disciple of Jesus Christ shared the story of a man named 

Nicodemus who came to Jesus by night. It seems clear Nicodemus 

came to Jesus at night because he was afraid of meeting Jesus in 

public, in the light of day. The visit Nicodemus made to Jesus 

takes place in John 3. With tears in her eyes, telling a story she had 

doubtless told hundreds of times before, but a story that never 

grows old, a story that never loses its meaning, she reminded us 

that it was to Nicodemus, who came under cover of night, that 

Jesus said, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 

begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish 

but have everlasting life.” What that dear woman wanted to be sure 

we each understood is that Jesus died at the place called the skull 

for a reason. Jesus died because God loves this world. That 

woman, staring at the face of Golgotha, she knew. She knew what 

the donkey knew. She knew what God wants us to know. She 

knew what God wants us all to know. Jesus who died is our King. 

Jesus died because he is our King. Our King loves us and gives his 

life for us. Our King is now seated at the right hand of God the 

Father Almighty. Our King reigns now and our King reigns 

eternally. He reigns with truth, with justice, with mercy, with 

power, with might…and most of all, most importantly, never to be 

forgotten, our King reigns with love. I think that is what the 

donkey knew. And that is what God wants us to know. I hope and I 

pray that you know what the donkey knew. 

 

Hosanna! Hosanna in the highest! 

Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Amen. 

 

 


