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I.  A Description of the Temple


In v. 15 Jesus and His disciples return to Jerusalem after a night in Bethany.  As was His custom, Jesus went immediately to the temple.  In order to grasp the meaning of this narrative and others that refer to the temple in later verses we must understand some things about the building itself.  It was King David who desired to build a temple for the Lord but having been a man of war and having shed blood was not allowed (1 Chron. 28:3) but the privilege was granted to his son Solomon.  The construction of his temple is found in 1 Kings 6-8.  It stood for about 400 years and was destroyed when Jerusalem was taken by the Chaldeans in 586 B.C.  About fifty years later, at the return of a remnant from Babylonian captivity, and altar for a new temple was built (Ezra 3:3).  The work on the temple began some time later and was finally completed about twenty years later.  This temple was plundered and desecrated by Antiochus Epiphanes in 168 B.C and consequently cleansed and restored by Judas Maccabaeus.


It was this temple that Herod the Great altered and enlarged that Jesus entered that day.  Herod expanded it and beautified it to such an extent that the result is often referred to as Israel’s third temple, following the temples of Solomon and Zerubbabel.  It was still under construction, or expansion, here and in later verses and was not completed until just a few years before its destruction by the Romans is A.D. 70.


Herod thought that a building of grandiose proportions would help bring him favor as king of the people.  The entire structure was immense—a square measuring about a thousand feet (over three football field lengths) on each side.  It was enclosed or surrounded by a massive outer wall.  Much of it was covered with by a roof and supported by rows of massive columns.  It took three people with their hands outstretched to surround a column at its base.  The ceiling was covered with wood carvings.  This was the location of what became known as “Solomon’s Porch” (Jn. 10:23).


Beyond these colonnades further inward was the Court of the Gentiles.  It also extended all the way around and was paved with marble.  The court was given its name because both Jews and Gentiles were welcome there.  However, the Gentile was not allowed to proceed beyond this outer courtyard.  A wall was erected, called “the barrier of the dividing wall” (Eph. 2:14), that restricted the Gentile from entering the inner courts of the Jew.  On the wall was inscribed a warning of death for all foreigners who entered.


In the sanctuary there was the Court of Women where both men and women were allowed.  It was given its name because, like the Court of Gentiles, the women were not allowed to proceed beyond this point, though there was no barrier wall or threats of death.  This court was stocked with offering boxes or treasure vaults.  It is in this section of the temple, called “the treasury,” that Jesus later encounters a poor widow who gave her mite (Mark 12:41-44).


Next came the “Priest’s Court” that housed both the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.  The Holy Place was modeled after the tabernacle in the wilderness that we have recently looked at in Exodus.  There was a curtain separating the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies.  This sanctuary contained the table with the showbread, the lamp, and the small altar where the fragrant offerings were made.  The ark was no longer in the Holy of Holies.  It had disappeared at the time of the Exile and no one knows what happened to it.  In Herod’s Temple, the Holy of Holies was then a small, empty room.


It was to this temple that Jesus entered upon coming into Jerusalem, going into the outer Court of the Gentiles.

II.  The Denunciation of the Temple


We begin by answering the question, “How many temple cleansings were there?”  Temple cleansings are recorded in all four gospels (11:15-19; Mt. 21:12-16; Lk. 19:45-47; Jn. 2:13-16).  Matthew, Mark, and Luke record it at the end of their gospels while John puts it at the beginning immediately following the wedding at Cana.  Some would point to this as a contradiction between John, who has the incident at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, and the other writers who clearly have it in His last week.  Some seek to satisfy the apparent contradiction by saying that we should take great care in reading too much into chronology, writing John’s gospel off as an unhistorical book, focusing more on doctrine.  


It must be admitted that there are times where it is difficult to chronologically harmonize the accounts of the gospels.  It is also perhaps the case that John offers the richest content of doctrinal teaching.  But neither of these is necessary if we look at this as being two entirely separate incidents, which I believe is warranted.  As we have seen in Mark’s gospel, there were two separate feedings of thousands.  There are other instances in the gospel that attest to separate though likened incidents: two storms were stilled by Christ, two different women came to him with oil.  There was a Sermon on the Mount and a Sermon on the Plain.  As we have seen throughout Mark there are duplicated miracles to attest Jesus’ authority, which, I remind you, He is doing in this narrative.  So we should have no problem understanding that this happened twice.


Further, there are marked differences between the two incidents.  In John’s account, Jesus drives the sacrificial animals out, but not the money changers.  In the first cleansing He doesn’t condemn them as He does here of turning the temple into “a robbers den” but rather of turning it into a marketplace.  In John, Jesus used a whip to drive out the animals; there is no mention of a whip in Matthew, Mark, or Luke.  I agree with the conclusion of Geoff Thomas, “There were two cleansings of the temple.  The first cleansing, at the beginning of his ministry, was a sign given to the people of Jerusalem that Jesus was the Son of the Father; this is ‘my Father’s house’ (Jn. 2:16) he tells them.  He is the one who will rebuild the temple of God in three days if it were to be destroyed.  Jesus shows his authority over the temple at the beginning of his ministry.  But when Mark records the second cleansing of the temple Jesus is making it plain that this marks the terminus of the building.  Thieves and robbers have taken over the house of God.  Jesus smites the fig-tree and it is dead.  It was this cleansing that marked the end of the temple.”


1.  What Jesus did (vv. 15-16)


First, He demolished the whole financial foundation of the temple by overthrowing the tables of the moneychangers (v. 15).  Make no mistake about it, this was a violent action by our Lord.  It is true that Jesus is the meekest, gentlest person who ever lived.  But meekness does not mean weakness.  As I am sure you have heard it said, it was a demonstration of righteous anger.  It would have been wrong for Jesus to have allowed this to go on.  It did not matter their protests.  Jesus was demonstrating that there would be no more temple shekels, no more exchanging.  This was coming to an end.  There was no longer needed any money needed to support the priests because there would be no more priests in the Levitical sense.  There was going to be a new High Priest, one “who has taken His seat at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a minister in the sanctuary and in the true tabernacle, which the Lord pitched, not man” (Hebrews 8:1-2).  No more temple, no more priests, no more shekels in the physical or corporeal sense.


Second, Jesus was putting an end to the selling and purchasing of sacrificial animals (v. 15).  This should have been gleaned by them from the first temple cleansing when Jesus drove the animals out.  Here, Jesus reiterates the truth by overturning the tables of those who sold doves.  No more animals could be purchased because they were no longer needed.  They were no longer needed because there would no longer be the need for sacrifices because the great High Priest would Himself be the offering given once for all.  The Son of Man came to give His life a ransom for many.    If the Jewish historian Josephus is correct, there were in access of 255,000 lambs offered during Passover.  If there were ten offerers to a Passover lamb, that would mean there were close to 3,000,000 celebrants in Jerusalem. No more lambs, Jesus says.  Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.  As we read earlier in Hebrews 9, the days of the shadows and types had ended.  That is what Jesus visually demonstrates to those in the temple court that day.


Third, Jesus was forbidding them to carry merchandise through the temple courts (v. 16).  The Court of Gentiles was used as a regular Jerusalem thoroughfare because it offered a convenient passage to the Mount of Olives.  Even though the Mishnah contained an ordinance saying that no one carrying a staff or sandal or wallet could enter the Temple Mount, people still did so, using the courtyard as a convenient shortcut.  The “merchandise” would include materials used in the temple, and the merchants often charged whatever they wanted because of the religious obligations attached to the materials.  Needless to say, the outer Court of the Gentiles, which was to be a place of prayer for the Gentiles, had become a religious circus.

2.  What Jesus said (v. 17)


“And He began to teach and say to them, ‘Is it not written, “MY HOUSE SHALL BE CALLED A HOUSE OF PRAYER FOR ALL THE NATIONS”?  But you have made it a ROBBERS’ DEN.’”  Here Jesus quotes two Old Testament passages.  The call for the temple to be “a house of prayer for all nations” comes from Isaiah 56:7 and stated the main purpose for the Court of Gentiles—to be a place where the Gentiles could come for prayer and to seek God.  It was the one place where they should have been able to have a reasonable expectation to meet with God.  But as it was, it was impossible to concentrate on anything, much less pray or worship.  The Court had been desecrated, and this was a sin of massive proportions!  This sin would be compounded considering this was the time of Passover, the greatest of all the religious gatherings.


Instead of the temple being a house of prayer, they had made it “a robbers’ den.”  Again, this is a quote from what we read earlier in our confessional reading from Jeremiah 7.  These had perverted the temple worship, turning it into a means to extort the people.  But the real tragedy, as Kent Hughes points out, was not that these were being robbed of their finances, but of true worship.


3.  The response of the crowd (v. 18)


“The chief priests and the scribes heard this, and began seeking how to destroy Him; for they were afraid of Him, for the whole crowd was astonished at His teaching.”  Isn’t that the way of the unbeliever?   These are filled with resentment and hatred to wards Jesus.  After all, it was their profits that He was cutting.  But why don’t they go ahead and capture Him and kill Him?  Because of their fear of men.  

III.  Christ’s Authority as Priest


The office of “Priest” is one of divine appointment.  That of Christ corresponds to that of the High Priest under the Mosaic economy, and is foreshadowed by it.  The Epistle to the Hebrews sets this forth very plainly and explicitly.  The priesthood of Christ, however, varies from that of the High Priest in several particulars.  Christ’s priesthood is perpetual, is in one person, without predecessor or successor, making one offering, once for all; an offering actually not symbolically effective, deriving value not from appointment alone, but from its nature also. In this case, also, the victim is the same person as the High Priest. Consequently Christ’s office as priest is to be contemplated in the twofold aspect of priest and victim. 


1. As Priest, he offers up the sacrifice, laying it upon the altar of oblation, and through it appeasing the wrath of God, making reconciliation between God and man, and securing, in its proper presentation, the removal of guilt and punishment from man. 

As Priest he also intercedes with God for pardon or justification or other blessings for all for whom he died, in all the respects in which his death is available for each. 

The first of these priestly offices was discharged upon earth, the second is discharging in heaven. It does not cease with his life on earth, but he is represented as continuing as an ever-living High Priest to make intercession for us, Heb. 7:23-25; sitting down at the right hand of’ God, Acts 2:33-36; Heb. 8:1; 9:12-21.  It is not for the purpose of offering the sacrifice that he is there, Heb. 9:24, 25; but to make intercession for those for whom the sacrifice has already been offered, Heb. 10:11, 12, 14-18.  These passages show it was such an offering as actually sanctified (v. 10), and purified (v. 14) them that are sanctified. 

While we are not to suppose that he is engaged in actual spoken prayer before God, we are also not to understand by this a mere influence of his sacrifice continued without further activity on his part, but some real activity corresponding fully to the essence of prayer and petition, to which is due all the blessings to which his people attain. 

This intercession is made for his people, Luke 22:32, John 14:16; 17:9, 15, 20, 24; Eph. 2:18; Heb. 4:14-16. The passages in Isaiah 53:12 and Luke 23:34 have been adduced as indicating intercession which avails in some respect for all men. But such benefits are not the result of intercessory prayer, nor of Christ’s atoning work conferring general benefits; but they come from the necessary co-existence of the persons thus benefited with those to whom the resulting benefits of the atoning work belong. 


2. Christ as the victim. 

(1) His qualifications. 

(a) His sinlessness; for this position he needed to be pure, holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and one in whom there was no sin.  He must be a spotless Lamb. 

(b) His humanity; that he might be of common nature with those for whom he died, and that he might be capable of suffering, and of such suffering as man may endure. 

(c) His divinity; that his successful Prosecution of the work might be assured, and that his offering might have merit sufficient to ransom those for whom he died. 

(d) His federal relation; that he might he a proper substitute for sinners, not any securing righteousness by obedience, but bearing and removing their guilt by making satisfaction for it. 

(2) The offering. Thus qualified he was offered up as a victim; his body to the suffering which culminated in his death on the cross, and his soul to the anguish due to the realized presence of imputed sin, to the wrath endured from God, and to the separation from God’s favor while bearing that wrath.

Conclusion


1.  Our bodies


In 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 we read, “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own?  For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.”  We are further reminded by Peter in 1 Peter 1:14-16, “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior;  because it is written, ‘YOU SHALL BE HOLY, FOR I AM HOLY.’”


As individual temples, we are called to holiness.  As Kent Hughes remarks, “Jesus stood (and stands) with his ‘sleeves rolled up’ to rid his people of all unholiness.”
  Jesus will not allow the temple to be made a place of selfish gain.  Your body is a temple in which the Holy Spirit has taken up residence if you truly know Christ as Lord and Savior.  How are you treating the temple?


2.  Our worship


Jesus words remind us how important our corporate worship is.  Archbishop William Temple defined worship: “to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, to feed the mind with the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, to open the heart to the love of God, to devote the will to the purpose of God.”
  Kent Hughes makes the following exhortation in this regard, “When a seeking heart enters our churches, our homes, our lives, our Court of the Gentiles, may what we do say that God is alive—that God is holy—that God is loving.  May our worship and service say to others that we love him with all our hearts.”


The church is the one place where a person should expect to meet with God and the people of God.  It is the one place where they should expect to be able to worship in spirit and in truth.  Are you, as the temple of God, helping or hindering?  Jesus is serious about our worship!
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