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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Palm Sunday 2017
Jesus in the Temple – Matthew 21:12-16

Do a very brief resume of the events and significance of them for those not familiar with the story.

Jesus may have entry into Jerusalem is feted by the people – ‘Hosanna’ means ‘Save’, but he is hated by the spiritual so called leaders of the city. It leads directly to the confrontation that will see Jesus arrested and executed. 

In the city he heads straight for the temple - perhaps the greatest architectural wonder of the day (or even any day.) We do not know all the details, but from archaeological digs and historical records a pretty accurate picture can be drawn up. 

Here is an artist impression: Pictures do not give us the full scale of things. This temple was a refurbishment and enlargement of the existing temple build several hundred years before. Was commissioned by King Herod in an attempt to ingratiate himself to the Jewish community. It was started in 20BC and was not completed until 64 AD. It took 10,000 men 10 years just to build the retaining walls. The Wailing Wall (picture) is part of the western wall which was nearly 500m long. This wall went all the way round the site – 300m across and was a retaining wall for what amounted to a huge man-made platform that was the size of about 25 football pitches, and designed to hold the 100,000+ pilgrims that converged on the city at festival holidays each year. Some of the stones were 20 to 40 ft in length and weighed more than a hundred tons each!

Artist impression again - Around the outside was a porch, supported by pillars, each pillar being cut from a single block of marble, and each being 11m (37.5ft) high. Solomon's Porch was on the east. It was in these porches that the people would meet to listen to rabbi’s teach and discuss the things of God. It was here that Jesus would have been discussing the scriptures when his Mum & Dad went home without him, and later that the first believers met after the ascension of Jesus to heaven. 
Within the complex were 4 area’s, or ‘courts’ – as you can see on this floor diagram. Gentiles, Women, Court of Israel (restricted to Men) and the main temple building itself where only the Priests could go. This was really the focal point of it all and was an awe inspiring building – the entrance doors alone were around 60ft high. (2-3x higher than this ceiling?)
Now, with all that, let’s go back to Matt 21. When Jesus entered the temple he’d have gone in through the east gate (main artists impression again) and he entered the ‘the Temple area’, v12. This would have been the ‘Court of the Gentiles’ – the area that everyone could go into. Being Passover week the place would have been heaving with people, pilgrims who had come to worship God from all over the known world. 

When people went into the temple they had to do 2 things - to pay a temple tax, and make a sacrifice. This presented practical difficulties for many of those there – they had come from vast distances and to bring a live animal was quite impractical so what happened was that they bought them when they got to Jerusalem. For this reason it was common, and accepted practice for these to be on sale in the court of the gentiles, especially the newest area that Herod had built at the southern end. There was no problem with this as such. 
The same difficulty existed with the tax – this had to be paid in the local Jerusalem currency. But obviously those who came in from other areas, countries would not have had that currency. So again there was a need to have an exchange system in operation and this too took place in the court of the gentiles as a service to the worshippers. Important to know that there was no problem with this in principle. 

The problem was that both these legitimate services were being abused by the stall holders. If you’ve been abroad you may have left a shop and looked at your change and wondered if you’d been ‘done’! That’s what happened often in the temple – 

· unscrupulous dealers were taking advantage of the worshippers with ridiculous exchange rates, just because they were in the temple area.

· With regards to the sacrifices Matt makes specific mention of the dove sellers. This is significant. Doves were the sacrifice of the financially strapped, the poor people. For instance, doves were necessary when a woman came for purification after childbirth, or when a leper came to have his cure attested and certified. These were the people who could least afford it but who most needed it. 
There was no harm in changing money and providing birds for sacrifice in the temple area – if they had been the same price as outside! But there was a premium on those bought inside the temple. The traders were making a mint out of the worshipers.

Now with all this practical background info it’s much easier to see why Jesus acted as he did, and then to draw the lessons for us today. Two main reasons Jesus became angry 

i. The way the poor & vulnerable were being taken advantage of. Throughout Bible God makes it very clear that he is a fair God and expects his people to be the same. There was to be no exploitation of the poor and needy. He actually enshrined this in the laws he had given Israel right from the beginning - no charging oppressive interest rates on loans and the cancellation of debts and loans, as well as the release of slaves who had been taken in lieu of money, after a set time. What was going on here was in direct contradiction of this – and to make it worse it was being done in collusion with the priests who should have been stopping it! The place for worship had become a gathering place for thieves! 

Application: As followers of Jesus he wants us to show care and fairness to others. We are not to take advantage of others. This should be as important to us as it is to Jesus. 

ii. Probably more importantly - The purpose of the temple was being obscured by what was going on. The temple was first and foremost a place of worship, a place for to draw near to God, a place to learn, to be helped and encouraged in spiritual things. The court of the gentiles had a unique role to play in this as this was the only place where the non Jews could go to see, hear and mix with God’s people. This area was designed to have a missionary function, it was the outreach place but instead people were taking advantage and using it as a means to their own ends. 
Can you imagine what any gentile would have thought had he/she entered it! What would they have learned about God? The things that were supposed to help the worshippers had completely taken over and now dominated area, obscuring the real message. 

We might want to say that the same thing happens when we go to religious sites today and they have become little tourist attractions and businesses. Except - since Jesus death and resurrection he no longer dwells in buildings! We are now his temples – you are his temple. The Bible says "Do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought with a price. Therefore honour God with your body." 1 Corinthians 6:19; also ‘you, like living stones, are being built up into a spiritual house’. 1 Peter 2:4. So he’s no longer looking at our buildings – this place isn’t his home, he doesn’t live here. He lives on earth in your heart and mine. You are now his temple! 
Now you can see the importance and challenge of this passage for us! It’s not about what we do with our building but what we each allow into the temple of our hearts! 
This Palm Sunday this passage asks us to look within; when Jesus looks into the temple of your heart/life this morning what does he see? How does he feel this morning? Is your life one that is dedicated to his purposes, to living for him? Or have other things got in and obscured that purpose? Remember he saved you to be holy, like him and set apart for him. That is #1. Not to keep you healthy or wealthy, not to give you exemption from trials, frustrations, difficulties, but for you to become like him and live for him.

So as you look within, how at home and at ease do you think the Holy Spirit is with you today or as he looks does he see things that grieve or offend him? Are there things that need to be spring cleaned out? Maybe things not wrong in themselves, but which you’ve allowed over time to gain too much prominence and importance, so that now they tend to squeeze him out so his voice and Spirit is not heard. How is king of your life? Who is Lord? Remember your baptism vows? Who’s number 1 at the moment? Family, health, job, home, church – all good and important, but none should be #1. Or maybe you see things that you know are actually wrong – attitudes and priorities that use and abuse others, selfishness which doesn’t fit with being a Xian.
You can get rid of them yourself; you can drive them out, or you can run the risk of Jesus doing it! I know which is better, and which he prefers! Take time now to do it! Let H/S search and instruct you and then act. Say sorry, turn away and seek to get rid of those things, attitudes, priorities. 
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