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CLEANSING THE TEMPLE 
 John 2:12-22 (No. 13) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson 
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John 2:12-22  
12 After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples, and they 
stayed there for a few days. 
13 The Passover of the Jews was at hand, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14 In the temple he found those 
who were selling oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the money-changers sitting there. 15 And making a 
whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and oxen. And he poured out the coins 
of the money-changers and overturned their tables. 16 And he told those who sold the pigeons, “Take these 
things away; do not make my Father's house a house of trade.”17 His disciples remembered that it was 
written, “Zeal for your house will consume me.” 
18 So the Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these things?” 19 Jesus answered 
them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 20 The Jews then 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 about the 
temple of his body. 22 When therefore he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had 
said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

In our study of the Gospel of John, we find ourselves in the early days of Jesus’ ministry.  Last 
week we looked at the time Jesus miraculously turned water to wine.  And that miracle (sign) 
was done in a small village named Cana.  The population of Cana numbered only in the dozens.  
Yet on this occasion there were many people in town for a wedding that Jesus attended.  When 
the wine ran out, Jesus turned ordinary water into wine miraculously. 

The purpose was to prove who he was: He proved that he was God by doing a miracle of 
creation—transforming water to wine.  But it seems that the miracle was done in front of only a 
handful of people—his mother, his disciples, and the servants at the wedding.  This miracle was 
seen only by those closest to him, along with some outside witnesses (the servants).  But not 
even the master of the feast—the master of ceremonies at the wedding—knew at the time that 
Jesus had turned the water into the best wine anyone had ever had.  So the first miracle that Jesus 
performed was witnessed by only a few—just those closest to him—in a tiny little insignificant 
town called Cana. 

But as the Gospel of John unfolds, Jesus begins to disclose his identity to other audiences.  In 
today’s passage, he demonstrates who he is to the Jewish leaders.  In chapter 3, he demonstrates 
who he is to one Jewish leader named Nicodemus.  In chapter 4, he demonstrates who he is to a 
Samaritan woman.  In the final section of chapter 4, he demonstrates who he is to a Gentile 
official.  So Jesus discloses his identity from his family and disciples to the Jews to the 
Samaritans to the Gentiles.  And the purpose of his disclosure to each of these groups is so that 
they will believe that he is the Christ, the Son of God.  That’s why John has included these 
stories in his Gospel. 

As we study this passage, we’ll see that Jesus demonstrated to the Jews who he is in two ways. 
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I. JESUS DEMONSTRATES WHO HE IS THROUGH HIS REVERENCE FOR HIS 
FATHER’S WORSHIP (12-17) 

Verse 12 provides a bridge between the conclusion of the wedding in Cana and his time in 
Jerusalem for the Passover. 

"After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples, and 
they stayed there for a few days." 

So after the wedding, Jesus and his small band of disciples traveled a day’s journey (about 16 
miles) from the hill country of Cana all the way down to Capernaum by the Sea of Galilee.  John 
probably includes this detail because that’s where John lived.  Jesus went to John’s hometown.  
And as an eyewitness of all that Jesus did, John provides little details along the way to show us 
he was there.  Jesus didn’t stay long.  Later on in Jesus’ ministry, Capernaum becomes 
something of a home base for him.  But at this point, it’s just a stop along his journey. 

It was time for the Passover festival in Jerusalem, held around the end of March or first part of 
April.  And according to the divine timetable of his Heavenly Father, it is now time for Jesus to 
go to Jerusalem to disclose himself to the Jewish leaders.  So, v. 13, "The Passover of the Jews 
was at hand, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem." 

The journey from Capernaum to Jerusalem was south, but it was “up” in the sense that 
Capernaum sat nearly 700 feet below sea level and Jerusalem sat about 2500 feet above sea level 
in the high hills, so this was quite an ascent.  It was a multi-day (3-4 day?) journey over 50-60 
miles. 

The Passover festival was the most important Jewish feast.  It celebrated the deliverance of the 
Jews from slavery in Egypt when, on the night of the exodus, the Lord ‘passed over’ the firstborn 
in Jewish homes whose doorposts were sprinkled with blood (Ex 12:23-27), but slaughtered the 
firstborns of all who did not have their doorposts sprinkled with blood.  It was this tenth 
plague—the death of the firstborn—that made Pharaoh finally agree to let God’s people go.  
Every devout Jewish male over 12 years old would celebrate the Passover.  So many Jews would 
be traveling to Jerusalem during this time and the city would have been packed with people.   

When Jesus arrived to Jerusalem, v. 14 says, "In the temple he found those who were selling 
oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the money-changers sitting there."  The term used for “temple” 
here means the temple complex, which includes the courtyards around the main temple building.  
This must refer to the outer court, the Court of the Gentiles, because that’s the only place this 
kind of thing could go on.  The Court of Gentiles was an area that non-Jews could go, but they 
could go no further in to the inner courts. 

So there in the outer court were, first of all, merchants selling oxen, sheep, and pigeons (or 
doves).  These animals were for the sacrifices required of the Jews.  You could purchase these 
animals in Jerusalem as a convenience, so that you didn’t have to travel long distances to 
Jerusalem with these sacrificial animals in tow.  No doubt the convenience also cost extra—a lot 
extra.  It was a racket. You had to have the sacrificial animals and it was difficult to travel with 
them.  So these merchants were generating big profits. 
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In addition to the merchants were the money-changers.  The money changers were there because 
when the Jews age 20 and older came to the temple, they were to pay the temple-tax.  Each one 
owed half a shekel as an offering.  But the tax had to be paid with a certain kind of currency.  
The common Roman denarii or Attic Drachmas wouldn’t work.  The standard for the temple tax 
was the coins minted in Tyre.  These coins had a much higher silver content and were therefore 
worth more and were more consistent in their weight.  So Jewish pilgrims would exchange their 
currency for the shekel to pay the tax.  And once again, these money changers were charging a 
high fee for the exchange.  They had a monopoly and they exploited it.  Greed had overtaken the 
Jewish religious establishment. 

At the end of Jesus’ ministry, he clears out the temple a second time, and when he does he refers 
to these people as robbers—they’ve turned God’s house into a “den of robbers.”  And many 
other times throughout Jesus’ ministry he confronts the Jewish religious establishment and 
rebukes them for their greed. 

In Luke 16, Jesus confronts the scribes and Pharisees with this truth: Lk 16:13: "No servant can 
serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the 
one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.”  

And Luke comments in v. 14: “The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all these things, 
and they ridiculed him." 

Or Mt 23:25: "“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the 
cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence." 

So Jesus sees what’s going on here and he sees the reason behind it all.  The Father isn’t being 
worshipped in his house.  Money is being worshipped in the Father’s house.  All under the 
pretense of convenience and being helpful for all the pilgrims who have to travel so far.  Rather 
than the temple area being a place of reverence and worship, it had been transformed into a 
bazaar.  Imagine it!: The crowds of Jews and non-Jewish converts were thick as they came to the 
temple.  And here in the outer courtyard were oxen (they are big!).  And there’s the bleating 
sheep, who make a lot of noise.  And there’s the cages of pigeons (doves).  And it smells because 
animals go to the bathroom everywhere.  And then there are the money-changers hawking their 
services.  It’s a mad-house. 

It should have been a place where one could come for holy adoration, a place of brokenness and 
contrition, a place of exultation, a place of meditation and singing.  It should have been a place 
that Isaiah 56:7 calls “a house of prayer for all peoples,” all nations.  And the one place, the only 
place the nations could come—the Court of Gentiles—was transformed into a noisy, greedy 
marketplace. 

Here, at this first cleansing of the temple, Jesus doesn’t mention that they’ve turned they place 
into a den of robbers—he’s focused not on what they charge, but the fact that they are even there 
at the temple in the first place.  The issue isn’t their dishonesty, but their presence.   

At one time, according to one commentator, “the animal merchants set up their stalls across the 
Kidron Valley on the slopes of the Mount of Olives” that overlooked Jerusalem. (Carson)  That 
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would have been a fine spot.  But now they had set up shop in the temple.  This wasn’t a place 
flowing with the love of God. This was a place flowing with the love of money. (Piper) 

So how does Jesus respond?  He doesn’t respond like an effeminate Jesus that the liberals 
imagine Jesus to be.  He doesn’t respond like a Jesus-is-only-love that the sentimentalists image 
Jesus to be.  No, we get a taste of the wrath of the Lamb who is to come (Rev 6:16).  Of course 
Jesus is loving. But he has other emotions too.  He has a zeal for reverence in his Father’s house 
and it stirs him to a righteous anger. 

So, v. 15-16, “making a whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and 
oxen. And he poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. And he 
told those who sold the pigeons, “Take these things away; do not make my Father’s house a 
house of trade.”"   

He used “a whip of cords”—that is a bunch of rushes or reeds and drove out the animals.  To get 
the oxen and sheep moving, no doubt he’d need something.  And the owners of those animals 
followed.  In the mercy of Jesus, he doesn’t open up the cages of the birds and let them fly away.  
To the owners of the birds, he tells them to take them away.  To the money changers, he poured 
out their coins and overturned their tables.  The whole courtyard would have been in an uproar. 

And in all this he did not sin.  This wasn’t an uncontrolled rage or outburst.  This was true 
spiritual zeal for true worship of God in God’s house.  The true worship of God was at stake and 
the religious system that supported turning the temple into a bazaar had to be overturned.  Jesus’ 
only recorded words during this upheaval are here in v. 16: “Take these things away, do not 
make my Father’s house a house of trade.”  It’s to say: “How dare you turn my Father’s house 
into a market.”  The holiness of God requires holiness in worship. 

Verse 17 gives the disciples reaction: “His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for 
your house will consume me.”"  That’s a quote from the Psalm 69:9 written by David.  David 
wrote that during a time of persecution because of his zeal for pure worship in God’s house.  It 
was a Psalm that had Messianic implications.  The Messiah to come would be one who, like 
David, was zealous for the house of God.  Jesus as the Better David, the Messiah, had an all-
consuming zeal for the worship of his Father. 

So Jesus demonstrates who he is through his reverence for his Father’s worship. 

II. JESUS DEMONSTRATES WHO HE IS THROUGH HIS PREDICTION OF HIS 
RESURRECTION (18-22) 

The Jewish leaders’ response to Jesus’ actions differed from the disciples. 

v.18: “the Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these things?”" 

Interesting, isn’t it?  They don’t rebuke him for being wrong in clearing the temple.  They don’t 
dispute the rightness of his actions.  Instead, they ask him in essence, what authority do you have 
to do these things?  They want a sign.  But if they had eyes to see, they just witnessed a sign.  
The prophet Malachi foretold that the Lord would come and visit his temple: 
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Mal 3:1,3 : "“Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord 
whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. . . ."  

Jesus partially fulfills this prophecy here and it will be fully fulfilled in the temple to come in the 
millennial kingdom (Ezek 40-48).  And Zechariah foretold that when the Messiah established his 
kingdom: 

Zec 14:21: "There shall no longer be a trader in the house of the Lord of hosts on that day." 

(Like the prophecy in Malachi, we await the full fulfillment until Jesus’ reigns in the future).  So 
Jesus’ cleansing of the temple was a sign of his authority.  He was demonstrating that he was the 
Messiah.  The age of the Messiah had come.  And the Jews knew that the Messiah’s reign would 
be attended with miracles.  So they had a test: can he do miracles? 

John Piper remarks: 

“[Their question] is a dodge. It’s a trick—a ploy. They don’t need more signs to prove 
what’s true. They need hearts that love what they know is true. They’re trying to turn a 
problem of greed into a problem of knowledge. If we can deflect the issue onto his 
authority, then the light won’t shine so brightly on our covetousness.” 

Rather than repenting of their unholiness, they want to know from Jesus, what gives you the right 
to come here and do this?  They were blind and Jesus knew it.  And like he did on other 
occasions where his accusers were willfully blind—refusing to see what they could see in front 
of them—he answered cryptically. 

v. 19: "Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”" 

Now Jesus is speaking about the temple of his body, not the temple he was standing within. 

v. 21: "But he was speaking about the temple of his body." 

But the Jews don’t understand that.  And neither do his disciples at this point because verse 22 
tells that only when Jesus “was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said 
this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken."  Only then did they 
understand that Jesus was alluding to exactly what the Jews wanted—another sign.  The greatest 
sign of all that vindicated his claim to be the Christ, the Son of God, was his resurrection.  But 
that wouldn’t happen for three more years. 

Nevertheless, the Jews asked for a sign.  And Jesus said, the sign is that I will rise from the dead 
three days after I’m buried.  “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”"  This is 
another instance where Jesus speaks with a double-layered meaning.  On the one hand, he is 
speaking about his body as God’s temple and the Jews would have a hand in destroying his body, 
but three days later Jesus would raise himself up (“I will raise it up”). 

But on the other hand, Jesus also knows that when he dies, the curtain will be torn in two, and 
the sacrificial system will come to an end, and the temple will be as good as destroyed because 
three days later the new, true temple will be raised up: Jesus Christ himself.  The temple mount 
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will be all but destroyed, but the new temple will be Jesus.  So that the place you meet God is not 
a place but a person: Jesus Christ.  The Jews response to Jesus’ assertion was incredulity. 

v. 20: “The Jews then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it 
up in three days?”" 

Herod the Great began a reconstruction and rebuilding of the temple in about 20/19 B.C.  Herod 
was a madman.  He’s the one who heard about Jesus’ birth and had all the male children 2 and 
under in and around Bethlehem killed.  And this was his habit. Anytime someone or some party 
threatened him, he had them slaughtered.  The Jews despised him.  But to ingratiate himself with 
the Jews, and also because of his lust for building, he decided to reconstruct the temple in 
Jerusalem.  And it’s known as Herod’s temple.  It was started in about 20/19 BC. and wasn’t 
fully completed until 63 AD. (over 80 years).  7 years after it was completed, in 70 AD, it was 
destroyed by the Romans.  Nevertheless, at this point in time, the main construction was done, 
but additional construction was ongoing and had gone on for 46 years. 

So the Jews knew how long it took to build the temple and they find Jesus’ answer incredible.  
And in some ways, they would never forget the claim he made.  They would twist Jesus’ words 
until the day he died.  Fast-forward three years to Jesus’ trial and the Jewish leaders try to bring 
this incident back up. 

Mt 26:59-61: "Now the chief priests and the whole Council were seeking false testimony against 
Jesus that they might put him to death, but they found none, though many false witnesses came 
forward. At last two came forward and said, “This man said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of 
God, and to rebuild it in three days.’ ”" 

Mark records the same event and says, "And some stood up and bore false witness against him, 
saying, “We heard him say, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days 
I will build another, not made with hands.’ ” Yet even about this their testimony did not agree." 
(Mk 14:57-59).  They couldn’t get their lies straight. 

And then when Jesus was put on the cross, they mocked him “saying, “You who would destroy 
the temple and rebuild it in three days, save yourself! If you are the Son of God, come down 
from the cross.”" (Mt 27:40).  "And those who passed by derided him, wagging their heads and 
saying, “Aha! You who would destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days," (Mk 15:29). 

And even after Jesus was resurrected and they began to persecute the church, the Jews didn’t 
forget.  In Acts 6, the Jews seize Stephen: 

v. 12-14: "And they stirred up the people and the elders and the scribes, and they came upon him 
and seized him and brought him before the council, and they set up false witnesses [sound 
familiar] who said, “This man never ceases to speak words against this holy place and the law, for 
we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and will change the 
customs that Moses delivered to us.”" 

You see? They never forgot it.  To them, all of Judaism was the temple.  If you opposed the 
temple, you opposed them.  But looking back from the vantage point of the resurrection, the 
disciples knew what Jesus meant.  Again, v. 22, "When therefore he was raised from the dead, 



www.tccathens.org 

7 

 

his disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that 
Jesus had spoken."  There’s that word “believe” again.  That’s the aim of everything that John 
records in this Gospel.  These stories are aimed so that you would further your trust in Jesus.  
That you would either believe him for the first time.  Or that you would grow deeper in your 
belief on him.  Their belief was on the basis of the Scripture and Jesus’ words.  Which means 
that Jesus’ words are on par with Scripture because both are the words of God. 

CONCLUSION 

One commentator (Morris) notes that it’s ironic that the Jews demand a sign since they would 
ultimately be the ones who would bring about the sign they asked Jesus to produce.  They 
wanted a sign. And later they had him killed.  And because he was killed. He rose from the grave 
in resurrection.  And the sign they sought was brought about—the sign of his resurrection.  They 
got the sign, but only with bloody hands.  And furthermore, it’s ironic that here was Jesus 
standing on the temple facing his accusers.   

And these accusers would be part of those who would have him killed.  And in doing so they 
would bring about the last sacrifice God would accept and the only sacrifice that could remove 
God’s wrath.   

And in doing so, these Jews who killed Jesus (and unwittingly made him the Lamb who would 
take away the sins of the world), brought about the doom of the temple because after Jesus’ 
death, it was no longer necessary.  These Jews who loved the temple so much were the ones who 
brought its end. 

So, surely you won’t be as blind as the Jews here.  Surely you will see Jesus for who he is.  Do 
you see Jesus for who he is in his reverence for his Father’s worship?  And do you see Jesus for 
who he is in his prediction of his resurrection? 

This is Jesus, the Son of God, very God, the Christ. 
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