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Text: Matthew 21:12-17
The Gospel of Matthew (79)

The Cleansing of the Temple

Our current progress through Matthew:

I.  Prologue (chs. 1, 2)

II.  The Kingdom Comes (chs. 3-7)

III.  The Works of the Kingdom (chs. 8-10)

IV.  The Nature of the Kingdom (chs. 11-13)

V.  The Authority of the Kingdom (chs. 14-18)


A.  Jesus’ Character and Authority (chs. 14-17)


B.  The Fourth Discourse:  The Character and Authority of the Church (18:1-35)

VI.  Kingdom Blessings and Kingdom Judgments (chs. 19-25)


A.  From Galilee to Jerusalem (chs. 19, 20)



1.  Family Life within the Kingdom (19:1-15)



2.  Entering the Kingdom (19:16-20:16)


3.  Opening the Eyes of the Spiritually and Physically Blind (20:17-34)

B.  The King enters Jerusalem (chs. 21-23)


1.  Triumphal Entry and Cleansing the Temple (21:1-22)

*****************



We are presently working through Matthew 21 in which we read that after our Lord completed His journey from Galilee, He arrived to Jerusalem, entered upon the temple mount, and then our Lord cleansed the temple of unholy people and their ungodly practices.  


II.  The cleansing of the temple (21:12-17)



Verses 12 through 17 contain the account of the cleansing of the temple.


12And Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who sold and bought in the temple, and He overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons.  13He said to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer,’ but you make it a den of robbers.”



14And the blind and the lame came to Him in the temple, and He healed them.  15But when the chief priests and the scribes saw the wonderful things that He did, and the children crying out in the temple, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” they were indignant, 16and they said to Him, “Do you hear what these are saying?”



And Jesus said to them, “Yes; have you never read,

Out of the mouth of infants and nursing babies

You have prepared praise?”



17And leaving them, He went out of the city to Bethany and lodged there.  (Matt. 21:12-17)


It would seem that the moment our Lord arrived to Jerusalem, immediately He went into the temple area and overturned the tables of the moneychangers.  
But although it is not discernable from Matthew’s account, actually a night passed between the event of verses 1 through 11 and that of verse 12.  Mark’s record of the events make this clear.
  Our Lord entered Jerusalem on Sunday late in the day, and then departed and spent the night at His friends’ house in Bethany, and then He returned to the temple mount on Monday morning.  This is when the event of verse 12 took place.



We see the Lord Jesus manifest intense anger at what He saw.  What will cause Jesus to bypass mercy and exhibit this kind of wrath?  The people in the temple had been dishonoring His Father’s name, desecrating His house with their thievery and corruption as they exchanged foreign currency for exorbitant fees and sold sacrificial animals for inflated prices.  The Lord Jesus cleansed the temple of these wicked men and their evil practices.



The Lord Jesus restored the temple to its rightful and intended function, a place sinners could come and pray and a place where the Word of God would be taught (v. 13).  He then began to heal those who came to Him, those who were blind and lame; He healed them all (v. 14).  And yet opposition was present (v. 15).  And the charge of the priests and scribes suggests that their wickedness, although held in check for a time, would find a way to vent itself upon the Lord Jesus.



Let us consider the details of this account and some implications and lessons for us.  


A.  Jesus drove out them who were dishonoring His Father’s house and abusing His Father’s worshippers. 



Verse 12: “And Jesus entered the temple and drove out all who sold and bought in the temple, and He overturned the tables of the money-changers and the seats of those who sold pigeons.”  



The temple area was divided into different courts.  Not all people had access to all of these courts.  When the temple mount was first approached, the first thing a worshipper would do is enter the large temple area through a gate on the south side of the Temple Mount complex.  If he brought an animal to sacrifice, he would check his animal, and then visit what was called a mikveh, where he would ritually cleanse and purify himself.  He would then again take his sacrificial animal, and head to the next set of gates, through which he would find a staircase of three stories.  Passing through a gate at the top of the stairs, the worshipper would enter what was called the “Court of the Gentiles.”  This area was primarily a bazaar, with booths in which there were sold souvenirs, sacrificial animals, and food.  Here also would be the tables of currency changers, exchanging Roman money for money coined in Tyre.  The Jews did this because the Romans did not allow them to coin their own money and they viewed Roman money as an abomination to the Lord.  From this courtyard, Jewish men and women only were allowed entrance into the “Court of the Women.”  Even ritually unclean Jews could come this far into the temple.  Perhaps one would see an unclean priest here.  There was even a place for Jewish lepers, who were considered ritually unclean.  There was a ritual barbershop for those taking the Nazarite vow.  This was the largest of the courtyards.  This was a festive place, where there would be seen constant dancing, singing and music among the worshippers.  The women could go no farther toward the temple proper than this court of the women.  But the Jewish men could then enter the “Court of the Israelites.”  From here, all Jewish men could see into the temple courtyard and observe the priests sacrificing the animals before the brazen altar.  Lastly was the “Court of the Priests”, which was the courtyard in which the temple building stood.  Only Jewish priests were allowed entrance into this area in which the temple structure was located.



The cleansing of the temple performed by our Lord took place in the first and largest courtyard, the Court of the Gentiles.  When our Lord entered this temple area, He saw the place being desecrated.  “Business was booming, lucrative too.”
  Some were selling sacrificial animals, oxen, sheep, and pigeons.  High prices were demanded of these animals, and I suspect the prices were at a premium at Passover time.  It is true that the people could bring an animal of their own, but some traveling many days over many miles of difficult roads and terrain, would prefer to purchase their sacrificial animals at the temple site.
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A model of Herod’s Temple built to scale by this man, Alec Gerrard 


The temple merchants had purchased their concession from the temple priests, who got a cut of the proceeds, I suspect.  The merchants and the priests had a captive clientele.  Worshippers were at their mercy.  The priests would collect a temple tax from every worshipper which was required to be paid only in accepted coinage.  The priests sold sacrificial animals at their determined prices.  The money changers apparently made an inordinate profit in their exchange rates.  The glory and honor of God was sacrificed for the profit of these corrupt profiteers.


The Lord, in an aggressive and violent manner, overthrew the tables, and scattered the corrupt merchants.  Jesus revealed Himself as the Lord of the temple and the defender and promoter of glory to His Father and His house.  We read what He said as he cleansed the place.

He said to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer,’ but you make it a den of robbers.” (21:13)



Our Lord quotes a portion of Isaiah prophecy.



5I will give in My house and within My walls a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off.  6And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to Him, to love the name of the LORD, and to be His servants, everyone who keeps the Sabbath and does not profane it, and holds fast My covenant-- 7these I will bring to My holy mountain, and make them joyful in My house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on My altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” (Isa. 56:5-7)
Matthew and Luke’s accounts do not include the final words, “For all peoples”, in other words, Gentiles.  But Mark records our Lord quoting these words from Isaiah also.  


The Lord then adds His own words to those of Scripture that He quoted.  “He said to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer,’ but you make it a den of robbers.”  Our Lord restored His Father’s temple to its proper role and function.



Let us consider this action that our Lord took in cleansing the temple.  We see that our Lord engaged in great conflict with those in the temple.  In fact, one could say that from the time He entered Jerusalem conflict ensued and continued even to the cross.  Jesus  was opposed by others and He opposed others.  We have this event here of the cleansing of the temple.  We have recorded later that Jesus was telling the people that God was going to come and kill the leaders of Jerusalem, even as a stone falling on one crushes him and grinds him to powder (cf. Luke 20:18).  Further, our Lord warned the people openly of the hypocrisy of the leaders of Jerusalem (cf. Luke 20:46ff). 



Here we see the manifestation of the wrath of Jesus Christ.  He comes into the temple and is angered by what He sees.  He exhibits a holy rage.  He unleashes a justified fury, a righteous violence on the corrupt persons in the temple courtyard.  There could be no peace between them and Him.  They would have to go or He would have to go; there was no common ground.  They were doing wrong, and so He would use whatever means available to set things right.



Here we see displayed the wrath of the Son of God.  Elsewhere it is referred to as the wrath of the Lamb (cf. Rev. 6:15f).  The wrath of God and the wrath of His Son Jesus Christ is not a matter often considered by people, even the Lord’s people.  It is certainly not a side of Jesus not often presented in books or from pulpits.  Why is this?  Well, there are a number of reasons.  



(1)  There is a sense of severity in God’s wrath, a notion that it is somehow morbid or depressing to even think on the matter.  We would sooner reflect on sweetness and light, than bitterness and darkness.  



(2)  Some see God’s wrath as inconsistent with His goodness, and so if the two seem to be in tension, and one has to go, it is easy to see which one is turned out.  Some may even regard it as an embarrassment, a blot on the divine character.  It is a matter which they would never introduce in a conversation, and if it were introduced by another, they would feel need to apologize.  It is an aspect of God that many wish were not so.  We read that “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven” (Rom. 1:18), but we would conceal that wrath for we think that people will not respond to our God if we present that aspect of His nature.  Which suggests a third reason:



(3)  We are concerned that people will be driven away by this kind of thought about God.  J. I. Packer wrote these words concerning this subject in his classic book, Knowing God:



“The modern habit throughout the Christian church is to play this subject down.  Those who still believe in the wrath of God (not all do) say little about it; perhaps they do not think much about it.  To an age which has unashamedly sold itself to the gods of greed, pride, sex, and self-will, the Church mumbles on about God’s kindness, but says virtually nothing about His judgment.  How often during the past year did you hear, or, if you are a minister, did you preach, a sermon on the wrath of God?  How long is it, I wonder, since a Christian spoke straight on this subject on radio or television, or in one of those half-column sermonettes, that appear in some national dailies and magazines? (And if a man did so, how long would it be before he would be asked to speak or write again?)  The fact is that the subject of divine wrath has become taboo in modern society, and Christians by and large have accepted the taboo and conditioned themselves never to raise the matter.”



But when we look at the Word of God we see that there is no effort to hide or soften this matter.  There is no apology made.  God is not ashamed to make known the fact that He is a God of wrath as much as He is a God of love.  Both are equally pure aspects of the divine nature.  All of God’s attributes and actions are holy and perfect.  There is no blemish in Him.



The wrath of God is an important topic addressed in Scripture.  We should be familiar with it.  And so, let us consider this matter of divine wrath.


A.  The nature of the wrath of God


The wrath of God is a common theme of Scripture, and its quality is depicted clearly.  



1.  God’s wrath is righteous. 



God’s wrath is a righteous wrath.  It is a holy thing with Him.  Our anger is rarely righteous.  His anger is always righteous.  

“The wrath of God is eternal detestation of all unrighteousness.  It is the displeasure and indignation of Divine equity against evil.  It is the holiness of God stirred into activity against sin.  It is the moving cause of that just sentence which He passes on all evil-doers” (A. W. Pink).



If God loves righteousness, He must also detest unrighteousness.  If He commends goodness, He must equally condemn evil.  He rewards the good; He also equally rewards the evil.  In fact, Scripture speaks of these two matters side by side; one is true as the other.  They balance one another perfectly.  



When the children of Israel first entered the Promised Land, God renewed His covenant with them.  They were commanded to stand between two mountains, Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizm.  The ark of the covenant was in the middle.  Half the people were on the side of Ebal, the other half of the people were next to Gerizim.  The blessings of God for obedience were recited; then the curses of God for disobedience were also recited.  Each had its place.  God’s blessing and God’s wrath were equally emphasized for both were equally true expressions of God’s perfect dealings with them.



If we only speak of the love of God and the mercy of God, but we fail to speak also of His holiness, His justice, and His wrath, we have misrepresented Him.  We have in essence fashioned another God, an idol, and have infused it with qualities which do not depict the God of the Bible.



If you love righteousness; you must also hate evil, as God Himself.  For you cannot love righteousness unless you also hate that which is its opposite.  God Himself thinks in these terms and rewards His own when they view life in these terms.  The Lord Jesus Himself was exalted to reign on His Father’s throne because He had these qualities.  Of Jesus Christ we read,
“You have loved righteousness, and hated wickedness; therefore God, even Your God, has anointed You with the oil of gladness above Your brethren” (Heb. 1:9).



2.  God’s wrath is responsive to man’s sin.


What I mean by this is that God’s wrath is always the reasoned response to deliberate sin.  He is not like a god of other religions which is regarded as capricious, angry and then appeased without any rational explanation.  God’s wrath is the appropriate, measured response to sin.  God’s wrath is always against sinners who have had their guilt disclosed to them.  



In the world which God created, He has given ample evidence of His nature.  That God exists is evident; a rational person should be able to look at the world which is and conclude that God is.  That God is powerful is evident from what exists, Who else but an all-powerful God could have wrought such a thing?  That God is all-wise and has a purpose for His creatures is evident.  The existence and order of things dictates that God is rational and created His creatures for a purpose.  That God has a purpose for His creatures implies a moral responsibility and accountability to seek Him and serve Him and order life according to His will.  When people fail or refuse to acknowledge God so clearly set before them in creation, history, and their own conscience, the wrath of God comes upon them.  This is essentially what we read in Romans 1:18-23.
For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.  19For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.  20For His invisible attributes, namely, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made.  So they are without excuse.  21For although they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks to Him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.  22Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.


In the Written Word of God He has revealed His Laws most clearly.  He put on stone His Words written with His finger, and He had those tablets placed in an ark of testimony which bore witness of His Righteous demands upon His people.  We have recorded those Words all His Words needful to know how He would have us live before Him.  He will judge all those who have heard His Word by that Word.  Romans 2:12-13 attest to this. 
For all who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law.  For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.


In the heart of man God has placed an intuitive knowledge of His laws.  It is a part of man’s nature to know what is right and wrong.  Societies all over the world have common conceptions of righteousness, justice, punishment and retribution.  They vary in degree and detail, but the fact of justice and the fact of conscience are common to humanity.  It is part of our nature.  God has placed this in the very being of people.  They can sear their conscience and it can become corrupt, but it must become so, for it begins tender and functions as God intended it, accusing and excusing behavior.  God’s wrath comes upon people who order their lives in violation to the conscience He has placed within them.  Romans 2:14-15 speaks of God’s judgment based on this principle.



For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law.  They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them.


And then through the living Word of God, His Son, Jesus Christ Himself, He has fully revealed Himself.  And one day He will judge all men by that man.  Romans 2:16 declares this: “on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.”


3.  God’s wrath is reasonable.


God’s wrath is always just and appropriate.  He does not judge unjustly.  He never punishes more than what is deserved.  His wrath is administered according to terms of justice.  God’s wrath is always appropriate to the case.  Greater privilege brings greater accountability brings greater wrath.  If we neglect or refuse the abundant and gracious means which He has given us to know Him and know how He would have us live, it is a rational thing, a righteous thing, to judge us in the light of that knowledge to the degree we have refused and abused our privilege.


B.  The causes of His wrath



The Holy Scriptures set forth many causes for God to exercise His wrath in judgment.


  1.  God’s wrath is upon unbelievers (John 3:36).

  2.  God’s wrath is upon all ungodliness and wickedness (Rom. 1:18) (who refuse to worship God).

  3.  God’s wrath is upon disobedience (Eph. 5:3-7).

  4.  God’s wrath is upon those who think they can merit salvation by their works (Rom. 4:15).

  5.  God’s wrath is upon those characterized by sexual immorality, lust, evil desires, greed (Col. 3:5f).

  6.  God’s wrath is upon those who treat others unjustly (Rom. 12:19).

  7.  God’s wrath is upon those oppose His Son, His Gospel, and afflict His people (1 Thess. 1:14-16).

  8.  God’s wrath is upon all those who denigrate His name, who fail to honor Him.

  9.  God’s wrath is upon all who forsake their faith in the Lord Jesus (Heb. 3:11; 4:6).

10.  God’s wrath is upon those who worship the world system which is opposed to God (Rev. 14:8ff).

11.  God’s wrath is upon those who refuse to render honor and glory to God.


Last week we read of the Lord Jesus weeping over Jerusalem due to the wrath of God which was upon it.  We sought to emphasize God’s preference for mercy over judgment, His genuine concern for his enemies, and sympathy for those who encounter judgment.  But what will cause Jesus to bypass mercy and exhibit His wrath?  When He walked into the temple He viewed a crowd of people dishonoring His Father’s name, desecrating His Father’s house, and abusing His Father’s people with their thievery and corruption.  The Lord Jesus in wrath, cleansed the temple of these wicked men and their evil practices.


C.  The result of His wrath



What is the result of His wrath?  Or to what end is it rendered?  First, God pours out His wrath so that justice may be rendered.  What is justice?  God’s justice is to give everyone his due in accord with His Law (standards of right and wrong).  God is an impartial judge.  He judges everyone alike.  He judges deeds and motives.


Second, God exercises His wrath so that the innocent and the guilty may be recompensed.  Whenever an act of injustice occurs, a debt is incurred which must be paid.  It is a debt owed to the person wronged.  But more importantly, it is a debt which is incurred with respect to God.  There is an economical aspect to the matter.  This is why so many illustrations in Scripture respecting God’s justice and wrath are linked with the idea of indebtedness, bankruptcy, repayment in full, ideas such as these.  God views Himself as responsible for “paying back” what is owed.  He owes a debt which must be paid in the currency of His wrath, in order to settle accounts.  Ultimately, He alone is the One Who may pay on these accounts.  “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”



Third, God exercises His wrath so that righteousness may again rule the day.  We see that the Lord Jesus restored the temple to its rightful and intended function, a place where sinners could come and pray and a place where the Word of God would be taught.  
We may read elsewhere that the Lord was teaching daily in the temple; but first the corruption had to be purged from the courts (Luke 19:47).  If we hope to enjoy the blessing of God’s presence and benefit from His Word and teaching, sin must first be purged.  Before blessing, the matter of sin must be settled and put away.  



Fourth, God exercises His wrath so that God would be glorified.  A recurring theme in the early part of Exodus when God’s wrath was being poured out on Pharaoh in Egypt, was that through His dealings, God would be glorified in their midst.  They would know the reality of God and the greatness of God in the way that He judged them.  God is glorified in His judgment.


D.  The escape from God’s wrath



Thankfully there is escape from God’s wrath.  But where can we flee?  Where is the way of escape?  In the Old Testament there was provision made for a guilty person who had committed manslaughter to escape the vengeance of the dead man’s relatives.  Cities of refuge were designated as places of haven.  The one who was fleeing the wrath of the relative would find safety afforded him by the populace and walls of that city.



God has given us a place of refuge from His wrath, and that is at the side of the Lord Jesus.  We flee from sin to Him and beg Him to stand on our behalf, between us and the wrath of God.  It is due of course to His blood that He shed on Calvary that He can afford us this protection.  He endured the wrath of God on our behalf.  He was slain in our place.  He bore our sins in His own body.  And by faith we abide with Him confident that in Him we are not appointed to wrath, but to receive salvation through Him.  As the Israelites could sit in peace within their homes because the blood of the Passover lamb was applied to the doorposts, thereby causing God’s wrath to pass them by, we do rest in faith the Lord Jesus with this same confidence.


E.  The contemplation of His wrath



Why should we think on these things?  Is there value in doing so?  Yes, in many ways.



1.  It will lead us to see the world as God sees it.  



2.  It will give us a true concern for souls.  Paul could write, “Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11).  There will be little urgency, little courage, unless we see the horrific condition the disobedient and unbelieving. 



3.  It will give us a true and fuller sense of God’s love.  Jesus Christ bore the wrath of God which was upon us.  You will appreciate His death and thereby love Him more if you understand better what He saved you from and what He bore on your behalf.  



4.  For that matter, it will give you a greater appreciation of all of God’s attributes and dealings with you.  His kindness, goodness, patience, and mercy, will be magnified when you reflect on His wrath.  His wisdom and power will be enhanced when you consider the matter of His satisfying His justice and yet saving sinners at the same time.



5.  It will help us detest sin and its effects, breaking our affection of it.



6.  It will move us to seek to be godly and holy (Hebrews 12:28f)
Conclusion:



The triumphal entry.  Was it?  Well yes, in a manner of speaking.  The King of Peace came offering peace.  But the entry is also a prelude to tragedy.  As we proceed in the story, we will see the Lord Jesus faithfully declared God’s Word to the people, but we will also see the stubborn refusal of the leaders to respond.  The result is the cross and the grave, from which the Lord rose.  The completion of this triumphal entry was when the Lord walked into heaven after the resurrection where He was crowned with glory and He sat down in His Father’s throne.  But the path to the crown and throne lay by way of the crown of thorns and the cross.

� See Mark 11:11, 12


� William Hendriksen, Matthew, New Testament Commentary, (Baker Academic, 1973), p. 768.





2

