Palm Sunday 2025

“Turning (Over) the Tables”

Mark 11:15-19
A popular saying is going around these days: “Don't Sit at Tables that Jesus Would Have Flipped.” This coincides with the newest season of The Chosen, where the trailer shows Jesus brandishing a whip with fire in His eyes, heading toward the Temple.

“So what does this have to do with Palm Sunday?” you may be wondering.

Palm Sunday and Easter Sunday are two of the most popular events on the church calendar. These two celebrations are always held one week apart, as they originally occurred on successive Sundays in the life of Jesus. Usually the sermons on these occasions follow their historic precedents: Palm Sunday chronicles the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem and Easter celebrates the triumphal exit of Jesus from the tomb. Yet much happened in the days between Palm Sunday and Easter. Except for special Good Friday services focusing on Jesus’ death on the cross, the other events of this week are usually lost in our churches and pulpits. 

And that is too bad.

This was, in the words of historian Paul Maier, “the week that changed the world.”
 Its significance was not lost on the Gospel writers, as the first three devote a full third of their content to reporting this week, while the Fourth Gospel dedicates its entire last half to these eventful eight days. Tonight I want to focus on what happened on the day after Palm Sunday. Reading from Mark 11:15-19,

On reaching Jerusalem, Jesus entered the temple area and began driving out those who were buying and selling there. He overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves, and would not allow anyone to carry merchandise through the temple courts. And as he taught them, he said, “Is it not written: ‘My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations’? But you have made it ‘a den of robbers.’” The chief priests and the teachers of the law heard this and began looking for a way to kill him, for they feared him, because the whole crowd was amazed at his teaching. When evening came, they went out of the city.
This episode in Jesus’ life, sometimes referred to as “the cleansing of the Temple,” is recorded in all four gospels. Curiously, though, Matthew, Mark, and Luke all place this event near the end of Jesus’ ministry, specifically during the final week of His life. John, however, places this at the beginning of His public life. So the question is, are there two Temple cleansings or only one? Enough differences exist between the accounts to conclude that there were, in fact, two Temple cleansings, one at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry and one at the end. Warren Wiersbe writes, “Jesus had cleansed the temple during His first Passover visit, but the results had been temporary. It was not long before the religious leaders permitted the money changers and the merchants to return.”
 

Perhaps a more pressing question than when this happened is why it happened. The focus of Jesus’ attention was the commercialization of the Temple. It is important to realize that the word “Temple” refers to the entire walled complex, which was roughly rectangular, with the area of thirty-five football fields. The outer Court of the Gentiles was the center of activity in our text. The first inner court was the Court of the Women, where all Jews could enter. Only ritually pure Jewish males could go further, into the Court of the Israelites, where the sacrificial altar stood. Beyond this area was the Temple proper, or Court of the Priests, where only priests could go.

The Court of the Gentiles was the only part of the temple in which non-Jews could worship God and gather for prayer.
 But when Jesus arrived, this had been turned into what one calls “a virtual stock market of animal dealers and money changers.”
 Some of this was inevitable. The half-shekel contributions to the Temple would require conversion from foreign currency or change from domestic, so there were various banking and money changing tables in the outer courts of the Temple. And who would prefer dragging a lamb down from Galilee for the Passover sacrifice when one could be purchased more conveniently from livestock dealers at the Temple? There were also pigeon stalls for those who could afford only the minimum sacrifice.

This may not seem so bad—after all, weren’t all of these transactions regarding the worship of God? The problem was what could have been a true service degenerated into a bazaar.
 In fact, it was called the “Annas Bazaar.” Chuck Swindoll explains,

The Maccabean Revolt began with a priest and the resulting government came under the leadership of his sons. So, by ad 6, the office of high priest had become a royal post, for all intents and purposes. Also by that time, Israel had ceded most of its independence to Rome in exchange for protection. Quirinius, the Rome-appointed governor of Syria, selected a wily young aristocrat named Annas to rule as Israel’s priest-king. But within a few years, the political winds had shifted and a new procurator favored someone else. He deposed Annas, but, by then, Annas had established himself as the patriarch of what could only be described as a Jewish crime family, not unlike an ancient mafia.

Annas retreated from public view but continued to control every Jewish political office in Jerusalem, including that of high priest. After his removal from office, no fewer than five sons and a grandson succeeded him, and at the time of Jesus, his son-in-law, Caiaphas, ran the temple. The Annas Bazaar kept money flowing into the family’s pockets and funded their corrupt hold on power.



This lucrative business had become a monopoly in the hands of the high priests and had led to the gross exploitation of poor pilgrims. It had turned God’s house of prayer into a den of thieves, as Jesus said, quoting from Isaiah and Jeremiah.
 The annual revenue for this business has been estimated at nearly $150,000 in our currency, with profits in the tens of thousands.
 As Wiersbe writes, “Instead of praying for the people, the priests were preying on the people!”

And this made Jesus’ blood boil.

So Jesus “overturned the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves.” (Notice that He did not harm the unoffending birds by turning over the tables on which their cages stood.
) I know this flies in the face of many people’s view of Jesus—all “meek and mild”—and we all might wonder, “What would cause Jesus to go to such drastic measures?” One author writes, 

It would be difficult to overstate just how important the temple was in first century Judaism; both practically and symbolically. It was the place of sacrifice, forgiveness, a house of prayer, the central place of worship for every faithful Jew, and a symbol of the presence of God with his people.

No wonder Jesus reacted so vehemently when He saw this part of the Temple reduced to a strip mall…and a fraudulent one at that! As Jesus was overturning the tables of the money changers and dumping the dove dealers on the ground He quoted two Old Testament passages. The first is Isaiah 56:7, a prediction that non-Jews who worship God will be allowed to worship in the temple: “Is it not written: ‘My house will be called a house of prayer for all nations’?” By allowing the Court of the Gentiles, the only place in the temple area where Gentiles were allowed to worship God, to become a noisy, smelly public market, the Jewish religious leaders were preventing Gentiles from exercising the spiritual privilege promised them. How could a Gentile pray amid all that noise and stench? God’s house was supposed to be “a house of prayer for all nations.” The Jews of the first century expected the Messiah to purge Jerusalem and the temple of Gentiles, aliens, and foreigners. Jesus’ action, however, is exactly the reverse. He does not clear the temple of Gentiles, but for them.

The second quotation—“But you have made it a ‘den of robbers’”—is from Jeremiah 7:11 and emphasizes that instead of allowing the temple to be what it was meant to be, a place of prayer, they had allowed it to become a robber’s den.
 Instead of being a light to the Gentiles, they had become an embarrassment to their God.

With this in mind, I want to return to my opening statement. What about that saying, “Don't Sit at Tables that Jesus Would Have Flipped”? If Jesus were to bodily return to earth today, what would He think of His Church today? Would He be flipping tables—literally or figuratively—and would we be sitting at those tables when He did?

Turn to 1 Corinthians 10:14-22, where Paul writes to the Corinthians,

Therefore, my dear friends, flee from idolatry. I speak to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say. Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf. 

Consider the people of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices participate in the altar? Do I mean then that a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God, and I do not want you to be participants with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part in both the Lord’s table and the table of demons. Are we trying to arouse the Lord’s jealousy? Are we stronger than he?

Paul begins with a simple injunction: “Flee from idolatry.” Well, that’s easy enough, right? I mean, who worships idols anymore? Maybe in some remote third-world country, but certainly not here! And certainly not in the church!

Not so fast. What is an idol? I like how The Living Bible defines the term in its paraphrase of 1 John 5:20, “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.” An idol is anything that takes God’s place in our hearts. Given that definition, there are plenty of idols all around us…even in the church.
Notice Paul’s words back in verse 21: “You cannot have a part in both the Lord’s table and the table of demons.” What might qualify as a “table of demons” that Jesus would flip over in His church today?

Some take the episode in Jesus’ life very literally, claiming that the church should never be the site of anything commercial, whether a church bake sale or rummage sale or other fund-raising event. I do not criticize their conviction, but I’m not sure that is the only application. I’d like to propose a few other “tables” Jesus might turn over in today’s church.

The first is the table of prosperity. Jesus warned in Luke 12:15, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.” In our commercially prosperous land, this is an easy trap to fall into. And many unscrupulous preachers have taken advantage of that. Paul wrote of them in 1 Timothy 6:5 as those “who think that godliness is a means to financial gain.” Instead we need to remember that Jesus taught, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). We are blessed to be a blessing, not to hoard it for ourselves.

Another table Jesus would turn over in today’s church is the table of politics. Our nation is as divided politically as it ever has been, and unfortunately that division has made its way into the church. I am not suggesting that Christians should be uninvolved in the political arena; I am stating that politics has no place within the Christian church. Too many churches have identified themselves with one political party or another, with one political candidate or another, and in doing so alienate all those who disagree with them both inside and outside the church. Our mission as the Church of Jesus Christ is not to “Build Back Better” or “Make America Great Again.” Our hope is in neither the donkey nor the elephant but in the Lamb! We are to build the Kingdom of God, nothing else!

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3:9-15, 

For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building. By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.

All nations will ultimately fall; only the Kingdom of God will last forever. Don’t invest your life in the wood, hay, and straw of earthly politics. It will all burn up in the end. Only what is done for Christ will last.

Another table Jesus would flip is the table of preference. This is the attitude that says, “I want it my way!” Again, I am not suggesting that we cannot have opinions or preferences, but we should not allow those to dictate the agenda of the church. We like people who are like us, who like what we like, who dress like we dress, who talk like we talk. As Leslie Flynn quotes in his book, Great Church Fights:
Believe as I believe, no more, no less;

That I am right, and no one else, confess;

Feel as I feel, think only as I think;

Eat what I eat, and drink but what I drink;

Look as I look, do always as I do;

And then, and only then, I’ll fellowship with you.

But what happens when someone comes into the church that doesn’t fit that mold? Are they welcomed or are they ignored?

Paul had a different attitude, expressed in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.

Are we willing to set aside our preferences—dare I say, prejudices—to welcome those who are not like us? I am not speaking of lowering our moral standards, calling what God calls evil “good.” I refer to matters that are not right or wrong, just preferences.

These are actually just a few “tables” where Christians may be sitting in the church that Jesus would turn over as He did back in His day. You may be able to think of others, and that’s a good thing. I think Warren Wiersbe provides good food for thought:

Before we quickly condemn the Jewish religious leaders for their sins, we should examine our own ministries to see if perhaps we are making merchandise of the Gospel. Do the outsiders in our community think of our church buildings as houses of prayer? Are all nations welcomed there? Do we as church members flee to church on Sundays in an attempt to cover up our sins? Do we “go to church” in order to maintain our reputation or to worship and glorify God? If the Lord Jesus were to show up in our house of worship, what changes would He make?

Imagine if Jesus were to show up here today. What might He say? What might He do? If He came through, turning over the tables, would I be sitting at them?
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