Our text today, 

and its interpretation, 


is dependent on how you translate one word, “Lestes.”  

The word's root is “lau,” 


meaning “to win,”


 “to take,”


 “to seize,” 


“to enjoy,”.  

This root, 


formed the noun,  



“Leis” 


meaning “prey”, 



like predator and prey.  

Then came the verb, 


leizomai, 



originally meaning “to gain as booty.”  

Finally morphing into our word today, 


“Lestes,” 



“the one who takes the booty.”  

I don't usually go into morphology of words too in depth, 


but again, 

the interpretation of our whole passage 


relies on how we translate this one word.

Now our word as used to start out with, 


does not unconditionally imply the lack of honesty.  

But our translation leaves us with three options.  


They all start with the letter R:  



Robber, 



Rebel, 



or Revolutionary.  

As is often the case on choice of words, 


it depends on perspective.  



We call George Washington a revolutionary, 



the British called him a rebel.  


Same guy, 


same actions.  

In the grand sense of the word robber, 


both rebel and revolutionary fit underneath it.  

For they both are trying to take something that is not theirs to begin with.  

But a robber can also be a plunderer, highwayman, pirate, embezzler, tax evader, or a bully.  It is a pretty broad word.

Unfortunately, 


it is the word that a majority of translations use 



to translate Jesus' quote of Jeremiah 7:11 at 21:13 as, 




“Den of robbers.”  



But it works great for only 1/3rds of the interpretation.  

If we want Jesus' cleansing of the temple 


to be about unjust financial practices of the money changers and pigeon sellers.  And there is evidence in history to support this interpretation.  


The sale of doves is similar to the cost of airport food.  



They know you can't go anywhere else 




and let you pay accordingly.  



A dove out on the open market sold for $4.  



When you went to the temple, 




they could be as much as $75 at times.  

It was also a fairly well documented policy 


that only doves bought in the temple were without blemish.  


The $4 ones were obviously blemished 



and not allowed in, 


just like your homemade popcorn in the movie theater..

And as far as money changers go, 


you live close enough to Canada to see how exchange rates 



are a whole racket in themselves.  

The temple required only certain coins to be used for the payment of the temple tax, 


so anyone with a different currency 



had to get the right currency.  

Again, 


there are preserved documents that tell of the $5 temple tax 



costing an extra $2-3 to transact.  

Take the extra transaction 


times 2 million visitors



 and you have yourself quite a system set up.

But is price gouging what Jesus came to earth to rectify?  


It is part of it, 



but it is not the full extent of it.  


It is not why he is angry enough to be turning tables.  

When the Kingdom fully comes, 


price gouging will be no more, 



along with the lack of tears, death, and sin.  


But these latter ones were Jesus focus.

It we follow the robber line of thought, 


we are left to interpret verses 14-16 



as the Chief Priests and teachers of the law being upset 




that Jesus is disrupting the market 




that has grown to sustain their power.  



Which there are easy lines to draw there, 




but it leaves us ignoring Jesus healing the blind and lame 




and the children praising in the temples.  



What is more, 




it leaves us completely perplexed when we reach the fig tree.  

My first sermon title, 


which I think I used the last time I preached on this text, 



was, “Jesus is Hangry.  

The frustration from the things happening in the temple 


are still fuming in Jesus' mind, 



and he sees this tree, 




that could have food on it 




and doesn't, 



and unleashes his hangryness upon it.  




Someone get Jesus a snickers.

But what if we did not use robbers 


with our baseline understanding that it is someone stealing something 



that is not theirs, 


and amp that thought up to 



overthrowing a kingdom that is not theirs.  



Bringing in a false rule.  

What does that do to these three incidents?  


What if we used the words rebel or revolutionary?  



The only difference between the two depends on perspective remember.

How do we hear this story 


if Jesus comes into the temple 



immediately after symbolically riding in as the King of Peace, 



being proclaimed a Son of David who will save us in the highest way, 



and then comes 




and turns over the tables of those selling and exchanging, 




and the benches of the dove sellers? 
Then proclaims, 


The temple, 


“my house will be called a house of prayer, 



but you are making it a den of revolutionaries, 



a cave of rebels.”  

Those who are in rebellion against the actual ruling power of the land.  


Yes, 



they were taking the money and then some.  


But the convenience and cycles had also dulled the people's spirituality.  

Jesus has proclaimed earlier that his Father desire's mercy, 


not sacrifice.  

He also proclaimed that one greater than the temple was here at the same time 


in chapter 12.

At times, 


we get into ruts 


and we make God's grace cheap.  

We think we can continue doing the same thing, 


go and ask forgiveness, 



and have no need to change our actions, 


just ask forgiveness again.  

This is the system that was becoming more and more established in Israel.  


It is a system that rears its head still today.  

I had roommates in college, 


who for months on Saturday night, 



would become heavily intoxicated, 


go throw a park bench into a lake, 



and then go to confession in the morning, 




assuming everything was fine.  


Never apologizing to the grounds keeper 



who had to wade into the lake 




to get the bench 




or anything else.

Jeremiah was proclaiming such a situation to Israel 


when he used this phrase.  

I will read the whole passage in context 


so that you can see the robbers quote 



really does mean people in rebellion against their King. 

Hear Jeremiah 7:1-11, 


“This is the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: 


2 “Stand at the gate of the Lord’s house and there proclaim this message: 

“ ‘Hear the word of the Lord, 


all you people of Judah 



who come through these gates to worship the Lord. 
3 This is what the Lord Almighty, 


the God of Israel, says: 

Reform your ways and your actions, 


and I will let you live in this place. 
4 Do not trust in deceptive words and say, 


“This is the temple of the Lord, 


the temple of the Lord, 


the temple of the Lord!” 
5 If you really change your ways 


and your actions 



and deal with each other justly, 
6 if you do not oppress the alien, 


the fatherless 


or the widow 



and do not shed innocent blood in this place, 


and if you do not follow other gods to your own harm, 
7 then I will let you live in this place, 


in the land I gave your forefathers for ever and ever. 8

 But look, 


you are trusting in deceptive words that are worthless. 

9 “ ‘Will you steal and murder, 

commit adultery and perjury, 

burn incense to Baal and follow other gods you have not known, 1


0 and then come 


and stand before me in this house, 



which bears my Name, 


and say, “We are safe”



—safe to do all these detestable things? 
11 Has this house, 


which bears my Name, 



become a den of robbers to you? 

But I have been watching! 


declares the Lord.”

The things that the Lord speaks of through Jeremiah 


are things that those who are in rebellion against God do.  

The leadership of the temple had allowed such a culture to permeate the temple.  


To be welcomed in without discipline, 


to be offered forgiveness without repentance.  


To be able to buy their forgiveness, 



when it could only be fully bought with laying down their lives, 




not the temple shekel.

Jesus came in 


and disrupted one arm of the machine for a moment, 



to make a point.  

It is likely that the sellers were set back up 


and running at full speed within the hour.  

But Jesus was illustrating that distance this had come from God's original intentions.  


For the dove and temple tax were God's ideas, 



his institutions.  

But our sin had corrupted them beyond their original intent.  


They were a sign of the overall health of the body 



that was in rebellion against God.

We can now also see the remaining two incidents clearly.  

Being in Jerusalem, 


at the temple, 


as the Son of David, 

we need to remember how the Jerusalem was originally captured by David 


from the Jebusites.  

The Jebusites were so sure of their stronghold, 


that they put their blind and lame to guard it as the Israelites approached.  

David sent his men in through the water system 


and captured what was thought to be an impenetrable fortress.  

To make a political statement, 


David then kept the blind and lame from entering the temple.  

But here comes Jesus, overthrowing the temple again, 


and this time, 



those who were once kept out, 



are welcomed in for the first time 




and made well by Jesus. 

 Then we hear that the Chief Priest 

and the teachers of the law see the wonderful things, 


that means good things, 



and were indignant.  




They did not like children praising Jesus, 




they did not like the blind and lame being made well.  



Why?  

We should note, 


this is the first time in Matthew 



that the Chief Priest has joined the forces against Jesus.  

He joins, 


because Jesus is threatening to undo the way things have been 


and the source of their livelihood.  



He is overthrowing their rebel cause.

I am not aware of anyone who enjoys hearing 


that their days are limited 


unless things change.  

The tough thing to do, 


is to let go of control 



and be ready to make the changes necessary.  

We hear of the fig tree suffering the fate of not being able to produce fruit.  


While it was not the season for it to be producing fruit, 

we need to remember that Jesus is a teacher 


who taught in metaphors.  

And he is following the lead of the prophets of Israel 


who used symbolic action 



to make a point.  


We just saw it in the ride on the donkey, 


the turning of tables, 


and now comes the fig tree.  

The fig tree represents Israel, 


who's desire was for the Messiah to come, 



and to do what?  


At this point in time, free them from Rome.  


God's desire was for Israel to proclaim his love to the nations.  



God did promise that he would deal with those who did not respond.  

But what happens when the message is not getting out?  


When your message is not being proclaimed by your messenger, 



when the nation you have set apart 




is not bringing the fruit from the land for all to see.  



You get rid of the trees that are not bearing fruit.

This is key 


when the disciples ask about how Jesus did this



 and he begins to talk about prayer.  

If we have faith,

If we believe that God's Kingdom is breaking in, 


we can whither a fig tree, 


or we can say to this mountain, 



“Go throw yourself into the sea.”  

Keeping in mind they are coming back from Bethany to Jerusalem, 


we have to ask, 



“Which mountain did Jesus point to as he said this?”  




The mount of Olives is a possibility, 




but the Temple Mount is the most likely.  

The source of the people's drifting away from God, 


the temple, 



will be destroyed within a generation.  


What Jesus prayed for happened.  


What the people prayed for 



when they said,




 “Hosanna in the highest” happened.  


Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed in 70 a.d.  

The new temple was also destroyed and rebuilt 


in Jesus' death and resurrection

and a life of faith developed around a person, 


instead of an institution and a building.

So as we look at this passage, 


we are left to ask, 



where is institutionalism 



and this building 




hurting 




instead of helping our relationship with that person, 





Jesus Christ.  

Where do we need to turn over the tables 


and have a reset as to why we do things?  

When we figure those things out, 


we should be asking God to come and make the changes necessary 



and then be ready for them to happen, 


because if they are the father's will, 



we will receive what we ask for.  

If we refuse to change, Jeremiah 7:12-15 tells us what we can expect.

12 “ ‘Go now to the place in Shiloh 


where I first made a dwelling for my Name, 

and see what I did to it 


because of the wickedness of my people Israel. 1

3 While you were doing all these things, 


declares the Lord, 

I spoke to you again and again, 


but you did not listen; 

I called you, 


but you did not answer. 1

4 Therefore, 


what I did to Shiloh 

I will now do to the house that bears my Name, 


the temple you trust in, 


the place I gave to you and your fathers. 
15 I will thrust you from my presence, 


just as I did all your brothers,


the people of Ephraim.’ 
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