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Sunday 3 March 2015 – The Cleansing of the Temple - John 2: 13-22 

 

The Gospel story this morning reminded me of something that happened 

about six years ago at a Diocesan Vocations Day.  A group of us were asked, 

 

 ‘Who is this Jesus whom, you follow?  What is he like, your Jesus? 

We were somewhat taken aback but before we’d had time to consider 

whether it was more than a rhetorical question, the person continued, 

 ‘Gentle Jesus, meek and mild.  Is he? Is this your Jesus?’ 

Some present answered that maybe not in a sentimental, ethereal character in 

a Victorian painting, kind of way, but he is gentle.  The Gospels show him as 

kind and compassionate to the children, the sick, the poor, those on the 

margins of society, those not readily acceptable to the religious and 

respectable.   

‘Gentle Jesus, meek and mild.  Was this our Jesus?’   

But what came into my mind was today’s Gospel reading. 

He was certainly not meek and mild in this event.  
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In fact, spend an afternoon reading through the Gospels and you will find, 

along with the gentleness and compassion, Jesus asks the difficult questions. 

He challenges people: he challenges us.  Those who are familiar with the 

Narnia stories and ‘The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe’ will know what I 

mean when I say that Aslan was not a tame Lion.  Jesus is not a tame Jesus.   

But what I did not appreciate then, when faced with these questions, is that 

What we believe/ about Jesus/ who he is/, affects our whole world view. 

 

So what of this Gospel story?   

Commentators frequently interpret this event as being about the injustice of 

the excessive profit made by the money changers in the house of the Lord. 

I can understand why.  People who came to make sacrificial offerings for 

forgiveness of their sins, had no option but to purchase the pure unblemished 

Temple animals.  Roman coins had to be exchanged for Temple currency. 

When we purchase Euros for our holidays abroad, we are able to search out 

the best rate of exchange, but these Temple worshippers were under the 

moneychangers’ monopoly. 
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 ‘Take them out’, Jesus said, ‘you must not turn my Father’s house into a 

market place.’  In St Mark’s account of this event, Jesus admonishes them, for 

turning his Father’s House of prayer into a den of robbers... 1 

This interpretation, condemning profiteering, directs us to look at the kind of 

anger that motivates people to fight against injustice and to support the poor 

and powerless.   It is the kind of anger that motivated Archbishop Justin Welby 

to fight for credit unions in the face of unscrupulous loan companies. 2 It is the 

kind of anger that should motivate us to look into whether our money is 

invested ethically.  Are our garments made fairly?  Are the employees paid a 

fair price wage?  Do we support charities that work for social justice?  These 

are good things to think about and act upon as we re-evaluate our lives during 

Lent.  

But I think more is going on in this Gospel story. 3 

The Cleansing of the Temple event is recorded in all four Gospels, but only in 

John is it placed at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.  

Why?  

                                                           
1 Mark 11.15-19: Verse 17 “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all 
nations’? But you have made it a den of robbers.” c.f. Jeremiah 7.1-11  Wright, N.T., Mark for 
Everyone, (London: SPCK, 2001), pp.151-154;  
2 https://www.churchofengland.org/our-views/.../creditunions.aspx 
3 Wright, N.T., Jesus and the Victory of God, (London: SPCK, 1996), pp. 413-428. 
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I think a sub-title for John’s Gospel could be, ‘Who is this man called Jesus?’  

For John’s Gospel is about the identity of Jesus.   

So for John this act of Jesus is deeply symbolic.  It is the purification of the old 

order and the beginning of the new. In over-turning the tables and moving the 

animals out of the Temple, Jesus calls the whole Temple process to a halt.  

Jesus is challenging the whole religious system as it had become in the worship 

of Israel.   

What is it about the Temple system Jesus condemns? 

The system had become the observance of rituals, the insistence on the use of 

pure coins, rather than pure hearts.  The prophet Micah sums up the idea, 

when he asserts that rather than burnt offerings, God requires you 

 ‘to do justice, and to love kindness and to walk humbly before your God’ 4 

The Temple was seen as a Holy Place, becoming more holy the further into the 

Temple one got, until reaching the Holy of Holies where, behind a curtain, 

God’s presence was deemed to be.  But access to God’s presence was 

restricted. 

Certain people were prevented from entering in very far, the Gentiles to the 

outer court, which had become a market place; Jewish women and children  
                                                           
4 Micah 6.6-8 c.f. Hosea 6.6 



  P. Mercer 

5 
 

 

were allowed as far as the next court, but no one with a visible disability... 

Jewish men went further in - to the court of the Jews, but beyond, only priests 

- into the guarded area where sacrifices were made on the altar.  Finally in the 

Holy of Holies, the high priest was permitted once a year. 

A social hierarchy with social outcasts had developed. 

People were either, acceptable or unacceptable, clean or unclean, included or 

excluded.  The physically disabled, tax collectors, prostitutes, slaves, Gentiles, 

and, to a degree, all women were considered beyond the pale.5   

And right at the heart of this system of exclusion stood the Temple, because 

the Temple and all it stood for were right at the heart of Israel.6 

The Jewish nation was to be a light to enlighten the Gentiles,7 yet no prayer 

could take place in the court of the Gentiles since it had become a market 

place.  The outcasts, the poor and physically disabled, the women and children 

were kept at a distance by the Temple system. 

 

                                                           
5 Chalke, S., & Watkis, A., Intelligent Church: A Journey towards Christ-Centred Community (Michigan: 
Zondervan, 2006) pp.33-35  
6 Chalke, S., & Watkis, A.,p.33 
7 Nunc Dimittis; Luke 2. 31-32. c.f. Isaiah 49.6; Isaiah 60.1-3 



  P. Mercer 

6 
 

It’s hard for us to comprehend how very shocking Jesus’ actions would have 

been. 

When pressed for a sign to show by what authority he had done these things, 

Jesus speaks of a Temple torn down and raised up in three days.  

 It is only with hindsight, having experienced the crucifixion and resurrection, 

the disciples finally understood that he was referring to his body.   

The new Temple is the body of Christ where God dwells among people; 

through Christ there is no partiality; we all have access to God and the 

kingdom of God is available to all. 

In some of the Good Friday Passion Narratives, we hear how on Jesus’ death, 

the curtain before the Temple Holy of Holies is torn from top to bottom.8  

Access to God is no longer through the Temple system.  Christ becomes the 

means by which all may draw near to God.9 

So, how does the Gospel reading speak to us? 

Which of the following did you hear? 

Was it that True Worship of the heart is needed in God’s house of prayer? 

Was it that the Good News of Jesus is for everyone? 

                                                           
8 When Matthew, Mark and Luke are read (Synoptic Gospels) e.g., Mark 15.38. On Good Friday, Hebrews 
10.16-25 
9 Hebrews 10.19-22 
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Was it that God calls us to share his love with the poor, the powerless and the 

outcast? 

Or perhaps what you noticed was that what we believe about the identity of 

Jesus affects our whole world view.   

I challenge you, this Lent, to sit down one afternoon and read through one 

Gospel in a sitting.  My favourite is John.  Mark is the shortest. 

Then answer the question, ‘Who is this Jesus whom you follow?’  
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