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 SYMBOLIC GESTURES 
 
Last night Richmond and Geelong faced off in the 
AFL Grand Final.  

If you’re a Geelong fan – sorry for bringing it up 
– you’re probably still licking your wounds. 
If you’re a Richmond fan – you’re probably still 
basking in the glory. 
But if you’re a Carlton fan like me – you don’t 
really care – it’s just another year of 
disappointment. 

 
Now it’s not the game itself I want to talk about –  

a relief for some of you – 
I want to point out 2 symbolic gestures. 
 
1. Turf from the MCG 
I don’t know if you noticed or heard … 

But they patched small sections of MCG turf 
around the edge of the field. 

And what it did was DRAW ATTENTION to the fact 
that this Grand Final was unique –  

the first one since 1991 NOT at the MCG. 
the first time EVER the Grand final has been 
played outside of Victoria.  

 
2. Trophy presentation 
The TROPHY LIFT! 

I love the theatre of it – the drama of it! 
That moment the winning captain gets their 
hands on the trophy and hoists it high while 
the crowd cheers and the confetti comes 
down – it’s glorious! 

What it does is DRAW ATTENTION to the 
achievement.  
It’s a tangible way of recognising the triumph. 
 
But it’s not just in sport we see symbolic gestures: 

There’s cutting the ribbon to mark the 
opening of a new road – 
There’s handing over a giant check to draw 
attention to a big win – 
There’s smashing a champagne bottle to 
Christen a boat.  

All of these symbolic gestures draw attention to 
someone or something. 
 
Now – turning our attention to Matthew 21 –  

what we find are 3 symbolic gestures. 
But they’re more than just token signs. 

They’re real symbolic actions of Jesus tied to 
real historical events. 

They draw attention to the Kingdom that’s drawing 
near – To the KING – God’s promised King who 
saves. 
 The invitation’s there – to follow the KING. 
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Have you been convinced to follow Jesus? 
Will you be convinced? 

Be ready with eyes to see and ears to hear –  
Along with me – Pay attention to what these 
symbolic actions show us about Jesus – 

That he’s the REAL DEAL –  
The KING who’s establishes God’s RULE. 
A RULER like no other – the RULER we need. 

 
3 SYMBOLIC ACTIONS 
 
1. The King rides into Jerusalem (1-11) 
 
In the first symbolic act the King rides into 
Jerusalem on a donkey. 
 
This is Jesus’ royal procession into the royal city. 
But it’s fair to say coming in on a donkey doesn’t 
look very royal does it?  
 It’s not what you expect. 
There’s no presidential motorcade –  

no stretched limos –  
no security detail –  
nothing like that… 

At first glance when you see this King coming on a 
donkey – you might think –  

if Matthew’s trying to show me a King 
he’s got a bit more showing to do.  

And Matthew does do a bit more showing– by 
pointing us to this key prophecy in Zechariah.  
After Jesus sends two of his disciples to fetch the 
donkeys …  
Matthew explains to us what’s going on in verse 4: 

4 This took place to fulfill what was spoken 
through the prophet: 

5 “Say to Daughter Zion, 
   ‘See, your king comes to you, 
gentle and riding on a donkey, 
    and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’” 

 

In Zecheriah’s day Israel was experiencing a 
spiritual recession –  
Having been driven out of Jerusalem –  
the Jews trickled back in and started to rebuild. 
But … it wasn’t going well – So what they were 
saying was …  

Well – where’s this kingdom?  
What about all of God’s promises?  

And Zecheriah comes along and tells them what 
needs to happen in order for God’s kingdom to 
come.  

And one of the things Zecheriah points to is a 
kingly figure who comes to Jerusalem on a 
donkey. 
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By riding in on a donkey Jesus is the fulfilment of 
the promise. 
It’s exactly how Zechariah said –  
 He comes on a donkey – not a warhorse 

And his kingdom will be one of peace – not 
coercion. 

 
Isn’t it a wonderful thing that when Jesus comes 
to rule and invites us to follow him –  

he’s a ruler who’s humble and lowly. 
It’s a type of leadership completely opposed to 
worldly notions of leadership. 

There’s no army – no weapons – 
There are no bully boy tactics – 
He’s not abusive or loud or aggressive.   

His meekness is his strength  
His humility is his power. 

And he says “all you who are weary and heavy 
laden come to me and I will give you rest.” 
This is the King I want and the King I need – 

One who comes in peace and offers me 
peace with God. 

What about you? 
 
Now – at the same time as the King coming –  
He arrives with a huge crowd of followers –  

the people he’s gathered. 
And they get it! 

They get what this symbolic act draws 
attention to – that the King has COME! 

The MESSIAH makes his way to the throne.  
 
So in extravagant fashion – they honour him. 

They lay out their cloaks on the road and 
spread greenery – 
It’s what you do when you haven’t brought 
red carpet. 

 
[Illustrate: how we honour champions –  
Grand Final Parade]. 
 
This is Jesus’ Grand Final Parade – as he heads 
into the Royal City as its King. 
And his followers PRAISE HIM – verse 9: 
 

“Hosanna to the Son of David!” 
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of 
the Lord!” 
“Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

 
It’s straight from Psalm 118 –  

a Psalm where God’s people welcome God’s 
king to the city –  

And they praise Jesus as ‘the’ Son of David – 
Not just any King – but the long-expected Messiah. 
The forever KING in David’s line! 
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Jesus has been gathering his people and 
preparing them for this moment of fulfilment. 
And here they are! 
 
Here is the leper who was healed – “God saves.” 
Here is the soldier who’s sick servant has been 
healed turned to follow Jesus now – “God saves.” 
Here is the crooked businessman who wrote this 
Gospel Matthew – “Blessed is he who comes …” 
Here is the man who was paralysed leaping for 
joy. 
Here is the man who was blind but now sees and 
he can’t believe what he’s seeing. 
Here is the man who couldn’t speak a while ago 
but now he’s shouting … “Hosanna in the highest” 
 
Here he is – this is the one – The promised King. 
  
Have you given praise and honour do Jesus? 
 Not by laying down your cloak –  
 But by laying down your life? 
Do you know him as the one who deserves all 
glory – all honour or praise? 
 
Well – the scene shifts from the arrival of the KING 
to the royal city of Jerusalem to his arrival at the 
TEMPLE. 

But the Jerusalem crowds are not the same 
people as the ones who escort Jesus into the city. 
The city was stirred it says in verse 10 –  

in seismic upheaval –  
Jesus the Nazarene – the despised one –  

he’s not welcome here – as we’re about to 
see. 

 
Well – the King rides into Jerusalem on a donkey –  
 That’s the first symbolic act. 
 
2. The King cleanses the temple (12-17) 
 
In the second symbolic act the King cleanses the 
temple. 
 
The TEMPLE was the focus of RELIGIOUS and 
NATIONAL life. 

It’s where God was said to dwell – 
It’s where you found and worshipped and 
experienced God. 

 
But the Jerusalem leadership had turned this 
sacred place into a marketplace –  
And when the King gets there he’s not impressed –  
 
We’re reading from verse 12: 
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12 Jesus entered the temple courts and 
drove out all who were buying and selling 
there. He overturned the tables of the 
money changers and the benches of those 
selling doves. 13 “It is written,” he said to 
them, “‘My house will be called a house of 
prayer,’ but you are making it ‘a den of 
robbers.’” 

 
Just as Zechariah said the King would ride into 
Jerusalem on a donkey – the prophet Malachi said 
he would cleanse the temple (3:1-5) 
 
And that’s exactly what Jesus does – 

As one with authority he directly challenges 
the Jerusalem leadership. 

He holds them responsible for desecrating it. 
 
But notice that Jesus is not leading a public 
protest or a violent protest – He acts alone! 

He’s not losing his temper or flying off the 
handle 

His anger is a settled anger – a serious anger … 
It seems the priests were saying you could 
only pay your money for the upkeep of the 
temple in our temple currency.  

They were ripping people off.  

And all of this going on in the temple courts where 
God’s name is meant to be honoured and praised.  
 
But where Jesus’ indignation is godly – 
 From the Jerusalem leadership it’s godless. 
His protest has got their attention – but not only 
that –  

he’s healed people –  
and there are children praising him as the 
Messiah – 

They were ropable –  
Who does this man think he is? 
How dare he come in here and challenge us? 

This is exactly what you see with corrupt man-
made religion – 

When human rules are promoted  
and God-given revelation is ignored.  

Look at what he says to them – verse 16: 

16 . . . “have you never read, 

“‘From the lips of children and infants 
    you, Lord, have called forth your praise’?” 

 

They’ve been so busy promoting their own 
religious rules and regulations and feathering 
their own nests – they’ve failed to read the 
Scriptures. 
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And the result – they don’t spot the Messiah when 
he arrives in the temple. 

It’s the babes – the weak – the needy –  
the despised – they’re the ones who spot him. 

And they testify to it. 
 
See– Jesus symbolic act of cleansing points to 
something greater that the old temple regime. 

In Jesus himself something greater than the 
temple is here (Matthew 12:6). 

He ushers in a new age where God will dwell with 
his people and in his people. 

Where 2 or 3 gather in my name Jesus says – 
I am with them. 

 
If you want to find God today – 

you find him in Christ. 
If you have a hunger for the God’s presence – 

If you have a desire to experience God  
and see him at work …  

You don’t have to engage in the world of 
superstition –  

God has come to his temple as the prophets 
said he would –  
and Jesus the KING is building his true 
temple by his Spirit. 

 

But whose shoes are you standing in to see and 
hear what Jesus is doing? 
 
Are you standing in the shoes of the Jerusalem 
leadership? 
 Too proud to admit your need. 

Putting a mask over what you’re really like. 
Thinking highly of yourself over and above  
others. 

 
Or are you standing in the shoes of the 
children? 
 Weak and dependent. 
 Exposed and vulnerable. 
 In need of grace and mercy. 
 
Well we’re at the stage now in Matthew where 
we’re building up to the final confrontation 
between Jesus and the Jerusalem leadership. 
 
And the third symbolic act prepares us for this 
confrontation. 
 
3. The King destroys a fruitless tree (18-25)  
 
In the third symbolic act Jesus destroys a fruitless 
tree. 
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It’s a demonstration of his authority as King to 
judge. 
 
Between visits to the temple –  

The corrupt temple that represents 
everything wrong with Israel … 

Jesus stops with his disciples at a fig tree. 
 
Verse 18: 
 

18 Early in the morning, as Jesus was on his 
way back to the city, he was 
hungry. 19 Seeing a fig tree by the road, he 
went up to it but found nothing on it 
except leaves. Then he said to it, “May you 
never bear fruit again!” Immediately the 
tree withered. 

 
Jesus chose a tree that stood out because it was in 
leaf. 

Think of its leaves as an advertisement – 
advertising that it was bearing fruit. 

It made a show of life that promised fruit –  
but had none –  
 

But Jesus doesn’t destroy the tree because he has 
something against fig trees. 

He destroys the tree as a symbolic act of 
judgment against Israel.  

He’s on his way back to the temple. 
 The corrupt temple. 
What should be happening there?  

The proclamation of the God who saves. 
And his grace and kindness to us in the 
Messiah.  

What is going on there?  
Man-made religion with ugly extortion –  

The same old godless religion happening there –  
pretending to be righteous but rejecting the 
King.  

 
But there’s hope for a nation that stands under 
judgment. 

And there’s hope for our world that stands 
under judgment. 

 
Because Jesus the judge is Jesus the saviour. 
 And through judgment comes salvation.  
 
See – This King who curses the tree  

will himself be cursed on a tree! 
 

What a King hey!  
 


