HOUSE OF PRAYER (4-9-06)

PRAYER

Scripture:  Matt:12-16

I want you to picture in your mind what was described in our earlier reading of verses 1-11.  Teeming of thousands had lined the roadway for Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem.  As He rode along to the shouts of welcome from the multitudes, He was led right up to the steps of the temple.  The Gospel of Mark tells us that He entered the temple and looked “round about upon all things,” and observed all that was going on.  He stood off to the side looking at all the corruption.  As He stood off by Himself in the temple observing all that was taken place, His mind had to gravitate to His Father, upon the great sacrifice that He had made by sending Him into this earth realm.  He probably thought about His own life now about to be completed; upon the great sacrifice which He was to pay for humankind’s sin; upon the corruption of the temple taking place all around Him; upon the worshipping that should have been taking place and so much more.

Right now, before His very eyes He saw a picture of the terrible sin for which He was to die.  The temple itself, the place where humankind should be able to draw close to God, was being corrupted.  It had become anything but a house of prayer.  It had become a place for commercialism, for humankind’s greed.  After some time, heartbroken and weary, He left and returned to Bethany to spend Sunday night.  When He arose on Monday morning, He returned to the temple and that’s where this scene depicted in our reading takes place.

I want you to notice that when our Lord entered Jerusalem, He did not go up to the palace of the King nor to the courts of the rulers, but He went up to the temple, the House of God.  In doing this Jesus was teaching us and the people of that day a very important lesson.  Just think about it - the people had been shouting and praising Him.  They had been saying “Hosanna to the Son of David; Blessed is he that cometh in the Name of the Lord; Hosanna in the highest.”  Now some people, if the crowds had been shouting such wonderful things about them - they would have naturally gone to the palace or to the courts of the rulers.   They would have thought ‘these people are ready to make me their king or ruler, so let me go to the place where kings and rulers dwell.”  But not Jesus!  He went to the temple - loudly proclaiming by His actions that His kingdom was not of this world, but of heaven!

Jesus was letting them and us know that His authority and rule was in the temple of God and in the hearts of men!  Therefore, He went up to the temple of God!  But when He went inside of the temple, He did something that shocked everyone and we are going to look at this in depth to see what God would have us to learn.  When Jesus went to the temple - He did the same thing at the end of His ministry that He had done in the beginning - He cleansed the temple!

You say Pastor, what do you mean Jesus did the same thing at the end of His ministry that He did at the beginning.  Turn to John 2:13-16  “And the Jews’ Passover was at hand, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.  And found in the temple those that sold oxen and sheep and doves, and the changers of money sitting:  And when he had made a scourge of small cords, he drove them all out of the temple, and the sheep, and the oxen; and poured out the changers’ money and overthrew the tables;  And said unto them that sold doves, “Take these things hence; make not my Father’s house an house of merchandise.”  (comments - H.S.)

These two cleansings were separate events which marked the opening and closing of His ministry.  The importance of the temple as God’s house of prayer and worship was a vital part of His ministry.  It was central to the meaning of His coming into this earth realm in the first place.  You say, ‘Pastor, how is that?’  When Jesus cleansed the temple, He was proclaiming to all generations that He had the right to determine how the temple/church was to be used, and that He had the right to purge it of all corruption.  As God’s Son, the temple/church was to be His dwelling place, the place where the worship of God was to be prominent!    When Jesus cleansed and purged the temple - He was teaching us five things.  Let’s go through them step by step.

1.  The temple or church is not to be a place where people are exploited.  How do I know this?  Look at what Jesus did in vs. 12, He went into the temple where God’s presence was to be, where people were to be able to worship and what did He find?   He found commotion and selling and buying.  And He reacted in Godly anger, He ran through the temple and He chased out ALL who were buying and selling, He threw over the tables of the moneychangers; and He threw over the chairs of those who sold doves.  What was going on?  People who came to worship were being taken advantage of for profit.

Note a fact that should really speak to the church: the items that were sold to the people were NECESSARY for their worship.  They were not just items that would help them in their spiritual growth and their worship; they were essential items.  Without them the people would not be able to worship because they needed them for their animal sacrifices.  Now think for a moment: if the items were necessary for their worship, what was wrong with what they did?  The words of v.12 tells us:  “Jesus…cast out all them that sold and bought in the temple.”  The buying and selling of the items for worship was necessary, but not within THE TEMPLE.

The people were being exploited, being charged high prices for the sheep, oxen and doves for sacrifices.  And they were being charged “interest’ on the money being exchanged for temple money.  God is saying the church is not a place for buying and selling and it is not a place where people are to be exploited for financial gain.

And again notice what happened: Jesus became angry and what did he do with the people who abused God’s temple and exploited others - He ‘cast them out.”  Scripture tells us clearly that it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of an angry God.”  (comments - H.S.)

2.  Jesus tells them that the temple is to be a ‘house of prayer.’  Now, I don’t know if this register in your mind or not - but notice what Jesus does not say!  He does not say that the temple was to be a house of sacrifice, offering, teaching, prophecy, or preaching.  He says that the primary purpose of the church is prayer.  It is to be a place that has been sanctified, set-apart by God so that people could commune with Him.  Everything we do in the church service is necessary, the singing, reading Scripture, and preaching.  But everything that is done is to lead people to prayer - to worship and communion with God.  A person’s thoughts are to be centered upon God from the moment that first step on the hallowed grounds of God’s Sanctuary.  While a person is in here, he/she should be praying and meditating upon the Lord.  Just think how revered God’s temple would be if we really brought it back to God’s original purpose?  How far away have we really gotten from true worship centers, from church as the house of prayer?  (comments - H.S.)  Notice what happened next after the temple was cleansed:

3.  The temple became a place of ministry.  You say, ‘what happened that I know the temple became a place of ministry?’  Look at verse 14 “And the blind and the lame came to him in the temple; and he healed them.”  This was the first time that I can remember that the ‘blind and the lame’ came into the temple to worship and be healed.  (Somebody correct me if I am wrong.)  Think about it - where was blind Bartimaus when he was healed - on the ‘roadside begging.’  Where was the man that had been blind from birth - on the roadside when Jesus passed by.  Jesus anointed his eyes with spit and mud and he was healed.  Where was the ‘impotent man’ - he was laying beside the pool called Bethesda waiting for the movement of the water.  When Jesus came by he asked him - ‘do you want to be made whole.  The man had been paralyzed for thirty-eight years.  And he told Jesus that he did not have anyone to help him into the pool when the water stirred.  Someone always jumped in before him.  And Jesus told the man - ‘rise up, take they bed and walk.’   These people were always on the outside, looking in.  It was like they were unacceptable before.  But when Jesus cleansed the temple that day - it was as if he was saying - ‘this is my father’s house and everyone is welcome here!”  It is as if he was saying - ‘if you don’t want to stay the way you are, come to my Father’s house and He will make you whole.”  Notice these people could not make their way into the house of God before because sin and corruption in the church had BLOCKED THEM!  People are barred and kept away from the church when corruption is within its walls.  It may not be only buying and selling; it may be divisiveness, grumbling, complaining, gossiping,     and a host of other sins.  (comments - H.S.)  Nothing will keep people away from the church quicker than sin within the church.  Once the corruption was removed - then those in need (symbolized by the blind and lame), were able to come to Christ and worship and have their needs met.

In order for Jesus to heal these people inside the temple/church - notice what the people had to do.  They had to come to Him; they had to come to Jesus!   Jesus had to be their focal point!!!!  This is to teach them and us that Christ is to be the only person in the Church to receive worship - not the Pastor, choir or anything or anyone else!   Christ is the One you are to seek for and to meet when you come to church in order to have your needs met!  Thank you Jesus!

4.  Last but not least, the church is to be a place where Jesus is praised.  Look at verses 15-16  “And when the chief priests and scribes saw the wonderful things that he did, and the children crying in the temple, and saying, Hosanna to the Son of David; they were sore displeased.  And said unto him, Hearest thou what these say?  And Jesus saith unto them, Yea; have ye never read, Out of the mouth of babes and sucklings thou hast perfected praise?”  Apparently, these children had participated with their parents in the Triumphal Entry the day before, and were now witnessing the ministry of Jesus to the lame and blind.  And they start singing the song that they had either heard or sang along with their parents the day before.  (Parents, just as a side-note, do you notice how the children followed the example of their parents.  Comments-H.S.)  When the children started praising the Lord the religious leaders started objecting.  Notice WHAT they were objecting to: vs. 15 “saw the wonderful things he did.”

(Point of information: this is the only time this word ‘wonderful’ is used in the New Testament.  It was depicting the ‘works of wonder’ that Christ was doing in the temple.)

This is a beautiful description of what the church is to be: a place where wonderful things are to be done for God!!!  The religious leaders not only objected to the wonderful things that Jesus did - but they objected to His being proclaimed the Messiah.  Some were willing to acknowledge Him as a great teacher and only as a great teacher.  They denied Him as the Savior of the world who died for the sins of humankind!

But notice what Jesus’ response was to them.  He insisted that He WAS to be praised.  He tells them “God Himself has taken the mouths of these children and provided (brought forth) the praise you hear.  And it is perfect praise because it is brought forth by God Himself and heaped upon His Son.  The church is to be a place where God’s Son is to be praised.”  The question that we are to ask ourselves is:  “Is Christ really praised in our church?  Is He really acknowledged and proclaimed as the Messiah/Son of God?”  If a church ceases to be a house of prayer, if a church ceased to be a place where wonderful things happen to honor God, if a church eases to be a place where Jesus is worshipped and praised, the likelihood is that God will raise up another church to fill its walls with the prayers, praises and ministry to His Son that He is due!!!  Let that never be said of us!!!
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