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When we encounter something familiar, it’s always an invitation to meet it again at a deeper level, 
to learn something new. In that spirit we circle back around to this text from John 2, about Jesus 
cleansing the temple by making a mess of everything. No doubt many of us have heard this story 
before. But I invite you to pay attention afresh, to hear what might be different for you this time 
around. 
 
Also, this is one of many biblical texts saying something provocative about money. We need to 
hear the Bible’s prophetic word about our economic lives. But you might be delighted to know 
that today I’m not taking the bait. I’ll let you consider for yourself what this text might say to us 
about faith and finances. In this sermon we’re going to explore something different. 
 
Listen with me for God’s fresh word to us from the second chapter of the Gospel of John (CEB): 
 

13 It was nearly time for the Jewish Passover, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14 He found in 
the temple those who were selling cattle, sheep, and doves, as well as those involved in 
exchanging currency sitting there. 15 He made a whip from ropes and chased them all out 
of the temple, including the cattle and the sheep. He scattered the coins and overturned 
the tables of those who exchanged currency. 16 He said to the dove sellers, “Get these 
things out of here! Don’t make my Father’s house a place of business.” 17 His disciples 
remembered that it is written, Passion for your house consumes me. 
 
18 Then the Jewish leaders asked him, “By what authority are you doing these things? What 
miraculous sign will you show us?” 
 
19 Jesus answered, “Destroy this temple and in three days I’ll raise it up.” 
 
20 The Jewish leaders replied, “It took forty-six years to build this temple, and you will raise 
it up in three days?” 21 But the temple Jesus was talking about was his body. 22 After he was 
raised from the dead, his disciples remembered what he had said, and they believed the 
scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken. 

 
 
 
In this story Jesus overturns a lot of things. Including shepherding! Like many of his fellow Jews, 
Jesus goes on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the Passover festival. He makes his way to the temple, 
the epicenter of Jewish faith and worship. There he finds that merchants have carefully herded 
sheep and cows and doves into the temple courtyard. These animals don’t know it, but they are 
very near the end of their lives. They will be sold to a captive market of out-of-towners who want 
to sacrifice an animal at Passover to seek atonement for their sins and guilt.  
 
Jesus also finds tabletops piled with neat stacks of temple coins. These belong to moneychangers. 
They precisely calculate the exchange rate for each pilgrim who wants to buy an animal to 
sacrifice. 
 
Jesus takes in this whole temple scene and immediately goes to work as an antishepherd. He 
makes a mess of everything! Imagine the bleating, mooing, and squawking as he chases all the 
creatures out to run free in the streets! (I happen to love animals, so at this point I’m cheering for 
the sheep.) And Jesus splatters the coins everywhere, sending the bankers clutching after them.  
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Now be honest. Doesn’t this image of Jesus make us a little uneasy? This gospel story disrupts our 
ability to picture Jesus as a wise, humble teacher. This Jesus is not “safe,” “respectable,” 
“responsible.” Jesus does not form a committee and approach the problem decently and in order.  
 
No, the way John tells it, Jesus gets righteously angry, and he makes change happen fast. If Jesus 
showed up and acted similarly here, in this temple of ours, we might call him one of those animal 
rights fanatics, or an anticapitalist, or even a terrorist. Which of our current practices, I wonder, 
might Jesus overturn. 
 
When Jesus drives from the temple the animals and the moneychangers, he isn’t simply being 
cranky. And he does more than just upset a few merchants.  
 
If we look a little more closely, Jesus doesn’t only cleanse the temple of profitmaking.  
He cleanses it of blood. At least for one day, Jesus completely paralyzes the historical system of 
blood sacrifices in the Lord’s temple. I encourage you to read the first nine chapters of Leviticus to 
understand the violence and bloodshed involved in those sacrifices. The whole altar area in the 
temple would have been doused with blood and animal parts. On the occasional day when 
working in the church feels hard, I say a prayer of thanks that unlike the ancient Levite priests, 
Presbyterian pastors are not required to practice butchering. 
 
After Jesus creates some divine chaos, what’s left inside the temple? The gospel writer balances 
what Jesus saw in the temple with an identical list of everything he drove out:  sheep, cattle, 
doves, tables, moneychangers. Jesus got rid of it all.  
 
Without the moneychangers people couldn’t change what is Caesar’s — the common Roman 
money — into currency fit for the temple.  
 
And without the sheep, cows, and doves, pilgrims from out of town would have nothing available 
to sacrifice. This is a major disruption of the way Jesus’ people had been practicing their religion 
for centuries. No wonder the religious leaders challenge Jesus to justify himself: “What sign can 
you show us for doing this?” They’re saying, “Who do you think you are?” 
 
Jesus answers cryptically: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I’ll raise it up.” Most of the 
people standing there don’t get it. They think he’s talking about the building. But for those with 
ears to hear, this statement confirms that Jesus is reforming everything about the temple. 
 
Here’s what Jesus’ reformation looks like. First, a temple remains the visible sign of God’s presence 
on earth. But it’s no longer a building in Jerusalem. Jesus Christ is himself the new temple of God. 
He is the embodied location of God’s presence with us. The gospel author wants to make sure we 
don’t miss that point. The text explicitly tells us that by using the word “temple” Jesus was talking 
about his own body. And of course “three days” suggests the time Jesus would spend in the grave. 
 
Second, Jesus remains a faithful Jew. But he pledges no allegiance to the religious leaders, nor to 
the systems of worship in Jerusalem, nor to the temple. Instead, Jesus shows radical faithfulness 
directly to the Lord God of Israel, a faithfulness that will land him in deep trouble with the 
“keepers of the faith.”  
 
Now you and I don’t possess the authority that Jesus had. But as disciples of Jesus Christ, and as 
ministers of his grace, some of us may be called to follow Jesus into new and even startling 
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territory. The social and religious systems in which we live will not want to be changed. But 
whether it means exploring new ways of worshiping, or rethinking who benefits from the church’s 
resources, or deciding where to live, or choosing to make the harder and more loving choice in 
your workplace or school, you and I are called first to be faithful witnesses to the love of Jesus 
Christ. We owe Jesus a higher allegiance than any system we’re part of. 
 
Finally, and most importantly, sacrificial giving clearly continues in the new kingdom that Jesus 
initiates. But here’s the biggest reformation Jesus brings: No longer will humans violently sacrifice 
other creatures to God. Jesus sets the animals free. He throws a wrench into a centuries-long, 
violent spiral of blood sacrifices. And in doing so, Jesus frees more than a few sheep. He frees us.  
 
Theologian Mark Heim says it plainly: “Sacrifice is the disease we have.”1 That’s exactly what 
Jesus exposes when he cleanses the temple. And sacrifice isn’t just a Jewish problem. Or a 
historical problem. It’s a human problem, a major human tendency.  
 
Even if here and now we don’t burn animals on altars, we do tend to scapegoat. We assign 
badness to another person, group, or thing, and then try to eliminate it so we can feel better about 
ourselves. How would you finish this sentence: “The world would be a better or safer place if only 
we could get rid of….”?  
 
Maybe it’s a political group whose perspective seems outrageous to you.  
Maybe it’s the routinely annoying coworker or the bully in your school.  
Maybe it’s that family member who is so hard to live with.  
Maybe we wish we could eradicate those militant fundamentalists who make us fearful.  
Maybe there’s a part of your own history or even your own body that you’d like to be rid of.  
We can be eager to eliminate the things and people that threaten us. It seems like the wise and 
reasonable thing to do. 
 
But it’s not the way of Jesus. Jesus completely overturns what sacrifice means. The gospel tells how 
Jesus’ actions end the sacrificial violence. And Jesus’ words foreshadow his own death and 
resurrection.  
 
Notice that Jesus does not sacrifice anyone else to make the world better, or to try to get rid of 
human guilt. Instead, in Jesus God will freely choose to do something utterly foolish. God ends up 
willingly sacrificing God’s own self — even God’s own blood — as a gift of grace toward us, to 
show us how wild and unlimited is God’s love for the world.  
 
Jesus Christ models for us a loving way to sacrifice. Don’t sacrifice anyone or anything else. But in 
freedom, when love overflows your heart, offer your own self to other people, to the world, to God 
who loved us first. 
 
The writer of John places this temple incident right at the beginning of Jesus’ three years of 
ministry. And the story can give deeper meaning to our experience of Lent. With Jesus, we 
anticipate where his whole ministry will lead him: to the pain of Holy Week. But also, with Jesus’ 
disciples, we can look back from this side of the resurrection and recognize Jesus for who he is. 
We remember with joyful hearts Jesus Christ’s loving self-sacrifice on our behalf. We humans tried 
to sacrifice Jesus, but he would not stay sacrificed! In God’s infinite love, Jesus rose to eternal life 
and brings us along with him.  

 
1 Heim, S. Mark. Saved From Sacrifice: A Theology of the Cross. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006. p. 12. 



4 

 
Because Jesus was made a scapegoat, he knows intimately what grief and rejection feel like. He 
stands with all persons who hurt, grieve, fear. And as the risen Christ, Jesus knows and offers God’s 
redemptive, healing, and lifegiving power.  
 
Since we all live in that tension between pain and healing, everyone is invited this evening at 5:00 
for the All-Church Spirituality Night. This is the centerpiece of our Lenten emphasis on spiritual 
practices. No matter how you most prefer to connect with God, tonight you’ll have various 
chances to pray and think and feel and create and move, and to support each other as a loving 
community of faith.  
 
Serving and receiving the Lord’s Supper is also a profoundly communal spiritual practice. Christ 
died and risen is whom we celebrate, whom we are invited to meet when we share his 
communion meal. At this table we remember that Jesus subverted sacrifice once and for all.  
 
And today as we share Christ’s meal, I’m so thankful to say that this year’s confirmation class will 
assist in serving. After months of learning about Christian faith and making it their own, Catie and 
Vivian and Will have been received by the session and they will go through the confirmation 
liturgy in worship two weeks from today. In today’s service they are putting into practice Jesus’ 
command to remember him by sharing the meal he initiated.  
 
By the way, in a Presbyterian church the session, our elected council of elders, is responsible, with 
us pastors, for making sure that we celebrate communion regularly. Often our elders also serve the 
communion elements. Session also can empower other people to serve, like today when we 
welcome the faithful service of these young leaders.  
 
So together we open ourselves for God to meet us in word and sacrament. As once happened in 
the temple in Jerusalem, and maybe will happen for some of us today, may Jesus continue to 
startle us all with the mysterious and lifechanging power of God’s love.  
 
In the name of God who Creates, 
who Self-Sacrifices, 
and who Resurrects. 


