
Any parent on a road trip with children has heard the expression,
“Are we there yet?” Matthew is like a road trip from Galilee to
Jerusalem, and in Matthew 21, we are finally here: at our destination.
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem marks the beginning of Holy Week
(Matthew 21-28).

It is common and helpful to divide the events of Holy Week like a
calendar. For example, the events of Sunday – the triumphal entry –
are recorded in Matthew 21:1-11. The cleansing of the Temple takes
place on Holy Monday and is recorded in Matthew 21:12-17. Then, the
events of Tuesday, the lesson of the fig tree, and a series of Jewish
tests and traps are recorded in Matthew 21:18 through the end of
Matthew 25. Jesus’ anointing for burial is on Wednesday. The
institution of the Lord’s Supper and the events in the garden of
Gethsemane occur on Thursday (Matthew 26). The crucifixion on
Good Friday is found in Matthew 27:1-61, and silent Saturday is
recorded in Matthew 27:62-66. Finally, resurrection Sunday is
recorded in Matthew 18:1-15. 

Although this kind of organization is helpful for us to gain a
chronological basis for these events, Matthew doesn’t divide these
events this way. Of course, Matthew gives us clues to when these
events happen such as in Matthew 21:17-18 when he says, “In the
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morning” and 26:17 when he says, “Now on the first day of
Unleavened bread,” but the chronology is not his main focus. This is
especially true in the verses we are studying today: Matthew 21:1-22.
This unit of verses records events occurring on Sunday, Monday,
and even Tuesday.

When we examine this unit of verses, we see that Matthew doesn’t
organize these verses as a strict calendar but thematically. He
brings these events together into a unit without comment of when
they occurred so that he might focus on Jesus’ mission: what he
came to do. Today, we’ll see three different perspectives of Jesus’
mission, and see the surprising truth that the people are not ready
for the long-awaited Messiah. 

I hope that as we study this passage, we all would ready ourselves
for the coming of Jesus. For those who do not believe in Jesus, I pray
that today would be the day of salvation. For those who do believe, I
pray that we would wait for Jesus actively by praying faith-filled
prayers. 

So let’s investigate this idea together. 

The Savior is Here: Matthew 21:1-11
In Matthew 21:1-11, Matthew records for us the triumphal entry, and
this event provides us an important angle into Jesus’ mission. From
this angle, we see that Jesus is the long-awaited savior bringing
God’s salvation. Several details illustrate this truth. 

First, Jesus rides into Jerusalem on a donkey in fulfillment of
Zechariah 9:9. Zechariah predicts that the Lord will save Israel and
judge her neighbors in Zechariah 9:1-8. This salvation is very
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personal since Zechariah says that no oppressor will again oppress
Israel because “now I see with my own eyes” (9:8). Jesus rides into
Jerusalem to judge and to save as Israel’s king.

Second, Jesus rides into Jerusalem to the crowds shouting,
“Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name
of the Lord! Hosanna in the highest” (10). This event is significant
since it identifies Jesus as the Son of David, and as the OT
progressed, Israel’s hope of salvation firmly rested in this coming
Son of David. 

However, there is more. The crowds are singing Psalm 118:26,
“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD!” Psalm 118 is a
Hallel Psalm: a praise Psalm and these psalms were typically sung at
Israel’s festivals and as people journeyed to these festivals. This
truth is evident in Psalm 118 itself. The singers shout, “Bind the
festal sacrifice with cords up to the horns of the altar” (27).

Yet, something unique happens here. The crowds who have followed
him from Galilee and Judah do not simply say, “Hosanna to the
Lord:” the words of Psalm 118:25. Rather they shout, “Hosanna to the
Son of David” (9). The religious elite understands the significance of
this as indicated in verse 16 (see also Luke 19:39). This is significant
because the people are expressing that their hope of salvation – the
Lord’s salvation – is found in Jesus! The religious elite finds this
expression of praise irritating, but Jesus knows it is appropriate and
good (16-17). Jesus is the long-awaited savior of God’s people.

Third, let’s not forget that the context of Holy Week is the Passover
and the Feast of Unleavened Bread. The Passover and the Feast of
Unleavened Bread are annual celebrations where Israel celebrates
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their salvation from Egypt. If we remember, the last sign performed
in Egypt was how God saved his people from death by the blood of a
lamb smeared on their doorposts. The Egyptians cast them out after
this sign so that their bread did not have time to rise. Thus,
Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread point Israel back to
how God saved them from Egypt. In God’s sovereignty, Jesus rides
into Jerusalem at the time of Passover. While lambs throughout the
city are sacrificed by men to commemorate salvation from physical
captivity and a physical captor, God is offering up his Son, the
perfect lamb, to accomplish salvation from spiritual captivity and a
spiritual captor. 

At the triumphal entry, we see that the King comes at the right time
to release God’s people from their spiritual captivity. 

The People are not Ready: Matthew 21:12-17
The second event is what we traditionally call the “cleansing of the
Temple” in verses 12-17. We learn from this event the sad truth that
the people are not ready for the Savior. Notice that Matthew does
not clarify when this event happened. He simply says, “And Jesus
entered the temple (12).” Mark clarifies the timing of this event in
Mark 11:12 by explaining that these events happened the “following
day:” Monday of Holy Week. Let’s be clear that Matthew knew that
the “cleansing of the Temple” happened the following day, but he
doesn’t specify this detail because his purpose is not to give us a
calendar for Holy Week. Rather, Matthew links together three
events that provide three different perspectives of Jesus’ mission.
The first perspective was that he is Savior King. The second
perspective is that the people are not ready for the Savior. Let’s
notice several details here.
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First, Jesus drives out those who sold and bought in the temple; he
overturned their tables and seats; he accused them of making God’s
house into a den of robbers (12-13). Their activity is corrupt at its
core and Jesus judges it and them. 

Second, superficially, these acts did not appear corrupt but super
spiritual. God had commanded the people to journey to Jerusalem
for the Passover; God commanded the people to offer only certain
clean sacrifices, and God commanded them to offer them only in
Jerusalem. When we review Israel’s history, we see that Israel
mostly disobeyed God’s command to keep the Passover (2 Kings
23:21-23; 2 Chronicles 30:5; 35:16-19). Thus, on the surface, the
worship going on in the temple appears super holy and good.
Despite these appearances, Jesus rightly evaluates that this is not
worship, but thievery (13). 

Third, Matthew adds an important detail not included by the other
gospel writers in verse 14. Jesus heals the blind and the lame in the
temple and the children respond with praise: Hosanna to the Son of
David (14-17). Matthew includes this detail at this point on purpose.
You see, the temple building is only Jesus’ shadow, and sadly, the
shadow is not resembling Jesus at this moment. When Solomon
dedicated the first temple, he prayed that the temple would be a
place of healing (1 Kings 8:37-40), not robbery. And in Matthew 21
people are healed by Jesus. This fact illustrates the powerful truth
that Jesus is the true temple of God, not this building. The people
are caught up in a shadow and they miss the real substance!

Fourth, the people’s unpreparedness is illustrated by their robbery
of the people and how they focus on the shadow. The religious elite
are angered by the people identifying Jesus as the Son of David.
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Truly, they are not ready. They are not ready despite Jesus’
authoritative teaching and healing in Galilee and Judah. They are
not ready even though Jesus rides into Jerusalem as promised. They
are not ready despite the vivid truth that healing takes place in
their presence, not this building: he is the true temple. They are not
ready for their long-awaited Messiah.

The People are not Ready Again: Matthew 21:18-22
The third event Matthew records for us in this unit is Jesus cursing
the fig tree (18-22). This event again illustrates from another angle
that the Savior is here, but the people are not ready. Matthew tells
us in verse 18 that Jesus was hungry in the morning and found a fig
tree with no figs (18-20). Again, the placement of this event in
Matthew is important. In Mark, Jesus curses the fig tree, cleanses
the temple, and then teaches about the cursed fig tree. Mark’s order
drives home the point that the religious elite are the cursed fig tree:
they have no fruit and are thus judged (Mark 11:12-25). This point is
found in Matthew too, but Matthew has a different order to
emphasize this point: the people are not ready. By grouping the
cleansing of the temple and the cursed fig tree back-to-back,
Matthew emphasizes this fact: the people are not ready, the people
are not ready. 

The disciples marvel at how the fig tree withered at once, and they
ask how this happened (19, 20). Jesus explains that with faith-filled
prayer, the impossible can be possible (21-22). 

Now, let’s explain what Jesus is not saying here. Jesus is not saying
that faith is akin to a magic spell. If you have it, you can do anything
even useless things like moving mountains. Truly the testimony of
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Scripture and our own experience indicates that this is not what
Jesus is saying. Let’s imagine for a second Jesus was saying this.
Who would have control in this scenario? Would it be us or God? We
would be able to control our life and future with faith. God would be
nothing more than a cosmic genie forced to obey our will. This is
not what Jesus is saying.

Also, if this is what Jesus was saying, this would be terrifying. Let’s
imagine that all our prayers that we prayed in faith came true. Our
lives would look very different, right? Do you know that that would
be terrifying? Let’s remember that God knows what’s good for us,
and he works all things out for our good. We do not always know
what is good for us so let’s praise God that he is not forced to give
us what is not good for us simply because we prayed for it in faith. 

So, what is Jesus saying here? Remember the context here: the
cursed fig tree. In one moment, it is healthy and filled with leaves
and in the next moment, it is shivered up (21:19, 20). This scene
depicts the judgment coming upon the religious elite and all who do
not bear fruit for the king. Yet, Jesus encourages his disciples to
pray for the impossible. We are to pray to God that he would
transform withered trees, ourselves, our lost neighbors, friends,
and family members into those that produce glorious fruit. 

Conclusion
Church family, Jesus is the savior of his people: the crowds of
Galilee and Judah who followed him recognized this. Yet, the
religious elite of the capital were not ready for him. We’ll learn as
Holy Week progresses that not even the disciples were ready for
him: those who ate with him and journeyed with him. This passage
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forces us to examine our lives. Are you ready for the savior? Are you
producing fruit? Let’s commit this week to praying that God would
make us into a people who produce much fruit. Let’s also pray that
God would transform withered fig trees this week into believers
who produce fruit! Let’s pray that God would do the impossible this
week.

Non- Christian, I would encourage you to ready yourself by coming
to Jesus today? Would you turn over control of your life to Jesus? He
came to this earth, lived the perfect life, and died a sinner’s death
so that his righteousness might be given to you as a gift. Would you
come to Jesus today? Romans 10:9 tells us that if you confess with
your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, then you will be saved. Would you come
to Jesus today?
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Prayer
God make us a people who produce much fruit for your glory, and
please save many this week. Do what is impossible for us this week we
pray. We pray these things in Jesus’ name, amen. 
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