
Anticipating New Temple Worship (Mat. 21.12-22) 
WestminsterReformedChurch.org 
Pastor Ostella 
2-25-2007 
 
Introduction 
 There are three events in the section for our study today (Mat. 21.12-22): a cleansing 
event, a healing event, and a cursing event. They may seem disconnected, but they unify to give 
guidance regarding prayerful worship. The section begins and ends with the subject of prayer. 
The house of prayer is one bookend and the manner of prayer is another bookend. Looking more 
closely, we can see that the three events cover two points: a condemnation of contemporary 
worship and instruction in new covenant worship. In relation to the temple, these events 
anticipate new temple worship (they anticipate a renewal of worship in a new temple).  
 
1A. Condemnation of contemporary worship  
 Contemporary worship at the temple in Jerusalem falls under our Lord’s firm protest in 
the striking way that He cleansed the temple, and in the words that He spoke in the process.  
 1B. What Jesus did 

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 (Mat. 21.12).  

It is striking because this is our gentle prophet, priest, and king (Mat. 11.28-30) who took 
possession of the city of David in triumphal entry in a lowly and humble manner riding on a 
donkey of humiliation. Matthew gives the facts without commentary. Jesus was apparently 
angry. He literally drove people like cattle. This suggests the use of a whip (cf. Jn. 2.14-17). 
Moreover, the overturning of chairs and tables is stormy. This is a display of anger regarding the 
commerce in the temple; it is about the commercialization of worship.  
 It makes one “stop and think” about the “big money” side of today’s church as a 
corporation in the marketplace, selling religious things and promoting giving like a lottery. 
Perhaps, the church could channel the flow of money that goes into extravagant buildings in 
better ways and into better ends. However, this text is about abuses that reflect something deep in 
the heart. Our words and our actions ought to flow from hearts set firmly upon the Lord to honor 
him with our lips in prayer and in our thoughts by sound doctrine. Even our doctrine that bears 
directly on our living ought to transcend the traditions of men (Mat. 15.9).  
 Interestingly, when we look back at what Jesus did, we call it a cleansing of the temple. 
However, it is not actually a cleansing of the temple, at least not in any permanent way. Surely, 
the next day the tables were back in place, the chairs were upright, bankers were back, and 
traders were about their business as usual. Remember, this is not the first time that Jesus 
conducted Himself like this in the temple. The Gospel of John indicates that the first time that 
Jesus “cleansed the temple” was early in His ministry in the first year. This time we are late in 
His ministry in the final week. Therefore, this is a symbolic gesture of holy zeal in protest of the 
corruption of temple worship at Jerusalem.  
 2B. What Jesus said 
 The protest becomes explicit condemnation in what our Lord said about what temple 
worship ought to be in contrast to what it had become (21.13): 

He said to them, "It is written, 'My house shall be called a house of prayer,' but you make it a den of robbers." 
Jesus directs our thoughts to two OT passages to show that corrupt worship is nothing new in 
Israel. The temple is God’s house in a singular way. The use of the word “temple” elevates even 
a tent-house to the status of a palace because it is where the true King of Israel dwells (1 Sam 
1.7, 24; 1 Ki. 6; 8.27-30). That means that in a primary sense, the temple is the dwelling place of 
God; it is the place of His presence, even though it cannot contain Him (Isa. 66.1-2). Fittingly, 
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then, it is supposed to be a house of prayer as the allusion to Isaiah indicates (56.7), but the 
leaders in Israel made it a den of robbers as the allusion to Jeremiah indicates (7.11).  
 In context, the Isaiah passage tells us that when the day of salvation for Israel dawns the 
shepherds of God’s people are blind and ignorant dogs seeking to satisfy their own appetites: 

10 His watchmen are blind; they are all without knowledge; they are all silent dogs; they cannot bark, dreaming, 
lying down, loving to slumber. 11 The dogs have a mighty appetite; they never have enough. But they are 
shepherds who have no understanding; they have all turned to their own way, each to his own gain, one and 
all. 12 "Come," they say, "let me get wine; let us fill ourselves with strong drink; and tomorrow will be like this 
day, great beyond measure" (Isa. 56.10-12).  

Instead of caring for the sheep, they fleece the sheep for their own gain. Thus, the overseers of 
temple worship of our Lord’s time were in the same boat with the watchmen of Isaiah’s day. 
Fittingly, He refers to them as robbers in the words of Jeremiah. Has this house, which is called by my 
name, become a den of robbers in your eyes? Behold, I myself have seen it, declares the LORD.  Jesus condemns 
the contemporary worship in the temple in terms of the answer the Lord gives to the question 
Jeremiah raised: “Yes, this house, which is called by my name, has become a den of robbers, I 
have seen it,” declares the Lord. “Yes, you have made it a den of robbers.”  
 No wonder Jesus demonstrated such displeasure regarding the worship of the Lord at the 
temple. What a stark evil to be utterly self-consumed in the very presence of the majesty on high 
who made heaven and earth and who sits as king on the throne of the heavens with His feet 
propped up on the earth as His footstool. Because God is there, it is a house of prayer; because 
the people forgot He was there, it is a den of robbers.  
 
2A. Instruction in new covenant worship 
 Instruction regarding new covenant worship in a new temple surfaces here in the lessons 
about incorporation, focus, and means.  
 1B. Lesson of incorporation in new temple worship (Mat. 21.14) 

14 And the blind and the lame came to him in the temple, and he healed them.  15 But 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,  16 and 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'?"   

 According to the Law (Lev. 21.18-19; 2 Sam. 5.8), blind people and other classes of 
people with afflictions did not have access to fellowship with God in the temple (they shall not 
draw near). They were unclean; that is, they were ceremonially (symbolically) unclean to represent 
man’s fallen condition. They embodied the consequences of sin and the alienation from God that 
it brings (and the need for a new order of things for the salvation of needy sinners). 
 The blind and lame were not supposed to come into the holy place as outsiders to the 
presence of God in the old temple worship. However, now that the Son of David has come to His 
city, these outsiders have a welcome in new temple worship. With them, all outsiders alienated 
from the family of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel have a welcome. This point too is part of the 
teaching in the Isaiah text Jesus cites regarding the temple-house of prayer.  

And 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- 7 these 
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." 8 The 
Lord GOD, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, declares, "I will gather yet others to him besides those already 
gathered." 

Thus, in new temple worship strangers to the covenants and promises have access to God. The 
Lord welcomes them into fellowship with His people. Numerous things are at work at once: 1) 
Jesus judges Israel, 2) sets aside old temple worship, 3) creates new temple worship with renewal 
of Sabbath and covenant, 4) by healing the nations, by delivering sinners from the effects of the 
fall (cf. Ex.15.26, I am the Lord, your healer…of outsiders, lost outside of Eden). 
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 The stormy action of Christ overturning tables and chairs in the temple anticipates the 
day when the Romans will destroy the temple. Before that day comes (70 AD), Jesus will already 
have a new temple in place, which is the household of faith made up of people from all nations.
  
 2B. Lesson of focus in new temple worship  
 Details of these healings are not in the report by Matthew and still they teach the gospel 
as enacted parables of restoration. Moreover, pointed teaching comes from Jesus’ reply to the 
chief priests and scribes, to how they react to the miracles. We can outline this section according 
to what the religious leaders saw, felt, said, and heard.  
 1) What the leaders saw 
 They saw, and thus took note of, the miracles. They were witnesses to the healing in the 
temple, and they took note of the praises of children to Jesus as the Messiah: (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!” v. 15).  
 2) What the leaders felt 
 It is an understatement to say that their feelings about what they saw are astounding. 
Pointedly, Matthew informs us that they were indignant (v. 15b). We have to review the account in 
amazement that eyewitnesses to the wonderful things Jesus did, that eyewitnesses who are 
dedicated religious giants could be so blind. It is amazing that children can see what these chief 
priests and scribes could not see, namely, that these wonderful things point directly to a 
wonderful person, the Messiah. His name is wonderful, the mighty God, and the prince of peace 
but they can only feel indignation toward Him! 
 3) What the leaders said 
 That is, what they said to Jesus is in the form of a question: Do you hear what these are saying? 
(v. 16.a). In other words, they want Jesus to silence the children. In effect, they are saying, 
“Clearly, you hear what the children are saying, and you ought to put an end to it.” It is truly 
amazing that these spiritual giants in Israel feel only indignation toward Jesus for doing 
wonderful things and for receiving praise for doing them (no doubt they are jealous).  
 4) What the leaders heard 
 I refer here to what the Lord Jesus said to them and what He sealed by saying it. Jesus 
refused to quiet the children.  

"Yes; have you never read, "' Out of the mouth of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise'?"   
 (16b). Jesus tells them that He hears the praises of the children and He welcomes it. 
 By not conceding to the demand of the spiritual leaders, our Lord taught the important 
lesson that He is the object of new temple worship. This lesson is in the comment about children. 
It is an interesting quote from Psalm 8: O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You 
have set your glory above the heavens. 2 Out of the mouth of babes and infants, you have established strength because 
of your foes, to still the enemy and the avenger (vs. 1-2). Jesus interprets the gaining of strength (Ps. 8.2) 
that stills the enemy as praise for He says: Out of the mouth of infants and nursing babies you have prepared 
praise (Mat. 21.16b). Strength from the children in the Psalm relates to the glory that God 
displays in all the earth and above the heavens. The voice of praise not only arises from the 
things of the earth and the heavens, but it also arises from the lips of infants and nursing babies. 
Strength to fight all battles comes from seeing and hearing the glory of God surrounding us in 
His creation. If we make this your supreme goal in the battles your face daily, you have a fixed 
reference point and tower of strength.  
 Thus, the noises and babblings of babies are somehow praises to God. Ridderbos has it 
that the babblings evoke praise. Consider how a babbling brook evokes praise: we hear the sound 
and take delight in what God created. This is true, but there is more to it. The sounds and sights 
of the created order are voices and words from the Lord that reveal His glory; they thus utter His 
praises and evoke our praises. Likewise, God’s image bearers hear the babblings of little ones as 
utterances of praise that evoke delight and praise in the Lord. These babblings are forms of 
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worship praising God and pleasing to His ears. Thus, Jesus tells the religious leaders, “These 
children with hosannas on their lips give praise to God and they rightly worship me. They are 
simply being consistent with what the babblings of children are about in the first place. These 
children are being consistent with what all the utterances of every created fact are about in the 
first place: they rightly praise and worship me” In other words, worship of God in the temple is 
now to focus on Jesus.  
 3B. Lesson about means in new temple worship 
 Why should we tie the cursing of the fig tree dialogue to new temple worship? We should 
do so because Matthew puts prayer in place as bookends that unite the different accounts, even 
though the third event (curing the fig tree) took place a day later than the cleaning and healing 
events (21.17-19a, 22). Thus, he connects the teaching of the Lord about the house of prayer with 
teaching about prayer (that will go on there).  
 Cursing the fig tree and the fact that it immediately began to wither opens up a discussion 
about prayer.  

17 And leaving them, he went out of the city to Bethany and lodged there.  18 In the morning, as he was 
returning to the city, he became hungry.  19 And seeing a fig tree by the wayside, he went to it and found 
nothing on it but only leaves. And he said to it, "May no fruit ever come from you again!" And the fig tree 
withered at once.  20 When the disciples saw it, they marveled, saying, "How did the fig tree wither at once?"  21 
And Jesus answered them, "Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what 
has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, 'Be taken up and thrown into the sea,' it will 
happen.  22 And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith."   

Obviously, Jesus is not upset with the fig tree; the miracle is not punishment. It is a sign by the 
action of a miracle. As the narrative moves forward in time, we cannot help but remember how 
Jesus condemned what was going on in the temple and how he anticipated the future when there 
would be an overturning of that temple worship (recall the tables and chairs strewn here and 
there). We also have ringing in our ears the complaining and disbelieving comments of the 
worship leaders. Add in the point that in the OT the fig tree is a symbol of Israel (Hos. 9.10; Joel 
1.7; Mic. 7.1), and we know that the cursing of the fig tree is a sign of judgment on Israel for its 
fruitlessness. The disappointment of Jesus looking for fruit on the fig tree symbolizes His 
disappointment with the nation that falls under His curse, just as Israel repeatedly fell under the 
curses of the covenant repeatedly in the OT (cf. Deut. 28; in judgment, Israel becomes like a vile 
fig, Jer. 29.17).  
 However, when questioned about the withering tree, Jesus does not stress the judgment 
on Israel. Instead, He presupposes it and the new temple worship that will replace the nation’s 
corrupt worship. Thus, He gives instruction regarding fruitful prayer.    

20 When the disciples saw it, they marveled, saying, "How did the fig tree wither at once?"  21 And Jesus 
answered them, "Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what has been 
done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, 'Be taken up and thrown into the sea,' it will happen.  
22 And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith."   

The prophecy of judgment on Israel for fruitlessness is also a lesson for the new Israel to be 
fruitful in faith and prayer in new temple worship. It is a call to believing prayer and praying 
faith. It is thus a summons to fruitfulness with the promise of answered prayer. Therefore, it is 
both a call to the duty of prayer and an encouragement to take up the duty of prayer. Our Lord’s 
actions looked ahead to the new order of things, and Matthew helps us see the large plant that 
grew out of the seed that Jesus sowed. Truly, one “greater than the temple” is here. Because 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, He is Himself the temple, the place of the presence 
of God (cf. Jn. 1.51). 
 
Conclusions 
 1) We learn that there is a new form of temple worship  
 The lessons are all here. The Son of David takes the city of David and its temple as His 
possession. He cleanses the temple symbolically to show that He will overturn the corrupt 
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worship. In its place a new form of temple worship is coming that welcomes outsiders to the 
covenant family. The blind and lame are welcome and so are foreigners. The new temple is the 
church, the household of faith. 
 2) We learn the duty of prayer as vital  
 We learn that true faith is “praying-faith” and true prayer is “believing-prayer.” 
Prayer is thus a vital element of true worship in the new covenant family of God. We do well to 
keep this fact ever before us and to come to worship with careful resolve and focus on the Lord 
Jesus so that from His temple praises will abundantly arise.  
 Moreover, we go beyond theory to practice by the encouragement of our Lord that we 
can move mountains by prayer. He encourages us with the promise that we have whatever we 
ask in faith. Of course, we must qualify the “whatever” here, but not to weaken the point and 
lose motivation. We know that the promise of answered prayer has stipulations. Here Jesus 
mentions faith. In Mark’s parallel account (11.20-26), Jesus mentions having a forgiving heart as 
key to answered prayer. Earlier in Matthew, we heard Jesus tell us to pray for the glory of God 
and the coming of the kingdom with hearts of submission to His will.  
 This “whatever” is like the point that Augustine made when he said, “Love God and do 
whatever you want.” I remember telling this to my sons and seeing the looks in their eyes: “love 
God and do whatever you want. If you love God, then you can have my bank account, the car 
keys, and everything in the refrigerator. You can come and go as you please, and whatever you 
want is yours.” The key is to love God. The key to prayer is to seek the glory, righteousness, 
kingdom, and will of God. Then you have it. Whatever you ask is yours! As we pray for the 
glory of God through our lives, we can be sure that we shall have that great and supreme goal of 
all of existence!  
 3) The key to new temple worship in truth, power, and accomplishment is to put all of 
our focus on Jesus to whom we raise our hosannas in concert with every fact of creation. The 
babblings of infants and babbling brooks rightly proclaim His praise, and so should we.  
 

May we fall down before the majesty of God our Father and His Son, the Son of David, the 
Lord Jesus Christ. May the Holy Spirit enlighten our eyes to see the mighty work the 
Father accomplished in Christ when He raised him from the dead and seated Him at His 
right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, 
and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come. May 
the Spirit enable us to see and confess that God put all things under his feet and gave him as 
head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. 
To Him be all praises and hosannas, now and forevermore, amen.  

 
 
 
 
 
 


