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Encountering Jesus: Temple Scourge 
John 2:13-22 
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Dan Hoffman 

 
Come with me to John chapter 2.  This morning we are continuing our 
Encounters series and will be looking at a unique account John places just after 
His popular water into wine story.  But unlike last week’s encounter this story 
gets left out of children’s Bibles and doesn’t really fit with our neat picture of who 
Jesus was.  It is the time a very angry Jesus made a whip, entered the temple 
and proceeded to drive animals, flip tables, disrupt money changers and kick 
people out.   
 
Now Christian artists have put pretty much everything Jesus did to canvas, but I 
wonder if you have ever seen a picture of this scene?  I couldn’t recall one off 
hand so I punched this into Google – which knows everything – and several 
images popped up.  But as I looked at them my suspicions were cemented – we 
don’t really know what to do with an angry Jesus.  So here are a few of the 
pictures I found: 
  
First, we have a classically white Jesus very calmly pointing to the door.  His 
whip hangs limply at His side and you kind of wonder why He is even carrying it 
since doves fly around Him almost like symbols of peace.  Jesus doesn’t look 
menacing at all, yet for some reason troubled merchants head for cover. 
 
Second, here Jesus has His whip raised – though it is kind of hidden from view – 
and again the expression on His face could be the same one He would wear 
while sipping tea on a lazy Saturday afternoon.  Of all the people I’ve seen really 
angry no one ever looked like this. 
 
Or finally this cartoon image.  Here Jesus actually does look angry, which is a 
step in the right direction (I suppose), but He seems to have lost His whip 
altogether.  I suspect that is to make Him a little more politically correct and 
appropriate for Sunday school. 
… 
Now to be fair I did come across a couple pictures of an angry whip wielding 
Jesus, but they were few and far between and even there I had a hard time 
believing what I was looking at.   
 
The reality is the Jesus in this story doesn’t fit well with our stereotypical ideas.  
Fair? 
 
And so the question we have when we come to this story is, did this sneak into 
the Bible by mistake; or alternatively is Jesus so different from what we think that 
we don’t even recognize Him? 
… 
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I can tell you where I come down on this right now and that is that while this story 
seems strange on first reading, what lies under the surface is directly in line with 
everything Jesus is about.  And that is why John places this story along with last 
week’s water into wine encounter here at the beginning of His Gospel, because 
these two stories sum up Jesus’ entire life – His ministry, His death and 
resurrection.   
 
While the water into wine story was about the abundance of life Jesus offers and 
the limitless grace His blood gains for us, in our text today we get a glimpse of 
the motivating power behind Jesus’ sacrifice for us – His all encompassing 
passion for God’s glory. 
 
[Pray] 
 
Let’s jump into the text starting in verse 13. 
 
[Read John 2:13-14] 
 
Now Passover in Israel was a really big deal.  It was the time of year when if you 
were at all able you would travel to Jerusalem with your tithes and sacrifices and 
present them at the temple. 
 
And since Israel was an agrarian culture their tithes and sacrifices were animals 
or produce, but these were not easy to travel with.  And so people would sell 
what they had saved up and bring the money to Jerusalem.  But they couldn’t 
just give this money to the temple, they were required to buy the equivalent 
animals and produce they had sold and give that. 
 
Now in and of itself there was no problem with this practice, it was just a means 
of enabling people who lived far away to participate in worship in Jerusalem.  But 
obviously more than this is going on here because of the way Jesus responds.  
Look at verse 15. 
 
[Read John 2:15-16] 
 
That’s quite a response!  And it isn’t a momentary reaction either.  Jesus didn’t 
grab a whip from Peter and start going to town; nor did He come prepared to riot 
with a whip in His backpack like what happened in Vancouver in 2011.  Verse 15 
tells us after He saw what was going on He went and made a whip.   
 
He went and gathered some chords, bound them together and returned to start 
wrecking havoc.   
 
Now let me ask you, is whip wielding, table flipping anger appropriate temple 
behaviour, or does this seem like an over reaction? 
… 
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While you think about your answer I have to let you in on a secret, and that is 
that there is a parallel here to last week.  Remember when I asked you whether 
you thought 600 liters of wine at a small town wedding was excessive?  And then 
we saw how that excessiveness was the point of what Jesus was doing?  The 
same thing is going on here. 
 
Jesus’ action here is again excessive… because what He fights for here is the 
only reason we can have hope for salvation – it’s that big a deal. 
 
So are you ready? 
 
In order to get into this we need to start by knowing Jesus’ temple anger fulfills 
several Old Testament prophecies and I want to bring out three for you. 
 
First Malachi writes: 

See, the LORD whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple!... “But 
who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he 
appears?... he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold 
and silver, until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness.  
(Malachi 3:1-3) 

 
Two things are significant here.  To start, Malachi gives us the picture that God 
Himself will visit His temple, but instead of His visit being cause for rejoicing it will 
be a time of cleansing – which is exactly what we get when Jesus comes through 
the temple doors with His whip.   
 
After this Malachi tells us that this cleansing will result in Israel finally presenting 
offerings to God in righteousness.  The implication being that the offerings they 
were currently bringing were unacceptable/unrighteous.   
 
And that is what Jesus is doing here, He is cleansing the temple so that the 
offerings of worship we and the Jews of Jesus’ day bring can be acceptable to 
God in righteousness. 
 
This is pretty important because if all the work and money we sacrifice to give 
God is actually unacceptable to Him then we are really wasting our lives. 
 
So we need to know what was it that made these sacrifices unacceptable?... 
Luckily John lays it out for us – they were unacceptable because of what else 
was going on in the house of worship.  And it had to do with these merchants, 
and money changers and the business they were carrying out.  
 
Now here I want to bring in Matthew’s account of the Temple cleansing because 
there Jesus clarifies the problem with these merchants by referring to two other 
Old Testament prophecies.  In Matthew Jesus says: 
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“It is written… ‘My house will be called a house of prayer,’ but 

you are making it ‘a den of robbers.’” (Matthew 21:13) 
 
Jesus’ two quotations here come from Isaiah and Jeremiah.  First Jesus’ words 
“My house will be called a house of prayer” come from a larger passage in Isaiah 
where God tells His people that His salvation is for all people, not just the Jews.  
He says: 

These (foreigners) I will bring to my holy mountain (that’s Jerusalem) and give them 
joy in my house of prayer (the temple). Their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be 
accepted on my altar; for my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations. 
(Isaiah 56:7) 

 
But what was happening in Jesus’ day was that the only area of the temple 
accessible to gentiles was being used as a market making it impossible for non-
Jews to worship.  You see the Jewish temple was courtyards inside of 
courtyards.  The largest and outside courtyard was where Gentiles were allowed 
to enter and pray.  Moving inward was a courtyard for Jewish women, still 
beyond this was a place for Jewish men and then beyond that was a courtyard 
restricted only for priests. 
 
And so by turning the Courtyard of the Gentiles into a market, the Jews were 
saying Gentile worship was not that important.1  Not good. 
 
But beyond this Jesus’ second quotation had to do with the people making the 
temple into a den or robbers.  In Jeremiah God says: 
 

Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, make 

offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not 
known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which 

is called by my name, and say, ‘We are delivered!’—only to go 
on doing all these abominations?  Has this house, which is called 

by my name, become a den of robbers in your eyes?... 

Therefore… I will cast you out of my sight (Jeremiah 7:9-15) 
  
The problem here was that people were sinning all week and then coming to the 
temple with their sacrifices attempting to buy God off. And God calls this robbery 
because what He wants from us is our hearts not our money.  Our gifts to God 
are supposed to be the evidence of where our hearts are, not an appeasement 
so our hearts can go somewhere else. 
 
Let me say that again, what we give to God today should be the evidence of how 
we feel about Him – so if you are blown away by His grace to you, show it with 
your giving.  Our giving is not something that pleases God so that He forgets how 
we’ve been living all week.   

                                            
1
 Brunner F. “The Gospel of John: A commentary” (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans Pub co), 2012. 

pg 143 
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Now this is really bad, but temple robbery can get even worse when greedy 
religious leaders or institutions get rich by forcing people to give more by telling 
them they have to in order to be forgiven. 
 
Here’s how this was happening.  Israelites were required to bring sacrifices to the 
temple in order to be forgiven.  And the standards for these sacrifices were really 
high.  No one was allowed to sacrifice an animal that had any defect because a 
perfect sacrifice was required if the person was to be made perfect before God – 
that was God’s requirement. 
 
But tradition tells us the priests started putting their own requirements on these 
sacrifices.  And they did this by saying only their own temple approved animals 
were acceptable and they sold these animals at a ridiculous premium inside the 
temple walls.  The priests were getting rich off the people’s sin. 
 
In the Middle Ages the church did this by selling indulgences to people.  And with 
the proceeds they built big churches – the church got rich off people’s sin.  And 
this happens today when pastors preach tithing and guilt people into giving a 
certain percentage.  The New Testament says “give yes” but “tithe no.” 
 
Now I don’t have time to get into that today so if that is news to you then go to 
our website (www.fortgeorgebaptist.ca), click sermons by series, go to Malachi 
that we worked through this last Summer and check out the sermon from chapter 
3.  You can listen or you can read the manuscript.  And if you still have questions 
then come talk to me.  But enough on that today… 
 
When Jesus walked into the temple He saw what all boiled down to grossly 
inappropriate worship.  Gentiles were being excluded, people were giving God 
their money rather than their hearts, and the priests were getting rich off the 
transaction.   
 
And Jesus got mad.  But the question remains, of all the wickedness Jesus 
encountered why is this the instance where His anger is kindled to the point of 
extreme violence like we see nowhere else? 
 
Here’s the answer: 
 
Jesus gets angry here because God being glorified and worshipped appropriately 
is the most important thing to Him, even more important than the salvation of 
humanity that He died for.  And the reason this is the most important thing to 
Jesus is because God’s glory and His worship is the most important thing to God.   
… 
Now we have talked about this a couple times before but it is worth repeating 
because it is so important and it hits us as so wrong.  It doesn’t feel right that 
God should care more about Himself than He does about us. 



 6 

 
It feels wrong because we know people who think this way and they are self-
centered megalomaniacs – people filled with delusions of how great and 
important they are.   
 
But here is where this breaks down with God.  God has no delusions about His 
greatness or importance – His greatness and importance are infinite.   
 
Or let me put this another way, people have a hard time thinking it is alright for 
God to worship Himself because He tells us we must not worship ourselves.  Isn’t 
He being hypocritical? 
 
Since we put God first in our lives shouldn’t God put us first in His life?  That may 
sound logical, but actually that would be hypocritical because that would make us 
God’s God.  But God’s God is God alone.  He alone is worthy of His worship.  
For Him to center Himself on anything or anyone else would be idolatry – and 
God is not an idolater.  
 
Let me prove this to you from scripture.2  First one we all know Psalm 23 

The LORD is my shepherd; 
I shall not want. 

He makes me to lie down in green pastures; 
He leads me beside the still waters. 

He restores my soul; 
He leads me in the paths of righteousness 

 

Stop there.  Now this might sound like God is all about us.  After all 
don’t His actions seem focused on bringing me good things?  What is 

God’s motivation for these actions?  Keep reading: 
  For His name’s sake. (Psalm 23:1-3 NKJV) 
 
God is in this for God.  He’s not in it for us as though we are great; He is in it for 
Him because He is great.  Here are a few more: Isaiah 43 says: 

Everyone who is called by My name… I have created for My glory 
(Isaiah 43:7) 

 
Psalm 106 says When Israel was in Egypt they didn’t pay attention to God 

Yet He saved them for His name’s sake, 
     to make His mighty power known. (Psalm 106:8) 
 
And Paul tells us on the other side of the same event God’s word to Pharaoh 
was:  

I raised you up for this very purpose, that I might display my power in you 
and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth. (Romans 9:17) 

                                            
2
 The following format adapted from Matt Chandler’s sermon “God is for God”  
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And Jesus is all about glorifying God too.  In John 17 Jesus prays: 

Father, the hour has come. Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify 
you. (John 17:1) 
 

And then He says: 
I have brought you glory on earth by finishing the work you gave Me to do. 
(John 17:4) 
 

Even the reason that Jesus endured the cross was for no other reason than the 
glory of the Father.  He said: 

Shall I say… ‘Father, save Me from this hour?’ No, it was for this very 
reason I came to this hour.  Father, glorify your name. (John 12:27-28) 

 
And Paul tells us Jesus wasn’t making this up.  This was the Father’s idea from 
the beginning. He says: 

God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of 
His blood – to be received by faith.  He did this to demonstrate his 
righteousness. (Romans 3:25) 

 
And the Holy Spirit is all about the glorification of Jesus and the Father too.  
Jesus said 

When He, the Spirit of truth, comes… He will not speak on His own; He 
will speak only what He hears, and He will tell you what is yet to come.  
He will glorify Me because it is from Me that He will receive what He will 
make known to you. (John 16:13-14) 

 
And God commands that His children, us, be all about His glory as well. 

So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of 
God. (1 Corinthians 10:31) 

 
In His Sermon on the Mount Jesus says the same thing: 

Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and 
glorify your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:16) 

 
And when the world ends and the New Jerusalem is established it will be God’s 
glory that is central.  John writes 

The city does not need the sun or the moon to shine on it, for the glory of 
God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp. (Revelations 21:23) 

 
And there are a hundred other verses that I could choose from that all say the 
same thing.  God is for God.  God is passionate about Himself and His glory 
because He is the only thing in the universe worthy of His affection.   
 
And this is hard for us to hear because we like to be the center of the universe, 
but the reality is that God is the center of the universe and He knows it. 
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And then in verse 17 of our text today we read 
 
[Read John 2:17] 
 
Zeal for His Father’s house – His Father’s place of worship consumed Jesus.  It 
ate Him up.  And He couldn’t get His mind off it because the most important thing 
to God is God and His glory.  And Jesus shared this all consuming passion 
because He is God!  Amen? 
 … 
Now when the Jews saw this it rattled them just like it rattles us, so in verse 18 
they kicked back. 
 
[Read John 2:18] 
 
They want to know how Jesus can say and do what He has just done because it 
doesn’t make sense that a person would get so bent out of shape at what was 
happening in the temple – that a person would care so much about God’s glory.  
And so they ask for evidence – proof that Jesus has the authority to do what He 
has done. 
 
Show us some magic Jesus because we don’t like how You have removed us 
from the picture here.  Give us a sign, appease us, make what You are doing 
here about us and then we will let You go. 
 
But Jesus doesn’t fall for that because He has something so much better for us.  
And here is where the Gospel climaxes in the good news that God cares more 
about Himself and His glory than He does about us.  Look how Jesus responds 
in verse 19. 
 
[Read John 2:19-22] 
 
His death and resurrection was the only evidence Jesus would give for His 
actions and it alone would prove that God’s self-love is good news for us.  
 
How?  It proves this because if God’s love of us was what was going to motivate 
Him to save the world it wouldn’t have been strong enough because we do not 
deserve His affection let alone His death. 
 
But He deserves His affection and He has placed a reflection of His glory within 
us.  And a God who loves Himself and His glory will never give up on people who 
bear His image. 
 
This is also why Jesus’ death did not gain redemption for the fallen angels – they 
weren’t made in His image, but people are.  And this was the plan from the 
beginning. 
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He would create beings with the ability to reflect His glory, and then after we 
sinned and broke this He would show how great His glory actually was by 
sending His Son to cleanse humanity so that we could worship in righteousness 
again and His glory would be exalted. 
 
Do you get it?  When we receive Jesus’ free gift of salvation we say “God, on our 
own we could do nothing, we need You to make us right before You.”  And the 
end result is God is glorified. 
 
It took His disciples a while, but after Jesus was resurrected they too got it, they 
remembered and believed everything the scriptures said and every word Jesus 
had spoken.  And Jesus’ passion for the glory and worship of God filled them and 
it transformed them from timid peasants to radical, life forsaking, kingdom 
expanding, people who brought God glory! 
… 
God really is for God and His glory, and that is good news because outside of 
this people like them and us would never have any hope for salvation.  
… 
So let me conclude with two questions:  First has God enabled you to center your 
life around the most important thing in the universe, or are you still delusionally 
passionate about your own glory?  If you are stuck on yourself but today know 
you are broken, then call out to Jesus for mercy.  Ask Him to cleanse you and 
enable you to bring offerings to Him that are acceptable.  Without His help you 
have no hope. 
  
And second if you are a believer already, is God’s glory obviously the primary 
motivation for everything you do?  Do our neighbours and co-workers see this?  
Is our church fueled by this?  Or is God’s glory something we seek if it is 
convenient while really we want our own prosperity or comfort?   
 
When our eyes lose sight of what Christ was most passionate about – and they 
will because we are still weak – we must be quick to repent and humble 
ourselves placing God and His glory back in position number one. 
 
My prayer today is that we would be a people who image Jesus in seeking God 
and His kingdom first, and that our church would be built on the only infinite 
foundation in the universe – God and His glory. 


