
Cleansing the “Temple” 
Rev. David Reynolds 
John 2 : 13-22 
 
Well, it's a dramatic text. Jesus obviously thought the temple needed “cleansing.” That's the 
word used for the heading of this little text in the NRSV translation I read from. “Jesus 
'cleanses' the temple.” And we read the story and think, “well, yeah!” We think, “Boy, Judaism 
at that time must have really been a corrupt mess.” “I'm tellin' ya, can you believe this stuff?” 
People selling cattle and sheep in the temple? Livestock milling around, for heaven's sake? And 
those moneychangers! I mean really, how seedy, stacks of Roman money, the people had, and 
stacks of Hebrew money, that they needed to then buy these animals to sacrifice. 
 
It all sounds just bizarre. It's no wonder Jesus thought the temple needed cleansing. But, here's 
the thing. We need to stop doing that. We need to stop reading the story that way and thinking 
that way. See because, the Judean temple authorities weren't villains. Trust me, that's our old 
“us and them” thinking that comes so naturally to us. And trust me on this too, that “us and 
them” thinking will keep us from hearing the Word of God for us when we're reading scripture. 
So, we need to stop it. 
 
The Judean authorities were not corrupt villains. They were only doing the things the way they 
were doing them because the believed they were doing them right! They had no intention of 
violating God's purposes, and they would have never knowingly opposed God. They were 
following what they thought they were supposed to be doing in properly offering sacrifices, and 
in keeping the Temple pure of pagan impurities like Roman money. And yet, Jesus comes 
busting in, makes a whip out of cords and uses it to drive all the livestock out of the temple. He 
pours out all the coins of the moneychangers and turns over their tables! He thinks the place 
needs cleansing. 
 
Now, sometimes people in studying this text have realized that these were good religious 
people, just doing what they thought they were supposed to. And so, to try to make sense of 
Jesus actions, have said, “Well, basically Jesus just thought the Temple space itself should not 
have been used this way.” He just thought all that necessary business should have been 
conducted outside. And so, that leads to condemnation from some quarters of mega churches 
that have in-house coffee shops or bookstores. Or, it sometimes leads to churches having 
elaborate policies designed to shield themselves from any possible association with these 
temple practices, like for example a policy against money changing in the narthex. You know, 
no bake sales for mission in the sightline of the chancel! The adjacent hallway, on the other 
hand, is okay. 
  
But, all that is to miss the point of the story, and to miss the Word of God for us in it. That 
Word begins with this: Jesus thinks our church needs “cleansing.” See, the Temple was where 
the holy presence was thought to dwell. And Jesus was zealous for people to experience that 
holy presence, somewhere in their lives. So, I think this story is a stark warning against any and 
every false sense of security that keeps us from experiencing the holy presence of God. And 
that can be lots of different things, can't it? Misplaced allegiances, religious presumption; you 
know, when our old friend “us and them” thinking parades as “true” religion, or true loyalty to 
whatever, that keeps us from experiencing the holy presence of God, because it shows up in 
people not like us. 
 
It can be excuses as to why we can't do one thing or another as a church. Or, maybe it's 
busyness in the church, you know, lots of meetings and activities that in fact take the place of 
that presence of God that calls for renewed commitment. Or, maybe it's self-satisfaction. You 
know, maybe we think, “really, all I need and all I want here in church is my church family and 
our fellowship together.” You know, I love this church family, I've been here almost 17 years! I 



love this church family and I love how warm and caring we are for one another, and the 
fellowship we share together. And fellowship is an important part of church. But, it's not the 
only thing, is it? This is not a country club, or a family reunion by a different name. Or maybe 
it's spiritual complacency that keeps us from experiencing the presence of God more fully. 
Maybe we think “all I need is what I learned in Sunday School as a kid, or the experience I had 
years ago at another church, or in this one.” Or maybe it's, “all I need is me and my bible.”  
 
But, being baptized put us on a journey with Jesus that doesn't ever stop! And it's a journey that 
includes all these other people. We constantly need each other when we're studying the bible, 
or some other book to deepen our faith. And we especially need people who don't think at all 
like us! Both Christians and non-Christians, because, of course, Jesus doesn't just hang out with 
church people. All those things we learned way back when and, all those wonderful 
experiences with God we've had in the past are tremendously important! They are touchstones 
that to remember puts us back in touch with something vital in us. But, the journey goes on to 
places and in ways beyond our present comfort zone. 
 
So, maybe the question put to us by this text is: What does Christ need to cleanse from our 
church? Because the Word of God for us from this story begins there. Jesus thinks our church 
needs cleansing. Listen again to this story. Jesus cleanses the temple so that the people might 
experience the holy presence! Because that's a life-transforming gift! See, listen, John makes it 
clear as he tells this story; he's not talking about the temple in Jerusalem! It's not really about 
that. The temple in Jerusalem had already been destroyed by Rome by the time John is writing 
his gospel. So, when John tells us about the religious leaders coming and asking by what 
authority did you just do this. “What gives you the right to turn everything upside down?”  He 
has Jesus answer them “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” But, then he 
tells us that, in fact, Jesus was speaking about the temple of his body. His body. 
 
Folks, for John and for us, that's the church. The church is his body. This story is about how 
Jesus  comes  to drive out time and time again whatever is keeping the church from being a 
people in whom and with whom the holy presence of God's love is powerfully experienced. 
This story is about how God comes raising up Jesus' body, the church, to new life from 
whatever is destroying it, be that self-satisfaction, or spiritual complacency, be it some political 
agenda, or religious presumption. John makes it clear. That's why Jesus comes to cleanse the 
temple. It's that people might experience the presence of God's love as a tangible reality for 
them. I believe that's why Jesus comes still to cleanse the church. 
 
We need to remember that zeal for God's holy presence of love still consumes our risen Lord, 
and let him cleanse us, so that we can experience Christ again in new ways and grow. You 
know, many of us are worried that our church isn't growing. We are concerned that it could die. 
But, folks let me tell you, that growth depends on your growth as disciples. If we aren't 
experiencing Christ's presence such that we are growing in our faith, growing in our 
commitment to finding ways to work for the kingdom and to extend Christ's love to so many in 
our community who don't know their worth in Christ's eyes and who have no one who relates to 
them on that basis, then it's because we aren't open to Christ as the One who comes to drive out 
whatever keeps us from that experience of God's love. This story would seem to suggest that. 
 
You know, are you willing to take another step on your journey with Christ even if it means 
your tables get overturned? Or, are you instead going to say, “what gives?” “That's not the way 
I've always read the Bible; that's not the way I've always thought church should be; that's not 
the way I've always thought about the faith.” You know, “What sign can you show us for doing 
this?” Friends, we proclaim a resurrecting God. That means God keeps coming and making all 
things new. That's good news! Let him re-make you with his love for Christ's sake that he 
might re-make us together, for the Kingdom's sake. 
Amen. 


