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John Ch.2 vs.13-22 – Jesus clears the temple

‘Gentle Jesus meek and mild, look upon a little child; pity my simplicity, suffer me to come to thee.’ 

is an old-fashioned children’s hymn written by Charles Wesley, which in a later verse appeals to the fact that Jesus himself knew such childhood, ‘Thou art gentle, meek and mild, Thou wast once a little child’.

And I believe that to be a great and wonderful truth, that such characteristics are true of the Lord Jesus, and that He longs for little children to come to Him and know Him.

But it isn’t the whole truth/the full picture, as if Jesus is all weak and feeble, a bit of a wimp; at times there is a great steel backbone to what He says and what He does.

And we see in our Gospel reading today  

Jesus getting angry as He sees the misuse of the temple in Jerusalem, and such behaviour might come as a surprise to some, or others might see it as a mistake or aberration on Jesus’ part.  I remember many years ago showing a video of the Jesus film and one particular young lad was totally shocked at seeing this part of the Gospel being acted out; he obviously hadn’t come across this event before and couldn’t quite accept that Jesus would act in such a way.

And so we need to reflect on this story and ask why Jesus did such a thing and what it might mean for us today.  So taking the story in 2 halves, firstly,

1) Jesus clears the temple

Because of the Jewish sacrificial system those who had come great distances needed to buy sacrificial animals near the temple, and there was also a need to exchange money into the currencies acceptable to the temple authorities.

However, their trading which may previously have been outside the temple was now within its outer courts, the one place where the Gentiles could come to pray.

And this is what caused Jesus to exclaim, ‘how dare you turn my Father’s house into a market!’ (v.16).  As the Bible writer Don Carson puts it,

‘Instead of solemn dignity and the murmur of prayer, there is the bellowing of cattle and the bleating of sheep.  Instead of brokenness and contrition, holy adoration and prolonged petition, there is noisy commerce.’

It is not what it is meant to be – worship and the honouring of God has been stifled, and the business of man has taken over.

And so Jesus drives out the animals from the temple area in a forceful action although not necessarily a cruel one, and overturns the tables of the moneychangers scattering their coins everywhere.

And John the Gospel writer records that the disciples, perhaps at a later stage, remembered a verse from the Old Testament, Psalm 69 v.9, 

‘Zeal for your house will consume me.’

So what can we say so far from this incident?  Firstly that Jesus sees God as His Father, not particularly picked up here, but a claim that would later cause great offence, because it was seen that Jesus was ‘making himself equal with God’ (Ch.5 v.18).  And secondly that He had a real zeal for His Father’s house to be used for true worship and for nothing to get in the way or to distract from that purpose.  Such business enterprises may have seemed a logical development for the required sacrifices and dues to be made, but they had taken over and had almost become more important than the worship and prayer themselves. 

2) Jesus replaces the temple

The Jews, meaning the Jewish authorities, quite understandably want to question the credentials of someone who would do such a thing, and interestingly ask for a miraculous sign to prove Jesus’ authority.

Now “sign” is an important word in John’s Gospel, we have just had the changing of water into wine which we are told is the first of Jesus’ miraculous signs (v.11), and John records such signs he tells his readers later that ‘they may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing they may have life in his name’ (Ch.20 v.31).  But demanding signs often show a wrong motive and sadly usually don’t lead to faith.

Jesus’ response to the request for a sign is to say that He would destroy this temple but raise it again 3 days (v.19).  His hearers of course take this literally and struggle to come to terms that something that took 46 years to build could be raised again in 3 days.  But John tells us that the temple Jesus had spoken of was his body (v.21) and that His disciples later on after He was raised from the dead recalled what He had said and believed the words He had spoken.

These words would be later used against Jesus at His trial, but what Jesus is saying is that the temple which was the focus for true worship of God, and the way to be close to Him, is now replaced by the Lord Jesus Himself. He is the way we come to God, He is the one who gives us access, as we put our faith and trust in Him. 

Now it would be easy to think that as we seek to apply the lessons of our reading today that this is a plea for quietness in church, no chat, no distractions, and certainly no selling of anything, food, religious knick-knacks, tour guides etc.

I heard recently someone speak of being in London and going into Westminster Roman Catholic Cathedral one lunchtime (and I’m fairly sure the person concerned wasn’t RC themselves) and finding people there praying, and what a joy it was to see compared to the hustle-bustle and swarm of tourists at say St. Paul’s Cathedral.

However, I think the lessons are a bit more subtle than that.  Because if the place of the temple as the perceived focus of worship is no more and is replaced by the person of the Lord Jesus Christ then it is our worship of Him which is key to our pleasing and honouring of God.

And whilst buildings are useful, and worship services that are held in them can obviously be helpful in drawing us closer to the Lord and each other, I want to graciously ask are they the be-all and end-all of our spirituality?  Are we just focussed on a place and what happens in that place, be it the type of music or the style of service and not on the person of the Lord Jesus Himself?  Does our worship begin and end on a Sunday morning and the temple of the Lord Jesus has no bearing on us during the rest of the week?  Because if we are not worshipping Him with all we do and say and are in the whole of our lives, if Jesus isn’t Lord at home or at work or in our family as well as in a church building, then perhaps we have missed the point, and the practice of religion, as in Jesus’ time, has overtaken our relationship and worship of God Himself?

This action of Jesus, which John puts near the beginning of his Gospel, is a powerful and provocative reminder of the zeal which Jesus has for the glory and honour of God and what He had come to do.  He cleared away then things which were obstacles to true worship; I wonder now that if in our lives, yours and mine, there are things which distract our living for and honouring of God and need to be cleared away by the Lord Jesus?  And I personally don’t find that a comfortable question to face.

