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LeBron James was one of the most admired, best loved, most popular athletes to ever play in 
the NBA until he wasn’t. In 2010, James went from hero to zero. He went from having the 
crowd’s adoration and approval to being the most despised player in the NBA, and it was 
surprising. When James started his career with the Cleveland Cavaliers in 2003, he was sure of 
his standing with the crowd, so sure that he called himself “King James,” so sure of his standing 
that he said to the press “I don’t know how tall I am or how much I weigh, because I don’t want 
anyone to know my identity. I’m like a Superhero. Call me Basketball Man.” He was so sure that 
in 2010 when he changed teams to play for the Miami Heat, he and ESPN made a big 
documentary about it called “the Decision.” Let me say that popularity all ended when he told 
the basketball world in that documentary that he would be “taking his talents to South Beach.” 
In the space of a few days, the Cleveland fans who had idolized James and cheered him on were 
booing him and publicly burning his jerseys. The anger of the crowd spread to most of the fans 
of the NBA. In the next season, he gained a reputation as the most despised player in 
basketball. James has since recovered much of his popularity by returning to Cleveland and 
helping them win an NBA Championship. But even this year, his popularity is in decline. 
Although he passed Michael Jordan a couple of weeks ago for fourth most career points scored 
in the NBA, fans are starting to boo him again. In a recent poll that asked basketball fans who 
they considered to be the greatest of all time, Michael Jordan scored 66% while the man who 
calls himself the King scored 10%. 
 
So how does that happen to a person? How does the crowd go from applause to animosity? 
How do they go from hailing you to hating you? How does that happen to someone like LeBron 
James? 
 
Far more importantly, how does that happen to someone like Jesus? How on earth did the 
crowd turn on him, because that’s exactly what happened? In the space of a few days, the 
crowd went from calling for his exaltation to calling for his execution. So how do you go from 
being so popular that people flock to you, so popular that when you hide out in the desert, 
20,000 people walk for miles to find you, so popular that they sing “Hosanna” to having them 
shout for your crucifixion? How did that happen? How could that happen to Jesus? 
 
Today we are continuing in our study of John’s gospel called “More than Just a Nice Guy.” 
Today John is going to tell us the story of the Triumphal Entry, the time when a giant crowd in 
Jerusalem welcomed Jesus as King with shouts of “Hosanna.” He’s going to do more than that. 
Today John is going to explain how in one moment Jesus went from hero to zero with the 
Jerusalem crowd. 
 



Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to John 12:12-43. Today we will look at the story of the 
Triumphal entry and how the crowd turned against Jesus. Ss we look at that, we’ll see three 
things. We’ll see: 
1. How it happened. How did the crowd turn against Jesus? 
2. Why it happened. Big-picture, why did this happen from God’s perspective?  
3.  God’s grace, even in the midst of this happening. 
 
This is going to be more than just a history lesson. This is an intricate passage, a deep passage, 
but also a challenging passage, a passage that reveals some challenging truths about God’s 
judgment and about the heart of this crowd. 
 
It’s going to challenge us because, as we look at the crowd today, we’re going to see our own 
hearts reflected, because we can have the same fickle attitude, the same hardness of heart 
toward Jesus that the crowd had. So today, as we look at this passage, I want us to ask 
ourselves “Is there a place where my heart has turned away from Jesus? Where has it become 
hard? Is there some area where I am resisting Jesus’ Lordship? Shutting him out of my life?”  
From time to time, we all have places where we resist Jesus. Is that going on in your heart 
today? That’s the question this passage asks of us. 
 
So let’s read our passage. Just as fair warning. It’s quite a long passage and just to remind you 
of where we’re at in the story. Jesus has been ministering for three years in the nation of Israel, 
teaching and making disciples, doing miracles, healing and even raising Lazarus from the dead. 
This has made him wildly popular with the crowds and has brought him into bitter conflict with 
the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Chief Priests, the Religious Authorities of Israel who have their 
center of power in Jerusalem. Now as we come to this passage, Jesus has just spent the night in 
Bethany, a little town just outside of Jerusalem, and word has spread that he’s coming to 
Jerusalem for the Feast of Passover. This is Jesus’ last attempt to make disciples. John tells it 
like this: 
 
The next day the great crowd that had come for the Feast heard that Jesus was on his way to 
Jerusalem. They took palm branches and went out to meet him, shouting, “Hosanna!” “Blessed 
is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Blessed is the King of Israel!”  
Jesus found a young donkey and sat upon it, as it is written, “Do not be afraid, O Daughter of 
Zion; see, your king is coming, seated on a donkey’s colt.” 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.  
 
Now the crowd that was with him when he called Lazarus from the tomb and raised him from 
the dead continued to spread the word. Many people, because they had heard that he had given 
this miraculous sign, went out to meet him. So the Pharisees said to one another, “See, this is 
getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after him!”  
 



Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast. They came to 
Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. “Sir,” they said, “we would like to see 
Jesus.” Philip went to tell Andrew; Andrew and Philip in turn told Jesus.  
 
Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, unless a 
kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it 
produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in 
this world will keep it for eternal life.  Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my 
servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me.  
“Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for 
this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!” Then a voice came from heaven, 
“I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.” The crowd that was there heard it and said it had 
thundered; others said an angel had spoken to him. Jesus said, “This voice was for your benefit, 
not mine. Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven 
out. But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” He said this to show 
the kind of death he was going to die.  
The crowd spoke up, “We have heard from the Law that the Christ will live forever, so how can 
you say, ‘The Son of Man must be lifted up’? Who is this ‘Son of Man’?”  
Then Jesus told them, “You are going to have the light just a little while longer. Walk while you 
have the light, before darkness overtakes you. The man who walks in the dark does not know 
where he is going. Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of 
light.” When he had finished speaking, Jesus left and hid himself from them.  
 
Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not 
believe in him. This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: “Lord, who has believed our 
message, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” 
For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere: “He has blinded their 
eyes, and deadened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, nor understand with 
their hearts, nor turn and I would heal them.” Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and 
spoke about him.  
Yet at the same time, many even among the leaders believed in him. But because of the 
Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; for 
they loved praise from men more than praise from God. 
- John 12:12-43 
 
We said we would start today with the question “How did the crowd turn on Jesus?” The “how” 
is this: 
 
1. Jesus deliberately speaks words that cause the crowd to turn against him. 
 
How is it that the crowd turned against Jesus? How did it come about that those who sought 
him out, and cheered him on and clamored for his kingship came to clamor just as vehemently 
for his crucifixion? The answer is that Jesus made it happen. John is going to make this clear as 
he tells this story and, as he tells the rest of the story of Jesus crucifixion, Jesus is in control and 



he’s causing this. He commands Judas to betray him. He releases Pilate to convict him. He 
allows the mob to crucify him, and here, Jesus deliberately speaks the words that will expose 
the crowd’s unbelief and cause them to turn on him. 
 
Let me show you what I mean. Now, this is a very long and very, very complex passage so rather 
than walking through it verse by verse I’m just going to tell you the story as best I can and make 
reference to a few verses along the way. The story breaks into three parts or movements, and 
the first movement is this: 
 
Jesus is cheered by Jews and Gentiles 
 
As our story starts, Jesus is in Bethany, this little town about two miles out of Jerusalem where 
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus have just held a dinner for him. We looked at the story of that 
dinner last week. John closes the story of that dinner by telling us that when people heard that 
Jesus was in Bethany a crowd began to trickle in from Jerusalem. Now at first it might have 
been just a few people, but as the night wore on more and more people arrived so that the 
next day, when Jesus and his friends woke up, a serious crowd had begun to gather! They 
wanted to see not only Jesus but also Lazarus, the guy he had raised from the dead. 
 
So as Jesus headed for Jerusalem for Passover on what would have been a Sunday morning, this 
crowd from Bethany went with him. As he went, the size of the crowd just exploded. Passover 
was a huge affair. By some estimates, there could have been more than two million people in 
Jerusalem for Passover. There would have been Jews from Jerusalem and Galileans that had 
seen Jesus’ ministry. There would have been Gentiles that had converted to Judaism and 
wanted to show their dedication by celebrating Passover at the Temple. So there was a huge 
crowd in Jerusalem.  
 
John tells us that the crowd that had gathered at Bethany ran ahead to stir up the giant crowd 
in Jerusalem, telling them that Jesus and Lazarus were coming! So that soon there was a 
massive crowd around Jesus. Don’t think like what you see in the Jesus film. Think Franklin 
Street after UNC beats Duke. As this crowd gathered, they began to do things. They cut down 
palm branches, which had always been waved as a sign of military victory and Jewish 
independence. They began shouting phrases from Psalms 118, one of the Old Testament songs 
that they would sing at Passover, that talks about military victory over foreign nations. They 
began shouting at Jesus “Hosheana, ‘save now.’  They were asking for Jesus to start an 
insurrection and overthrow Rome. 
 
Meanwhile, Jesus got into the act, but in a different way. While the crowd was acting out Psalm 
118, Jesus got a donkey and began to ride it. In doing this, he was acting out a prophecy from 
Zechariah 9, which says the Messiah will come to Israel as a King, but it says that rather than a 
war-horse, he would ride a humble donkey and rather than conquering the Gentiles, he would 
speak peace to them. Nobody understood what Jesus was getting at when he did this, but the 
disciples would come to understand it later. 
 



So the crowd is welcoming Jesus as a conquering King. He is entering as a peaceful King, but 
everybody is celebrating Jesus and going crazy. John tells us the Pharisees saw this, and they 
said something very ironic. Look at: 
 
So the Pharisees said to one another, “See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world 
has gone after him!”  
- John 12:19 
 
John tells us that when the Pharisees said this the most important thing in this whole scene 
happened. The world did begin to go after Jesus. As if on cue, as if the Pharisees had conjured it 
up by speaking the words, some Greek Gentiles who were there for Passover came to Philip, 
probably because Philip is a Greek name, and they said “We want to see Jesus.” God had 
softened the heart of these Gentiles to seek after Jesus. So movement 1 is that Jesus is cheered 
by both Jews and Gentiles. Movement 2 is this: 
 
 Jesus turns the crowd against himself by predicting his death 
 
John tells us that Jesus responded to these Gentiles in an interesting way. So far as we know, 
Jesus never talked to these Greeks. John doesn’t tell us whether he actually said anything to 
them or not, because that’s not important. What is important is that God had softened the 
heart of these Gentiles, so they had come to Jesus. When Jesus saw that, he immediately 
recognized it as a sign from the Father. 
 
John says he responded to the request, not by speaking to the Greeks, but by saying “The hour 
has come for the Son of man to be glorified.” (which, you may remember, actually means it’s 
the hour for him to be crucified). Jesus says that, and then he turns the crowd against him by 
talking about his death. 
 
He talked about how the only way to gain eternal life is to give this life away. He talked about 
how those who served him needed to follow him in dying. He talked about how distressing this 
hour was for him. Then he told the crowd that three things were going to happen in this hour, 
the hour of his glory that would really have gotten their attention. Look at verses 31-33. First, 
he said: 
 
Now is the time for judgment on this world; 
- John 12:31a 
 
Now Jesus means that now is the time for judging the world’s unrighteous, anti-God system.   
The crowd probably just heard judgment and thought You go Jesus! Bring that judgment on! 
Show those Romans who is the boss! Second, he said: 
 
Now the prince of this world will be driven out.  
- John 12:31b 
 



Jesus is talking about Satan, but the crowd might have been thinking the Roman emperor and 
again they were totally on with this. 
 
But then he said this, and these are the words that get him in trouble: 
 
But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself. 
- John 12:32 
 
Now when Jesus mentioned being lifted up, he was talking about crucifixion. Look at: 
 
He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die 
- John 12:33 
 
Crucifixion was a method of execution designed by the Phoenicians. The Phoenicians 
worshipped the earth-go Ormuz, and they considered it an outrage that a criminal would 
pollute the earth by touching it. So for the worst criminals, they designed a means of execution 
that would lift them up from the earth on a cross. The Romans took this means of execution 
and perfected it, using it on the worst criminals, bandits, murderer and, most importantly, 
insurrectionists, people who wanted to overthrow the Roman Government. 
 
So when Jesus talked about being lifted up, he was saying he was going to be crucified as an 
insurrectionist AND THE CROWD KNEW IT! Now talk about your buzz-kill! Nobody wants to 
follow a dead insurrectionist. That’s backing the wrong horse!  It’s like planning a final four 
party for Kansas! It’s not going to happen! So the crowd began to question Jesus. They began to 
doubt his identity as Messiah. They said “Wait a minute! We have heard from the Old 
Testament that the Messiah is an eternal King! So how can you say the Son of Man must be 
lifted up? Who is this Son of Man? Are you really the Messiah or aren’t you? The crowd begins 
to harden their hearts against Jesus. 
 
So (1) Jesus is cheered by Jews and Gentiles. (2) Jesus turns the crowd against himself by 
predicting his death. Now the third movement here is this: 
 
Jesus pleads and hides 
 
Now on one level, the crowd’s response makes good sense. Nobody wants to follow a dead 
insurrectionist. So on one level, it makes sense. But on another level, this is nothing more than 
good old-fashioned hardness of heart. It’s a refusal to believe. Think about it: These are God’s 
chosen people. They’ve had hundreds of years of prophecies about the Messiah. They all knew 
he was coming. They knew Jesus was legit! They knew he had done miracles. They knew he 
healed the sick. They knew he had raised the dead. In fact, Lazarus was right there with them. 
They could ask him! They would have known if they would just read their Bibles that Scripture 
predicted not just the military triumph of the Messiah but also his suffering. Jesus had just told 
them that death was the way to eternal life, so it’s not like he hadn’t answered the question 
that they are asking. 



 
Jesus knew that the crowd’s problem wasn’t a lack of information. This is three years in. They 
had seen enough miracles. They had heard enough teaching. They had read enough Scripture. 
The problem wasn’t information. It was hardness of heart. So Jesus responds to them not with 
more explanations but with pleading. Look at: 
 
Then Jesus told them, “You are going to have the light just a little while longer. Walk while you 
have the light, before darkness overtakes you. The man who walks in the dark does not know 
where he is going. Put your trust in the light while you have it, so that you may become sons of 
light.” 
- John 12:35-36 
 
Jesus pleads with the crowd to quit making excuses, to repent, to come to him. In a tragic 
moment of unbelief, they fail to respond. So in one of the scariest verses in all of Scripture, John 
tells:  
 
When he had finished speaking, Jesus left and hid himself from them. 
- John 12:35-36b 
 
No more miracles. No more pleading and that, sadly, is the story of John 12. Now I hope you 
can see in that story that John’s explanation of the crowd turning on Jesus is that he spoke the 
words that caused it. When the Greeks came, he recognized it as a sign he deliberately began to 
talk about the need for his followers to let go of their life and about his crucifixion. The crowd 
that was waving palm branches and quoting Scripture stopped and began to question his 
identity. He refused to give more information, but he pleaded with them and then he hid 
himself from them. 
 
The crowd turned on Jesus, because he caused them to by predicting his death. That’s how the 
crowd turned on Jesus. It’s a disturbing story, because we like to think of Jesus as always and 
only doing everything he can to attract people. 
 
Why did Jesus do this? We’ll talk about that more in a minute.  But before we move on, I have 
to say by way of application that it’s possible that as we look at this crowd, we might see a 
reflection of our heart. Isn’t it possible, as we look at their response to Jesus, that we are more 
like them than we would care to admit? 
 
Like the crowd, we can name Jesus as Messiah without really having a saving faith in him. It’s 
possible, right? Did you notice that in the story? Here was this giant crowd of God’s chosen 
people. They quoted Messianic Scripture. They waved their Palm branches. They even threw 
down their coats for the donkey! But they didn’t trust Jesus with their lives. As soon as he 
started talking about dying, they were done. We can be like that! We can join the Christian 
crowd and wave our palm branches and even quote Scripture, but that doesn’t make us part of 
his eternal Kingdom. To be a part of his Kingdom, we have to trust him really trust him with our 
lives.  



 
Like the crowd, we can name Jesus as Messiah without true saving faith. Like the crowd, we can 
miss out on the eternal, because we are so busy holding on to the here and now. I mean we 
don’t want to die, right? I know I don’t want to. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die to 
myself. But we follow a Savior that tells us we have to take up our cross and follow him a 
Savior, who tells us that he who tries to keep his life will lose it. Like the crowd, we can tell 
Jesus we have an information problem when we really have a heart problem. We can ask 
questions and say we’re not clear on who Jesus is, and what he’s saying when the real issue is 
just that we don’t trust Jesus. We can be a lot more like the crowd than we realize. 
 
So (1) The how of the crowd turning on Jesus is that Jesus spoke words that deliberately turned 
the crowd against him. Now the second thing we want to talk about is why it happened? Why 
did Jesus do this?  
 
2. This happened because of God’s judgment. 
 
In verses 37-41, John tells us this: 
 
Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not 
believe in him. This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: “Lord, who has believed our 
message, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” 
For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere:  “He (God) has blinded 
their eyes, and deadened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, nor understand 
with their hearts, nor turn and I would heal them.” Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory 
and spoke about him. 
- John 12:37-41 
 
These are some of the most difficult verses in all of Scripture. What they explain to us is that in 
hardening the crowd in causing them to turn on him Jesus was executing the judgment that 
God had prophesied on Israel centuries earlier. 
 
John Gives us two quotes from Isaiah here. The first one is from Isaiah 53, a famous passage 
that predicts the sufferings of the Messiah. There Isaiah asks two questions: (1) Who has 
believed our report? (2) To whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? The arm of the Lord 
represents God’s power his strength. What Isaiah is saying is that the very people who have 
seen the arm of the Lord, those who have seen his strength in the Miracles that Jesus did, are 
same ones who have refused to believe what he is saying. 
 
They saw the miracles and refused to believe, so John says “Therefore, they could not believe.” 
He quotes from Isaiah 6: There God calls Isaiah to prophesy to the nation of Israel. But he says 
“Your prophesying will not cause them to believe. In fact, what it’s going to do is this: Blind 
their eyes and harden their hearts and they won’t understand. They won’t repent, and they 
won’t be healed.” In other words, the only impact your prophesying will have is to further 
harden Israel against the truth. 



 
John points out that this was fulfilled in Jesus’ ministry. Again and again, he speaks truth to 
Israel. Again and again, the arm of the Lord is revealed. Again and again, they refuse to believe. 
So God judged them. This time, the judgment wasn’t further pain. This time it wasn’t another 
prophet to shout louder. This time the judgment was removing their ability to respond to the 
truth. John says they got to a point where they couldn’t believe. 
 
God responded to their refusal to believe by making them unable to believe. I’m not going to 
try and solve the tension between divine sovereignty and human choice here. I can’t tell you 
exactly how that works. But I can tell you that in order for a person to come to Jesus, God has 
to draw them. Jesus said “No man can come to me unless the Father draws him.” Israel reached 
a point where God stopped drawing. He removed their sensitivity. I need to speak a word of 
warning to all of us today that God does this, whether we like it or not, whether it makes him 
popular with us or not at times it is his way. Again and again in Scripture, we see God repay 
refusal to believe with an inability to believe. We see it with the Pharisees. We see it with King 
Saul. We see it in Romans 1 where Paul says “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against 
all ungodliness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth.” If we read the passage, the 
wrath of God in Romans 1 isn’t pain. It’s not fire and brimstone. It’s not Hell (the Bible does talk 
about Hell, but the wrath of God in Romans 1 isn’t hell). In Romans 1 the wrath of God is 
turning people over to more and more unbelief. There is a cycle where we suppress the truth 
and God responds by hiding the truth, and the wages of sin become more sin. That’s what’s 
happening in this passage. 
 
I don’t enjoy saying this. It’s a lot more fun to give you chicken soup for the soul. I don’t enjoy 
this. But as a faithful preacher of God’s Word, I have to tell you that this can happen in our 
lives. I’ve seen situations where God reached out to people again, and again, and again, and 
they resisted him, but eventually he got through and they found life in Jesus at the eleventh 
hour.  I’ve seen it happen. But I’ve also seen it happen where God reached out to someone 
again and again, and they resisted him, and he stopped, stopped calling, stopped chastening, 
stopped reaching. He put away both the carrot and the stick, and like it says here “He hid 
himself” 
 
It’s a place we don’t want to be. So today as your Pastor, I just give you a word of warning. 
Don’t presume upon the Grace of God. Don’t tell yourself that you will submit your life or your 
treasure or your pet sin to God tomorrow, because tomorrow you may not be able to. 
 
(1) So the crowd turned on Jesus because he caused them to. (2) The reason he caused them to 
was that God was judging unbelief. But I want you to notice that the passage doesn’t leave us. 
There there’s one more point: 
 
  



3. Even in God’s Judgment there is mercy. 
 
Look at the last two verses of the passage. In verses 42-43, John tells us this: 
 
Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in him. But because of the 
Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; for 
they loved praise from men more than praise from God 
- John 12:42-43 
 
John is telling us here that even in the midst of judgment, even among the Religious Authorities 
who were the main culprits in Jesus’ crucifixion, God left a flickering flame of faith. It was weak. 
They still loved the praise of men too much to confess Jesus at this point, but it was there. It 
would blossom into full acknowledgement of Jesus as Savior. God in his mercy would leave a 
remnant, whose eyes he would open. 
 
John is talking here about men like Joseph of Arimathea and possibly even Nicodemus. In his 
gospel, John has already told us that neither of these had the courage to seek Jesus openly but 
when he was crucified, they would find their courage and come to claim the Body and their 
faith would grow into confession. So even in the midst of the people, he was judging God 
exercised mercy. 
 
We see God’s mercy elsewhere in this story. I don’t know if you’ve put two and two together 
yet, but the thing that kicked this story off in the first place was the coming of the Gentiles to 
see Jesus. In this story after centuries of resistance and disobedience and unbelief, God is 
hardening the hearts of the Jews. But even as he does that, he is calling and wooing and 
softening the hearts of the Gentiles. He’s going to call us to himself. 
 
And in the end, even Israel will be called back to God. Look at what Paul says in Romans 11:25: 
 
I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers. Israel has experienced a hardening, in 
part, until the full number of Gentiles has come in. And in this way, all Israel will be saved. 
- Romans 11:25-26 
 
God is going to use the hardening of Israel and the softening of the Gentiles to call Israel back 
to himself in the end. This is also God’s way. Even in the midst of judgment, God shows mercy. 
Because the hardening of Israel, the decision of the leaders to crucify Jesus, the turning of the 
crowd against him is the very thing that God is going to use to ensure that his Son will be lifted 
up, die on a cross and give his life and become the Savior not just of Israel, but of the entire 
world. Jesus is the Savior of the World. 
 
Even in judgment, God is merciful. He uses even our rebellion to accomplish his merciful 
purposes. In John’s story about the crowd and how they turned away from Christ, we see our 
own story. We see our temptation to give up the eternal for the here and now. We see the 



danger that God could judge our unbelief by turning it into hardness of heart. We see the mercy 
of God’s heart as he sends the Savior of the World. 


