  The Redemption of the Donkey 

Matt 21:6-11 The disciples went and did as Jesus had directed them. 7 They brought the donkey and the colt and put on them their cloaks, and he sat on them. 8 Most of the crowd  spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9 And the crowds that went before him and that followed him were shouting,  "Hosanna to  the Son of David!  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest!" 10 And when he entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred up, saying, "Who is this?" 11 And the crowds said, "This is the prophet Jesus, from Nazareth of Galilee." ESV

Ex 34:20 The firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a lamb, or if you will not redeem it you shall break its neck. All the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem. And none shall appear before me empty-handed. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Donkeys are not the most illustrious subject mentioned in the Bible and it is rare for a whole sermon to be preached with this lowly animal as the focal point.  In my ministry, this sermon is already my second “donkey sermon” – I’m not sure what that says about me or my style of sermon preparation.  I like donkeys for some reason – my favorite Winnie the Pooh character is Eeyore, and when I was a child, I had a LP entitled “Small One.”  In the story the young donkey that Jesus rode into Jerusalem was named “Small One” because he had been smaller than all of the other donkeys all of his little life.  And yet when Jesus needed a donkey for the very important occasion of carrying Him into Jerusalem for the final Passover, Jesus chose Small One, the little insignificant donkey and that moment of humble service brought great peace of mind and purpose to the little donkey’s life and somehow they managed to work the cross into the story, although time has dulled my memory of how it all tied together.  As a child I listened to that record until the vinyl about peeled off the LP, and Small One was my favorite storybook character.  Thus began my fascination with donkeys in scripture and young habits are hard to break.  This sermon, then, is dedicated to Small One … no, I’m just kidding!

All donkey jokes, kid’s stories, and Hee-Haw references aside, our text in the book of Exodus is a very interesting one.  In it we find God outlining the law of the firstborn and how that every firstborn thing must be dedicated unto God.  The firstborn of every clean animal – sheep, oxen, and cows – had to be offered up to God as a sacrifice before Him and so if a female clean animal was with offspring, her first delivery was taken at about a month old and killed and had its blood sprinkled upon the altar and its fat and innards burned as a sweet smelling fragrance to God.  Unclean animals were required to fulfill this law, too, but because unclean animals could not be offered as a sacrifice on the altar, the law demanded that a ransom of money be paid for virtually all of the unclean firstborns.  If you are really interested, the exact amounts of money for each of the types of unclean animals were outlined in the book of Numbers.  Say if a female camel – I don’t know what a female camel is called, a shamel? – gave birth for the first time, then the owner had to go to the Tabernacle and offer up a set price to redeem the young camel (is that a yamel?).  If for some reason the owner was unable to redeem the camel, then he was commanded by law to break its neck.

I said that this was the law for most unclean animals because apparently donkeys were the exception.  Actually donkeys and human being firstborns were the exceptions to the law and that is curious in itself – why would God link donkeys and human beings together like this in the law of redemption?  Nevertheless, the law for donkeys and humans was found in our text:

Ex 34:20 The firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a lamb, or if you will not redeem it you shall break its neck. All the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem. And none shall appear before me empty-handed. ESV

The donkey, of course, was an unclean animal and as such unable to be offered to God on the altar in the courtyard of the Tabernacle, but redeeming it was different than all of the other unclean animals because God would not accept money for it.  If the donkey was to be redeemed, then a lamb had to be killed in its place and if the owner decided that the donkey was not worth the price of a lamb, then he was forced to have to break the donkey’s neck.  As to the first born of human beings, obviously breaking their neck was not an option – no matter what the parents of teenage kids sometimes think – and so every firstborn son had to be redeemed with a lamb being offered in its place – there was simply no other way for redemption to be provided.

Let us ask ourselves some simple questions from this humble and obscure scripture:  why is this law in the Bible?   And why in the world does God elevate the lowly donkey to the level of humanity, speaking of them in the same breath in the redemption laws, and why does God make the donkey the exception of the unclean animals and require a lamb for its redemption?  

The answer, I believe, is found in the fact that God was teaching us an important lesson of redemption and our need for Calvary.  Simply put and spiritually speaking, you and I are that donkey in the law – unclean and unholy on our own and not acceptable to God or pleasing to Him, and, as to our natural state that we were born into this world, not able to be offered to God in any acceptable way and yet as the offspring of his most prized creation definitely in need of redemption.  Our sins demanded death and that our necks might be broken both physically and spiritually but God Almighty, our Master, provided a Lamb in the form of the Son of God, Jesus Christ.  More to the point and as Abraham said prophetically, “God provided Himself a lamb” and when John saw Jesus Christ the first words out of his mouth was “behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world!”  When the Lamb of God laid down His life on the cross, it was the redemption of humanity – a humanity that like the donkey was unfit and unpleasing and unable to be redeemed in any other way – thank God that the Lamb of God paid the price to redeem us from the Law and from sin and its inevitable wages of sin!  The redemption of the donkey, it turns out, has a very personal application to you and I today!

There are plenty of other redemption metaphors and types and shadows in the law, why do we need another one, and why one with a donkey?  I think that God chose this symbol and law to illustrate to us how much He loves us and how much He values you and I.  To the man to whom a firstborn donkey was born, there was a choice that loomed in his life:  “is this young donkey valuable enough to me to warrant the loss of a very valuable lamb?”  And a decision had to be made.  The choice was between letting the donkey live or letting the lamb live and of which was of the greatest value to the man.  I can tell you that there was many a donkey’s neck broken in Israel because a young lamb was a high price to pay for redeeming a lowly donkey foal.  And particularly so when he knew that the second born would be his outright.  

Now consider that principle in light of the donkey representing you and I in our sinful state and the lamb representing the redemption of the lamb of God.  I’m trying to use the donkey to refer to you and I in order to insult or speak down to anybody – if I had wanted to do that I would have read our text from the King James Version! – but as I survey this congregation and as I even look at myself, I have to admit that I do not think any of you are more important or valuable or worth more than Jesus Christ, the precious savior who was the Lamb of God.  In fact, when compared to the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords, the donkey is a good representation as to our worth because compared to He who was perfect in every way, our human natures and imperfect lives are very donkey-like as to their levels!  Don’t be offended by the comparison, but fully grasp what I’m trying to get across to you – compared to His righteousness, our righteousness is as filthy rags!  Compared to His glory, our personal bravado is foolishness and lackluster!  And in my mind He is great and greatly to be praised and to be chosen over anybody else – if it ever came down to me having to choose between you and Him, I’m afraid your neck would be hurting!  Because nothing in my mind compares to the famous and wondrous Jesus Christ!

Yet consider that when the God of Glory had to make that choice, whether to let the Lamb live or the donkey, that He chose for the Lamb to die and for the donkey to live!  You and I – even while we were yet sinners and while we were in the lowest of spiritual states – yet were thought enough of by God for the Lamb of God to be put to death.  Think of the perfect and sinless Jesus – the man who had only done good and had only brought healing and hope – yet suffering on the cross of Calvary and enduring the wrath of God as if He were the guilty one and then grasp that all of that was a God idea, and the idea was that you and I might be redeemed!  It was about God thinking that you and I were valuable enough and important enough to Him that the Lamb would die instead! 

Oh, what a great lesson springs from the redemption of the donkey!  Because one of the greatest traps of this world is this society trying to label people as insignificant.  In our culture, if you are not rich, extraordinarily good looking, overly talented, and famous, then this world says that you are a rung below and not priority.  One of the greatest issues of this age is people living life and making key decisions of their life out of feelings of lack of self-worth and unimportance.  Suicide happens because people think that there is no real point to their life.  Destructive behavior – whether it be substance abuse, criminal acts, or immorality in relationships – all stem from people viewing themselves as the lowest of lows.  To use the scriptural metaphor, they act like donkeys because they view themselves as donkeys – just the lowest of lows and with no lot in life really worth striving for or living up to.  They live up to their own view of themselves and so they roll in the mud pit of sin and live human life at the lowest possible level. 

But the redemption of the donkey screams out to you a lesson in what God thinks of you!  Because even the lowest of human beings at the bottom of this world’s societal totem pole was thought worth enough and valuable enough for the Lamb to die in their place!  When God looked at the man Christ Jesus and then looked at you in your sin, something caused God to love you and to choose to let you have the opportunity to live forever by choosing to let Christ die instead!  The cross and Calvary scream out against the emptiness and foolish teachings of this world that certain people are worthless and pointless – hear the lesson of the redemption of the donkey:  the owner of us all chose to kill the Lamb!  You may be but a lowly donkey to this world’s eyes and you may not have it all together and you may battle feelings of insecurity and of lack of self worth, but realize that all of that comes from this sinful world’s unGodlike priorities.  In here; in His presence; in the kingdom of God you are worth more than anything else, even Jesus Christ Himself!  Because God thought enough of you to redeem you!  Hallelujah and thank God for the redemption of the donkey!

_______________________________________________________________________    

The redemption of the donkey – a lamb given so the donkey could live!  I need to move on but I cannot help but linger here for but a moment longer because what I am preaching is why Christianity is the greatest religion in the world and the only one worth making priority.  Because Christianity is the only religion in the world that teaches that all men are of great worth no matter their lot in life.  And only Christianity teaches a love for the lowest of your fellow human beings – even those who are society’s “donkeys” are worth loving with the greatest love because our entire faith is based upon the example of the perfect and valuable Lamb dying for the unclean, lowly animal.  Why is it that when a natural disaster strikes, it is always only Christian relief organizations and church groups that reach out to help people?  When was the last time you heard of, say, a Muslim charitable organization reaching out to help hurricane victims or a Buddhist not-for-profit group sending aid to starving children, or Islamic mosques or Hindu temples taking up sacrificial offerings to help people who were devastated by a tsunami in another country?  It doesn’t happen because those religions view only human beings who subscribe to their levels of teaching or who profit them greatly as being of great value.  Only Christianity takes the donkey and elevates them to be worth the price of the Lamb!   

Maybe the redemption of the donkey also explains the curious word choice that Paul used when talking about our redemption when he wrote to the Corinth saints:

2 Cor 5:17-18 Therefore, if anyone is  in Christ, he is a new creation.  The old has passed away; behold, the new has come. 18 All this is from God,  who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us  the ministry of reconciliation; ESV

That phrase, “a new creation” is a translators’ gloss to try to make the verse make sense in good English and a footnote in the ESV will tell you that the Greek is literally “creature” and that’s why the KJV has “if anyone be in Christ, he is a new creature.”  It sounds weird, but one way to put it to grasp the full import of what Paul could have been saying here is to say “if anyone is in Christ, he is created a new creation” in the sense of ceasing to be one animal and recreated into another.  That sounds weird and causes confusion to the casual reader, but the imagery is fairly clear when compared to our imagery of the donkey representing us in our sinful state.  We – like the donkey – are at first unclean but when we are redeemed, we are not only bought and allowed to live, but God transforms us through the new birth experience to cause us to become a “new creature!”    

We used to be unclean and as a donkey – unable to be offered upon the altars of God as a sacrifice, but now we are commanded to “offer ourselves as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.”  How is it possible for us to be able to righteously do that?  When a person is born of the water and of the Spirit, they are transformed so radically that the only appropriate metaphor is that of a donkey being changed to become a sheep!  In fact, throughout the New Testament, the redeemed are referred to as sheep in the Lord’s pasture!  When you are born again of the water and of the Spirit, you are not just a redeemed donkey or a washed donkey, but you become as the Lamb of God that laid down His life for you and you become a sheep and thus clean and able to offer yourself up to God Almighty!  The unclean becomes the clean, the formerly unacceptable is changed so that it is now something acceptable in God’s sight.  The Lamb gave His life for the donkey, so that the donkey could be saved, but also so that the donkey could be changed and become like the Lamb!    

Think of that for a moment and then consider that too much of Christianity today has shied away from the born again thing – they don’t preach the need to repent of your sins and thus die out to who you used to be and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ and filled with the Holy Spirit.  And yet their preachers get up Sunday after Sunday behind a pulpit and try to get people to live as a sheep when they are still in their very nature unclean before God as that donkey was.  No donkey could be offered upon the altar as a sacrifice – even if it wrapped itself in lamb’s wool and put on a sheep mask – a mask and outward appearance of a sheep doesn’t a sheep make!  If you want to be acceptable to God, you’ve got to become a new creature!  Don’t stay in the spiritual state of the unclean donkey, but be transformed to be like the very One who gave His life to redeem you!  Then you too can be that sacrifice offered unto God and pleasing to Him!  Oh, how you can preach Apostolic doctrine from every scripture in the Bible – even the part of the law that concerns the redemption of the donkey!

_______________________________________________________________________

Let us now return to the donkey metaphor in our original text.  The fact is that God chose the donkey as unique among all of the unclean animal.  And like it or not, God associated the donkey with humanity by placing their redemptive laws next to each other in the law and by making the price of both a firstborn donkey and a human son, to be the same, a lamb.  

With all of that in mind, let’s look at the Bible’s teaching on donkeys through the eyes of the law of the redemption of the donkey.  That is, if you see a donkey in the Bible that is tame and working among men, then know that it is alive and functioning because a lamb was given in its stead and so it turns out that you and I and the donkeys of scripture have much in common and it could be that there is a purpose to some of these stories beyond just local story color.  Let us then look at some of the stories of these redeemed donkeys in the Bible – and we will not deal with wild donkeys who were yet unredeemed – and let us ask ourselves, “why did God redeem us?”  Maybe the donkeys of scripture reveal that answer as to the purposes that God had in mind when He esteemed us and loved us enough to offer the Lamb up for us. 

For example, in our text, we read about the donkey that carried Jesus Christ into Jerusalem in what is termed His triumphant entry.  What we forget is that to ride on that young donkey was Jesus’ idea and the scriptures tell us that He had arranged it to happen in the manner that it did.  That donkey was a donkey of Israel under Mosaic Law and the young donkey was the firstborn of that mother donkey and this particular donkey is what Jesus Christ chose as a vehicle to enter into Jerusalem.  Without the donkey, Jesus would not have entered Jerusalem and would not have been praised greatly!  Perhaps that He was trying to tell us something and that is:

We were redeemed because if this world is to have Jesus come into their lives and if He is to be glorified and praised as He so richly deserves, we must carry Him to them and before them!

Jesus turned to His disciples at the end of His ministry and after He had laid down His life on Calvary and thus redeemed them and commanded two things:  first that they tarry in Jerusalem until they receive the Holy Spirit – they had to be changed and transformed into a new creature themselves!  But after that transformation took place, they were to fulfill a second commandment and that was for them to go and preach the gospel to “every creature.”  There’s that term again and I used to as a little kid hear preachers quote that verse and think, “every creature?  So I’m supposed to preach to dogs and cats and donkeys?”  What it meant was go preach to every man and woman no matter what their state of life or who they are identity wise!  Don’t neglect anybody!  Preach it to kings but not just to kings to the lowest of the poor!  Don’t just tell your co-workers but tell your boss!  And not just people who have jobs but the guy on the streets deserves a chance to hear!  The poignant truth is that if Jesus is to come into their lives, He will be carried there by those who were redeemed and who make the effort of shouldering the load of delivering who He is to this world in need!  And if Jesus is to be glorified as He should and exalted and praised among men, it will take somebody carrying Jesus and elevating Jesus before others and making Him accessible and prominent before all!  The reason for the redemption of the donkey is so that Jesus Christ might be carried to and glorified before every creature – never forget that it is for this purpose that you were saved!

Throughout the Bible donkeys were often used to transport people to closer to God.  And they were often used as a means to get people to the man of God where they could hear God’s Word speak to them about their specific situation.  When God chose Saul for a king, it was his father’s donkeys running away and his going to search for them that got him out and in position “to run into” the prophet Samuel.  When Samuel found him, he prophesied that he was about to be made king and then told him:

1 Sam 9:20 As for your donkeys that were lost three days ago, do not set your mind on them, for they have been found. And for whom is all that is desirable in Israel? Is it not for you and for all your father's house?" ESV  

In other words, “Saul, you thought the issue of the donkeys leading you out here was just circumstance and happenstance, but actually it was the hand of God working to arrange a rendezvous with Divine destiny and His perfect will in your life and to arrange your meeting with me for God’s plan to be unfolded and for you to become aware of His calling for your life that you have been completely ignorant of before this time!  Never forget that like those donkeys in the story:

We have been redeemed so that through us people might be led to God’s will for their life, the man of God in their life, and so that they might become aware of the higher calling and purpose of God  that He has for them of which they have been living their lives unaware.

The circumstances in your life are not by accident because just as those Hebrew and redeemed donkeys were being used by God so are you!  God places you in situations that through the normal ebb and flow of life that others might be set up to come in contact with a higher purpose – that is the reason that the Lamb gave His life for us!

I think of the little widow woman when her promised son had died in her arms and how she saddled up her little donkey to go to the man of God to get her miracle.  So it is that God places us, His redeemed, in situations where people are experiencing tragedy and heartache and even in very trying times yet we have been placed there for such a time as this and with the purpose of leading them to the man of God, the word of God, and the miraculous power of God!  The reason that the Lamb of God was given up so that you might be redeemed is because you have the ability to lead others through the dilemmas of life to God Almighty which is what it’s all about! 

I think of Balaam, in what is the probably the most famous donkey story of all of scripture, when the false prophet was driven by greed and avarice to go prophesy evil on God’s people and God opposed him.  The Bible says that an angel of the Lord stood in the path of the false prophet, blocking his way and the donkey could see the angel and the sword of wrath that was the ultimate end that the prophet was choosing but Balaam could not.  When the donkey laid down and refused to go on in order to save Balaam’s life, Balaam grew irate at the donkey and even verbally and physically abused her until God caused the donkey’s mouth to open up and speak to him to wake him up, spiritually!  Sadly, what the false prophet was too carnal and too sinful to see, the donkey could.  This is just another story where you want to be like the donkey and not the human because here, the donkey was smarter!

God redeemed us and purchased us and gave us the promise of a new life so that in this world which is so blinded by sin that they cannot see the spiritual danger to their ways that someone would be there who could see clearly things in the spirit, warning them!  

That is not to say that they will always receive it.  As Balaam was abusive to that donkey, so does this world often not want to hear the spiritual end to their ways and lifestyles and may often not receive the warning of the redeemed with a smile – love them enough to warn them anyway!  And follow the example of the donkey – she does not speak to the prophet in a self-righteous and high and mighty way but from an humble heart that simply asks, “can you not see what is standing right before you in the spirit?”  God help us to be sensitive to the things of God in a world that is largely not for this is the purpose for which we were redeemed from spiritual death! 

And that donkey speaking out is a perfect metaphor for another reason why God saved you and I.  Do you remember the time that Samson was desperate for some help against the enemy and the Bible says that he found the jawbone of a donkey and with it smote a whole garrison of Philistines?  Think of that:  the jawbone of a dead donkey proved a most effectual weapon when in the hands of someone who had the Spirit of God moving mightily upon them!  

So it is why God redeemed us:

The mouth of a donkey is one of the greatest weapons against the enemies of God if the donkey has truly died!

If we have truly been redeemed and died out to our fleshly nature, then know that God wants to use your mouth as an instrument to wreak havoc in the enemies’ plans for people’s lives and what used to be just the jawbone of uncleanness can be transformed by the working of the Spirit of God into a great tool for victory and freedom for His people!  Such is why the Lamb was given – such is the reason for why we were redeemed!  

_______________________________________________________________________

I close this message with the somewhat obscure story found in the 13th chapter of 1 Kings.  In the story an unnamed prophet was given a word for the king of Israel which at the time of the split kingdoms was the northern ten tribes.  God had prophesied judgment on the king because of his evilness and idolatry and so God commanded the prophet to travel north to the very spot where the king was offering forbidden sacrifices on an altar in the woods.  The first part of the story is a good one in that it turned out that the king was exactly where God had said and when the king raised his hand to order the young prophet slain, God caused the hand to wither in a crippled state and then supernaturally smote the altar, causing it to split in half and the sacrifice to fall on the ground.  The king then begged for mercy and was healed before the young prophet left.

The sad part of the story is what happened next.  Because God had told the young prophet not to tarry in northern Israel and not to eat or drink anything on the journey and not go to home by the same way and to hurry and not rest until he came back to the south.  The scriptures record that an old prophet heard from his sons what had happened – an old, backslid prophet – and desperate for some interaction with someone for whom the Spirit of God was still moving, the old prophet sent for the young prophet to come and eat with him.  He saddled his donkey – here we go with the donkey thing – and sent his sons to intercept the young prophet and to eat with him.  The young prophet declined saying that the Word of God had told him not to delay and not to eat or drink before returning home.  So the old prophet lied and he lied saying that the word of God had come to him that it was now okay to come and eat and drink with him so that the young prophet would be refreshed for his journey back home.  The lie reached the young prophet as he was resting under a tree, weary no doubt from his miles of travel and lack of nourishment and foolishly the young prophet gave in and went and dined with the old prophet.  

As they were eating, the old prophet suddenly had the Spirit of God come upon him for the first time in years and he boldly prophesied that “because you have disobeyed the Word of the Lord, you will surely die!”  Alarmed by the prophecy, the young prophet arose, saddled up the donkey, and took off for home and then we find this:

1 Kings 13:23-25 And after he had eaten bread and drunk, he saddled the donkey for the prophet whom he had brought back. 24 And as he went away  a lion met him on the road and killed him. And his body was thrown in the road, and the donkey stood beside it; the lion also stood beside the body. 25 And behold, men passed by and saw the body thrown in the road and the lion standing by the body. And they came and told it in the city where  the old prophet lived. ESV   

What a curious scene!  The body of the dead, disobedient, young prophet, the lion and the donkey both alive standing together.  If the donkey and the prophet had been firstborn, then they both had had a lamb offered as redemption for them to be alive and again we find an instance where the donkey’s fate is preferred over the human beings!  

I finish with this story because it is illustrative of where many of us are.  View that mental picture of scripture with the dead body of the young prophet and the donkey and the lion standing serenely by.  The lion was permitted to kill the prophet because he disobeyed God’s Word but God did not permit him to kill the donkey who had not.  And as you have such a vivid mental picture, realize that the lion represents Satan.  As Peter said:

1 Peter 5:8 Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. NKJV       

I know that I’ve brought up this scripture quite a bit lately, but it rings in my spirit.  That roaring lion, the devil, is seeking whom he “may devour.”  For Him to win and to be able to destroy, he has to be given permission from us or from God.  In that picture, the slain body of the young prophet represents those who had been redeemed but who disobey God’s Word anyway.  And the donkey represents those who have been redeemed but stay faithful to their purpose and to God’s commandments.  If you stay obedient to God, then like that donkey standing calmly in the story you have nothing to fear from the lion.  But if you disobey God’s Word – no matter who says that it is okay – you will be end up being destroyed and paying the price of sin anyway!  But such was not what you were called and not the purpose for which you were redeemed!  The Lamb was given so that you might live and resist the lion of your adversary!  But you must be willing to continue in close obedience of God’s Word!

______________________________________________________________________

May the obscure law of the redemption of the donkey speak to you volumes in the Spirit today!  May it remind you of your low state spiritually without God, but may it also remind you of your intrinsic worth and value in God’s eyes – after all He chose that the Lamb might die so that you could live!  Let it remind you that you have been remade as a new creature in Christ Jesus and that all men and women – no matter their character or lot in life now – deserve a chance to be born again as you were.  Let the law of the redemption of the donkey remind you that you were redeemed for some very important purposes:  to carry Jesus to the multitudes, to see spiritually what this world refuses to see, to lead people to the man of God an the will of God, to speak forth and use your jawbone so that His kingdom might be victorious, and so that you would be able to stand against the devil’s attempt at destruction!  God loves us greatly, is calling us to a much higher calling in this world and the one to come, and with His help and through obedience to His Word we can make it:  such is the lessons learned from the redemption of the donkey!

