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Matthew 21, vv 1-22………………………………………………read vv 1-11

Before I start I'd like to acknowledge the following authors, some of whose ideas I have

used in this message:

Ray Vanderlaan

Canon Farrar

and William Barclay

Matt. 21 opens on Palm Sunday, just 5 days before Jesus' crucifixion.  Pressure has been

building for many months.  It is about to reach its climax as Jesus is arrested, subjected to a

series of mock trials and brutally treated by the Jews and the Romans.  Pressure is building

from the political/religious leaders.  They don't quite know what to make of this upstart

Jewish rabbi who is breaking all the conventional rules.  One thing for sure, they don't like

Him one bit.  Their hatred is hardening to the place where they are ready to destroy Him.

Pressure is also building from the masses.  They are increasingly convinced that Jesus is

their messiah.  They long for Him to mount a great white charger and lead them to victory

against the hated Romans who occupy their land.  This mix is made even more volatile by

the fact that Passover, the greatest of the Jewish festivals, is only 5 days away.  Already the

crowds of pilgrims are filling the city of Jerusalem to overflowing.

Every male Jew who resides 20 miles or less from Jerusalem is required to attend.  Many

pilgrims also come from all parts of the Roman world.  The city which normally holds

approx. 60,000 people now bustles with 2½ to 3 million!

Every room in town is full.  many are camped out in the fields and hills in and around the

city.

The Roman garrison at the fortress Antonia has been beefed up in order to deal with the

extra crowds.  The soldiers will quickly put down any disturbance or uprising in the city.

The royal governor, who usually resides at Caesarea 45 miles away, is staying in town in

case of trouble.  All of this creates an explosive mixture of ethnic and religious groups.

Persons and groups who are given to stirring up trouble are here in force.  The situation at

the great temple courts is chaotic and unsettling.

The temple was famous throughout the Roman world.  It was considered one of the

wonders of the ancient world.
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The temple proper stood at about the middle of the great temple court.  All around the

actual temple a low wall approx. 2 feet high stood.  There were breaks in the wall allowing

entrance into the temple proper.  At each of these openings a sign warned any non-Jew that

to enter would lead to his or her death.

The large space outside the low wall was called "the court of the gentiles".  Non-Jews

could enter this part of the temple complex to worship or observe.  Many gentiles came from

the Roman world to seek out and worship the God of the Hebrews.  Many were seeking to

know Him, but alas, the courts were so filled with merchants, animals and money changers

that any attempt to worship was drowned out by the tumult.

There were the money changers.  Every Jew had to pay a temple tax of a half shekel.  If

that tax had not been paid elsewhere by Passover, it was due and payable.  Only certain

kinds of currency were accepted at the temple.  So the pilgrim could change his money for

the proper currency at the tables of the moneychanger.  Of course there was a fee for this

service.  The temple tax was ½ shekel.  If the worshipper presented other currency that

equaled ½ shekel in value, he paid the fee and received a ½ shekel coin to pay his tax.  If the

currency that he presented was worth more than ½ shekel, there was an additional fee to

receive the change.  It was a system ripe for abuse.  Many of the moneychangers stayed

within the set rates, but some were dishonest and charged whatever they could.  the selling

of doves was worse.  Doves were required for certain kinds of offerings.  Doves could be

purchased outside for approx. 4p.  Good luck getting the dove past the official inspector.  If

the dove was declared unclean, which usually happened, not only did the pilgrim loose the

4p and the dove, but an official clean dove purchased inside the temple could cost 20 times as

much!  The stalls where the doves were sold were owned by the family of the high priest,

adding to the hypocrisy.  There was similar abuse surrounding the inspecting and selling of

lambs to be used in the Passover sacrifice.

Not only was it a system riddled with abuse, but the clinking of money, lowing and

bleating of sheep and oxen, the shouts of the bargainers all combined to make meaningful

worship impossible.  Later in the chapter we will see Jesus reacting to this abuse of His

father's house.

There had been great speculation on the part of the crowds as to whether Jesus would

appear at this Passover.  When it became known early on Sunday morning that Jesus would

indeed enter the city, excitement mounted.

Jesus apparently spent the nights during passion week in Bethany, a mile or two beyond

the Mount of Olives, which is a mile-long series of small hills east of Jerusalem and Bethany.
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Possibly Jesus stayed at the house of Mary, Martha and Lazarus.  He and the disciples had

walked the approx. 60 miles from Galilee as they made the last journey up to Jerusalem.

There are three roads from Bethany over the Mount of Olives to Jerusalem.  Jesus,

attended by a large crowd of worshippers, started out on foot, probably on the main road.  As

they approached the small village of Bethpage, Jesus called two disciples.

Mark's detailed description leads us to believe one of them was Peter.  If so, he was

probably accompanied by John.

Jesus told them to go to the village and find a donkey tied with a colt.  They were to untie

them and bring them to Jesus.  If the owners objected they were to be told that the Lord had

need of them and would return them.  It is possible that Jesus had spoken with the owners

before, so they would be aware of the need to borrow the animals.

The disciples put garments on the colt and place Jesus on it.  They started out for the city.

the ride would have been no more than one or two miles.

The choice of a donkey is interesting.  The horse was an animal of war.  The donkey was a

mount of peace.

Of course our text reminds us that the mount was chosen to fulfill the prophet's writing.

The special sacredness of the occasion was highlighted by the fact that the donkey had

never been ridden by anyone before.

The crowd received Jesus like the king He was.  They spread garments before Him to pave

the way.  They cut and waved branches.  Olive, fig and walnut, along with the palm, would

have lined the path Jesus took.

The palm branch was a symbol of freedom since the time of the Maccabees.  Perhaps the

people were sensing victory as they waved their palms before their hated enemies.

They shouted the typical greeting for a pilgrim, "Blessed is he who enters in the name of

the Lord".  They shouted Hosanna.  This is a cry for help from a people in distress to their

king.  It may be a quotation from Psalm 118:25, "Save us, we beseech thee, O Lord".

Hosanna in the highest may mean "Let even the angels in the highest heights of heaven

cry unto God, 'Save now'".

It may be that the word Hosanna had lost some of its meaning.  But it is a people's cry for

deliverance and for help in the day of their trouble; it is an oppressed people's cry to their

savior and their king.

Ray Vanderlaan captures the essence of what I've been saying.
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Quote,

Jerusalem, A.D. 30

Six days before Passover, the narrow streets were jammed with people.  The

smell of sweat and close-packed bodies competed with the sharp, acrid odor of

blood.  From every village and town, Jews were coming to Jerusalem.  Filled

beyond capacity, the city sent its overflow seeping into the surrounding towns

and villages, as pilgrims found lodging wherever they could.

For many Jews, this Feast of Unleavened Bread celebrating their deliverance

from bondage in Egypt and marking the beginning of the wheat harvest was

bittersweet, surrounded as they were by the Roman presence.  Tension in the

city always ran high during the feast days, but Passover was especially volatile

this year.  As usual, extra troops had been ordered in from the Roman garrison

at Caesarea, 45 miles west, on the Mediterranean coast.

Several factions anticipated or dreaded, depending on their perspective, the

arrival of Jesus the Nazrene who had been proclaiming himself the Messiah.

The man had been attracting followers in the Galilean countryside and even in

the Decapolis, where crowds flocked to hear him preach in synagogues and on

hillsides.  Surely the Zealots would not pass up this opportunity to cause

trouble.  At least that's the way the Sadducees saw it.  In fact, the Romans had

already arrested several of the rebels, including one of the most vicious, the

man named Bar-Abba.

"End of quotation"

As Jesus gazed across the valley to the beautiful city of Jerusalem and its teeming masses,

His heart broke.

He had dropped silent tears at the grave of Lazarus.  Here He wept aloud.

All the shame of His mockery, all the anguish of His torture 5 days later were powerless to

wring from His lips a single groan or to wet His eyelids with one trickling tear.  Here He not

only wept, but broke into a passion of lamentation in which the choked voice seemed to

struggle for its utterance.  He weeps over the city which He knows it is too late to save.

He prophesies the utter ruin of the nation which He came to rule.
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He talks about the days to come when enemies shall cast a trench about thee, and

compass thee round, and keep thee in on every side, 44 And shall lay thee even with the

ground, and thy children within thee; and they shall not leave in thee one stone upon

another; because thou knewest not the time of thy visitation1

Remarkably, within 50 years that prophecy was fulfilled.  The beautiful temple was

destroyed.  It is said that the intense heat of the fires caused the gold to flow between the

stones.  In their greed, the Romans literally pried the stones apart so that there was not one

stone left upon another.

Titus had not originally wished to encompass the city, but he was forced by the radical

resistance of the Jews to surround it first with an earthen mound, then with a wall of

masonry.

He tried to spare the temple; he made every effort to save it, but he was forced to leave it

in ashes.

He did not intend to be cruel to the inhabitants, but the deadly fanaticism of their

resistance made him so angry that he well nigh exterminated them.  Hundreds were

crucified.  Thousands were sold into slavery.  Multitudes were killed with the sword.

The proud Roman general, in spite of himself, fulfilled every prophecy made by Jesus.

The Jewish historian Edersheim describes the moment when the little group from

Bethany crested the hill on the Mount of Olives and came in sight of the magnificent city.

Quote,

the long procession swept up and over the ridge where first begins "the descent of

the Mount of Olives" towards Jerusalem. At this point the first view is caught of the

south-eastern corner of the City. The Temple and the more northern portions are hid

by the slope of Olivet on the right; what is seen is only Mount Zion… at that time it

rose, terrace upon terrace, from the Palace of the Maccabees and that of the High-

Priest, a very city of palaces, till the eye rested in the summit on that castle, city, and

palace, with its frowning towers and magnificent gardens, the royal abode of Herod,

supposed to occupy the very site of the Palace of David... It may have been just as the

precise point of the road was reached, where "the City of David" first suddenly

emerges into view, "at the descent of the Mount of Olives," "that the whole multitude

                                                          
1The Holy Bible : King James Version. 1995 (Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the
1611 Authorized Version.) (Lk 19:43). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.
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of the disciples began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty

works that they had seen."

End of quotation

The crowd had paused while Jesus shed His bitter tears and uttered His prophetic

lamentation.  But now the masses in the valley of Kedron and the hills around the city had

caught sight of the approaching company and heard the echo of the glad shouts.  Tearing

down palm branches, the people from the city streamed up the road to meet the approaching

prophet.  When the two streams of people met, those approaching the city and those

streaming out from it, they advanced with Jesus shouting "Hosannas" and waving branches to

the gate of the city.

In the crowd were some of the religious leaders.  The joy of the crowd was to them bitter

and hateful.  What did the people mean shouting these messianic cries and kingly titles?

Were they not dangerous and unseemly?  Why did He allow it?  They commanded Him to

rebuke the crowd, but He calmly replied that if they held their peace the stones would

immediately cry out.

They may have remembered the words of the prophet Habakkuk, Surely the stone will

cry out from the wall,
And the rafter will answer it from the framework.2

They were powerless to halt the flood of enthusiasm.

When the crowd reached the walls the people of the city were stirred with powerful

emotions.  "Who is this?" they asked as they leaned out of the windows and down from the

roofs.  The answer rang back, "This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth".

Jesus and His disciples probably entered the temple precincts alone.  The crowd likely

remained outside the city walls.

Three years before Jesus had found it necessary to cleanse the sacred temple.  Alas!  It

needed cleansing again.  Mark tells us that Jesus entered the temple on Sunday late afternoon

and looked around.  Then He returned to Bethany for the night.  On Monday morning he

again entered and cleansed the temple.

Canon Farrar tells us about this cleansing…

                                                          
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 update. 1995 (Hab 2:11). LaHabra, CA: The
Lockman Foundation.



7

Quote,

Three years before, at His first Passover, He had cleansed the Temple; but alas! in

vain. Already greed had won the battle against reverence; already the tessellated

floors and pillared colonnades of the Court of the Gentiles had been again usurped by

droves of oxen and sheep, and dovesellers, and usurers, and its whole precincts were

dirty with driven cattle, and echoed to the hum of bargaining voices and the clink of

gold.—In that desecrated place He would not teach. Once more, in mingled sorrow

and anger, He drove them forth, while none dared to resist His burning zeal; nor

would He even suffer the peaceful enclosure to be disturbed by people passing to and

fro with vessels, and so turning it into a thoroughfare. The dense crowd of Jews—

numbering, it is said, three millions—who crowded to the Holy City in the week of

the feast, no doubt made the Court of the Gentiles a worse and busier scene on that

day than at any other time, and the more so because on that day, according to the

law, the Paschal lamb—which the visitors would be obliged to purchase—was chosen

and set apart. But no considerations of their business and convenience could make it

tolerable that they should turn His Father's house, which was a house of prayer for all

nations, into a place most like one of those foul caves which He had seen so often in

the Waddy Hamman, where brigands wrangled over their ill-gotten spoils.

End of quotation

Not till He had reduced the temple to decency and silence could he begin His customary

ministrations.  When the job was done and a reverent quiet returned to the temple precincts,

sufferers came to Him and He healed them.  Children in their innocence and delight

continued their glad Hosannas.

The religious rulers gnashed their teeth in anger at His popularity.  They were unable to

stand against Him in any way.

In v18 we are told of the fig tree.  Jesus came to the fig tree and realized He was hungry.

Apparently this happened on Monday morning as Jesus made His way back to the city

from Bethany.  Fig trees grew along the roads.  The people believed the dust was good for

them.  They were public property, and anyone could help himself to the fruit.  Mark tells us

it was not yet the season for figs.  Jesus knew that the main season for figs was twofold.  The
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fig tree, which is a handsome specimen, has two main crops, one in June and one in

September.  Josephus tells us that often late figs remained on the tree all winter.  The figs

came before the leaves, so when Jesus saw a tree covered in leaves, there was a high

probability that there was also fruit.

When Jesus came to the tree He found no fruit.  The cursing of the fig tree presents a

problem for us.  If an ordinary man would do this we would think it showed a pique of

anger.  It was not the time of figs.  The tree could not be faulted for not doing what it could

not do.  It looks like Jesus was angry and condemned the tree for doing what it was supposed

to do.

We know Jesus did not act in this sinful way.  The divine Son of God never sinned.

Apparently He was using the fig tree as a lesson to the Jewish nation.  Think with me about 4

lessons from the fig tree.

1st, The Jewish nation had been founded on faith and nurtured on faith.

Jesus tells the disciples that faith can remove all obstacles.

Jesus knew that faith alone does nothing.  Faith must be in the Lord.  Faith is the link, the

powerline that puts us in touch with the need at one end and the power at the other.

The nation of Israel had lost its way.  The leaders were proud and filled with hypocrisy.

The people blindly followed the leaders.  Jesus says you need to return to the faith of your

fathers.

This is a warning to us.  We must never think that doing and following rules can

substitute for faith.  We must never wander away from a strong faith in and obedience to

God.

2nd, a second lesson is that uselessness invites disaster.

This is a natural law.  Use it or lose it.  This applies to faith as surely as it applies to nature.

In order for our faith to remain strong it must be exercised by obedience to God's commands.

We must be attentive to the Spirit as He instructs us about what to do.

Israel's leaders were useless as shepherds.  They fed on the flock instead of feeding the

flock.  The lesson of the fig tree is that barrenness in the Christian life invites spiritual

disaster.
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3rd, a third lesson concerns Fruitfulness.  Jesus condemned the tree and the nation because

it bore no fruit.

The fruit of a fig tree is figs.

The fruit of a Christian is more Christians.  Jesus condemned the fig tree because it wasn't

bearing fruit.  How would He feel about your and my fruit bearing?

4th, a final lesson is Profession without practice is condemned.

The fig tree had leaves.  The leaves were a claim to have figs.  The tree had no figs; its

claim was false.  Therefore it was condemned.

The Jewish nation professed faith in God.  In practice they were out for the blood of the

Son of God.  Therefore they stood condemned.

Profession without practice has always been a curse of the church.  In his early days in

South Africa, Gandhi inquired about Christianity.  He attended a Christian church for a

while.  He says, "The congregation did not strike me as being particularly religious.  They

appeared to be worldly-minded people going to church for recreation and in conformity to

custom".  He concluded that there was nothing in Christianity which he did not already

possess, and Gandhi was lost to the Christian church with incalculable consequences to India

and the world.

What would Gandhi say about our Christianity after visiting for several months?

What do our neighbors and co-workers think about our Christianity which they see every

day?  Is it a strong, dynamic testimony for Christ, or is it profession without practice?

Barclay ends his exposition with the following words:

We may well believe that Jesus used the lesson of a diseased and degenerate fig tree

to say to the Jews—and to us—that uselessness invites disaster, and profession

without practice is doomed.

End of quotation

May God help us to learn the lessons of the fig tree.       Mummerts (11)

New Freedom (11)


