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Cleansing the Temple 

 

 

 

 I hope you remember that our goal in exploring the gospel of John is to 

meet Jesus. We want to understand him better and love him more and trust him 

more deeply.  

 

 Our Lord Jesus Christ is often depicted in one of two ways. He is described 

as the Lamb of God. And he is also called the Lion of the Tribe of Judah.1 The 

image of the lamb speaks of meekness and gentleness and the sacrifice of 

Christ’s life for our lives. The image of the lion portrays power, ferocity and 

kingship. And yet, in Revelation 6:16, 17 we come across a paradox where we 

read about people speaking to the mountains and crying out,  

 

Fall on us and hide us from the  

face of Him who sits on the throne  

and from the wrath of the Lamb!  
17 For the great day of His wrath  

has come, and who is able to  

stand? 

 

 The wrath, the fierce anger of the Lamb that brings punishment and 

destruction—paradox! What we are to understand from this image is that the 

Lamb who was meek and mild and was sacrificed for our salvation, will one day 

unleash the full wrath of God upon a wicked world.  

 

 We are going to read about Christ’s anger as he cleanses the temple in 

Jerusalem. Now, there are some people who have a difficult time 

understanding the love and grace of Jesus on the one hand and his anger and 

wrath on the other. But the wrath of God against sin and evil are as much a part 

of His attributes as are His love and mercy. And out Lord Jesus Christ fully reveals 

God in all that he says and does.  

 

 In our last study Jesus Christ performed the miracle of turning water into 

wine at the wedding in Cana. Now, he is heading to the town of Capernaum 

and then on to Jerusalem.  

 

After this He went down to  

Capernaum, He, His mother,  

 
1 Revelation 5:5 



His brothers, and His disciples;  

and they did not stay there  

many days. 

(John 2:12) 

 

 Capernaum was about twenty miles from Cana. The journey would have 

been pleasant. It was spring so they would see wildflowers on the low hills and 

then the deep blue of the Sea of Galilee, and then Capernaum along the 

shore. We can fit in here from the other gospels the calling of some of the other 

disciples like Matthew and Thomas. And this is where the second calling of Peter 

and Andrew and James and John occurred, when they left their fishing business. 

 

 If you recall they had toiled all night at fishing and caught nothing. And 

they were cleaning up when Jesus said, “Launch out into the deep and let 

down your nets for a catch.” Simon Peter hesitated, but then did as 

commanded. And the catch of fish was so huge it was breaking their nets. And 

Jesus said, “Do not be afraid. From now on you will catch men.”2 As I mentioned 

when Jesus turned water into wine, when Mary told the servants, Do whatever 

he tells you” that is good advice and we should heed it! 

 

Now the Passover of the Jews  

was at hand, and Jesus went  

up to Jerusalem. 

(John 2:13) 

 

 At Passover Jerusalem would see its population increase by millions of 

people. Passover was one of the three required feats and Jews would travel 

from all over the country and from around the Roman Empire to attend. The city 

was packed with people, animals, food carts and souvenir vendors. But it is what 

Jesus Christ saw in the temple courts that sets off his righteous anger. 

 

Now the Passover of the Jews  

was at hand, and Jesus went  

up to Jerusalem. 14 And He  

found in the temple those who  

sold oxen and sheep and doves,  

and the money changers doing  

business. 15 When He had made  

a whip of cords, He drove them  

all out of the temple, with the  

sheep and the oxen, and poured  

out the changers’ money and  

 
2 Luke 5:1-11 



overturned the tables. 16 And  

He said to those who sold doves,  

“Take these things away! Do not  

make My Father’s house a house  

of merchandise!” 

(John 2:13-16) 

 

 Our Lord was very angry ay what he found in the temple. And there is 

nothing wrong with being angry if it is a righteous anger. And we will deal with 

this anger in a moment. But there is an apparent discrepancy with what John 

wrote about the cleansing of the temple and what Matthew, Mark and Luke 

present. 

 

 The other gospels tell us that Christ cleansed the temple at the end of his 

ministry. John tells us that it was at the beginning. When you examine this event 

in detail you learn that there were actually two similar events, one at the 

beginning and one at the end. In the later cleansing Jesus quotes Isaiah 56:7, 

“My house shall be called a house of prayer.” And then also Jeremiah 7:11, “you 

have made it a den of thieves.” Here in the first cleansing the emphasis is on 

“MY Father’s house.” In the second cleansing, in Matthew 23:38 Jesus said “Your 

house is left to you desolate.” Here he speaks of destroying the temple, his body 

and bringing it back to life in three days. 

 

 Now here is what made our Lord so angry. At the Passover every Jewish 

home before the feast searched their home to find and throw out any kind of 

yeast or fermenting agent that symbolized sin. But while every household was 

cleaning, the temple, the house of God was filthy. 

 

 At Passover every year, all Jewish males were required to pay a half 

shekel temple tax. And pilgrims arrived with all kinds of coins, Greek, Roman, 

Egyptian and so on. But you had to pay the temple tax in temple coins. So, in 

the temple were the money changers. If their trade had been hones they would 

have provided a necessary service. But the exchange rate was fifty percent 

higher than the value of the shekel.  

 

 They were also selling animals for the sacrifice. People who traveled far 

didn’t bring their own animals and to buy one was expensive. And even if you 

did bring your own animal it had to be inspected and it could not be offered if it 

was blemished. So those who inspected the animals had a built in reason to 

reject your animal and sell you another at an extremely high price.  

 

 This was extortion, racketeering, using religion to oppress God’s people 

financially. People were being fleeced. A man named Annas was the High Priest 



at the time. And records of that time called all of this “The Bazaar of Annas.” In 

our value today the temple took in about thirty million dollars. 

 

 In the place where God should have been honored and worshipped and 

treasured, the religious establishment was caught up in the love of money. 

Secondly, all of this commerce took place in the Court of the Gentiles. This was 

the only place in the temple area where a Gentile could learn about and 

worship God. All of this buying and selling and haggling made no place for 

worship.  

 

Christ was furious over this and went to work, he made a whip and tables 

crashed, money spilled across the floor and animals and people flew out of the 

temple! I wonder what the disciples thought when they saw their Master kick 

butt? Were they afraid? Certainly Jesus doesn’t expect to get away with this, 

does he? And then the Spirit of God brought to their minds Psalm 69:9 

 

Then His disciples remembered  

that it was written, “Zeal for Your  

house has eaten Me up.” 

(John 2:17) 

 

 Jesus was compelled by a passionate love for God. He could not stand to 

see God dishonored. Now, there were always false Messiah’s on the scene 

claiming they had authority to o this or that. So, the Jews, the temple authorities 

question Jesus.  

 
 So the Jews answered and said  

to Him, “What sign do You show  

to us, since You do these things?” 
19 Jesus answered and said to  

them, “Destroy this temple, and  

in three days I will raise it up.” 

 
20 Then the Jews said, “It has  

taken forty-six years to build this  

temple, and will You raise it up  

in three days?” 21 But He was  

speaking of the temple of His  

body. 22 Therefore, when He 

 had risen from the dead, His  

disciples remembered that He  

had said this to them; and they  

believed the Scripture and the  

word which Jesus had said. 



(John 2:18-22) 

 

 The Scripture the disciples remembered and believed was probably Psalm 

16:10, where David sang, “For You will not leave my soul [my life] in Sheol [the 

grave], Nor will You allow Your Holy One to see corruption.” But the question of 

the temple authorities was designed to shift blame away from the High Priest to 

Jesus Christ. They asked, prove to us that you have more authority than the High 

Priest over what occurs in the temple. Our Lord’s answer was to give them a 

cryptic, future sign, the sign of his death and resurrection. The temple Christ 

spoke of was his body.  

 

And the reason he called himself the temple was because, God was no 

longer at home in the temple in Jerusalem. He was at work in the temple of His 

Son. Construction of Herod’s temple began in 19 B.C. verse 20 was 27 years 

later. It was finished in 64 A.D. But then six years later, in 70 A.D. The Romans tore 

it to the ground, just as Jesus Christ predicted.3  

 

What application does all of this have for us? There are two different 

Greek words translated “temple” in this account. In verse 14 the word is hieron 

meaning the temple courts. In verse 19, when Jesus Christ said “Destroy this 

temple” meaning his body, the Greek word is naos, meaning the inner 

sanctuary, the Holy Place. Jesus is the true house or dwelling place of God. And 

so now are we! 

 

In 1 Corinthians 3:16 it is written, “ Do you not know that you are the 

temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?” The context of that 

verse is all about how we build our lives on Christ. Are we living for God or for the 

world? What attitude and thoughts and actions do we need to drive our from 

our temple? Where do we need to be transformed by the renewing of our 

minds? The Greek word naos is also used in Ephesians 2 for all of us together as 

the church. 

 

Now, therefore, you are no  

longer strangers and foreigners,  

but fellow citizens with the saints  

and members of the household  

of God, 20 having been built on  

the foundation of the apostles  

and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself  

being the chief cornerstone, 21 in  

whom the whole building, being 

 fitted together, grows into a holy  

 
3 Matthew 24:1, 2 



temple in the Lord, 22 in whom you  

also are being built together for a  

dwelling place of God in the Spirit. 

(Ephesians 2:19-22) 

 

 Together we are the temple, the holy dwelling place of God. And the 

Greek word for dwelling means a permanent home. Through His Spirit God takes 

up permanent residence in His earthly sanctuary, the church! Therefore, 

corporate worship is important and how we worship is important. What is 

important is not the order of the service, not the songs we sing, but the attitude 

of our hearts, the respect and love we have for God and for one another.  

 

 When we come together for worship what are we bringing into the house 

of God? Are we coming to honor God and looking to bless others? Do we think 

about one another and pray for one another during the week? The apostle 

Peter wrote, “you also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy 

priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 

Christ.” What are we bringing into the sanctuary of our lives? What are we 

offering to God when we come together? What is in our hearts and minds as we 

sing and pray and hear the Word of God? Do we think about how all of this 

should affect us on a daily basis? 

 

 This brings up one of the paradoxes of Christianity. Anyone can come to 

God through faith in Christ – any sinner, with any sin. But just as Jesus Christ 

cleansed the temple in Jerusalem, he desires for us to be clean too. The glorious 

truth is that our Lord cares about you, he cares about all of us, the temple of our 

bodies and the temple of our fellowship. As we allow Scripture to fill our minds 

and hearts, Christ will transform us more and more into the beautiful sanctuary 

we are called to be.  

 

 The Word of God and the Spirit of God combine to be the whip to cleans 

the temple. Let it be said of us as it was of our Lord, “Zeal for your house has 

eaten me up.” Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 


