
“Cleansing the Temple”        John 2: 13—22  

 

I’m reading a book right now called “Peaceful Neighbor,” about Fred Rogers of “Mr. Roger’s 
Neighborhood” fame. If you don’t know who Mr. Rogers is, you might know Daniel Tiger, and if you 
don’t know either one, just Google it, or wait until the movie comes out; evidently, Tom Hanks is going 
to play Fred Rogers, which sounds pretty good to me. 

Anyway, in the book, it talks about Fred’s abiding concern for children and the effect media had on 
them. One program that caught his attention in 1980 was “The Incredible Hulk,” starring Bill Bixby as Dr. 
David Banner. In the story, Dr. Banner was exposed to a high dose of gamma radiation, which altered his 
physical chemistry in a peculiar way. When Banner grew angry, he would transform into a raging, green, 
muscular creature with really bad hair—The Incredible Hulk. Played by bodybuilder Lou Ferrigno, the 
Hulk expressed his anger by destroying things and throwing people through the air. The catchphrase of 
the show was Banner’s statement, “Don’t make me angry; you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.” But 
children did, and many rampaged on the playground acting like the Hulk. I know this because…well, I 
just know, OK? 

Fred Rogers was concerned about children mimicking the furious Hulk, so he visited the set of the show 
with his production crew, talked with Bixby and Ferrigno, and showed kids that the Hulk wasn’t real. Bill 
Bixby delivered a very Mr. Rogers-esque message, saying “It’s okay to be angry, and it’s okay to let it out 
as long as we don’t hurt anybody and as long as we don’t hurt ourselves.” When Rogers asked Lou 
Ferrigno what he did when he got angry, the Hulk actor replied, “I’m able control that.” * 

Today we see a shockingly different side of Jesus. He’s angry. He’s angry because He saw something 
good being abused, and He moves to stop it.  

Now, a little context is in order.  Jesus has just performed his first miracle at the wedding of Cana where 
he turned water into wine. Actually, John doesn’t call it a miracle; he calls it a ‘sign.’   
Jesus’ miracles are signs that God is doing something new; signs that the Messiah has come, and that 
God is about to do some powerful things as he demonstrates his love. They are signs that say, “things 
will never be the same again.”   

The sign at Cana was relatively private; Jesus’ first interaction with the public takes place in the Temple, 
and look at how unusual this is!  He causes a furor and people question his authority and ask for a 
sign.  The sign Jesus gives is a prediction of his own suffering, death and resurrection. 

Visualize the scene: Jesus has entered the temple courtyard and it looks like a market place crowded 
with people selling and buying and money changing hands.   As Jesus watches all this he becomes 
outraged.  What is He so mad about? It looks like the purpose for going to the Temple had shifted. Many 
were there just to make money. On top of that, it appears that people were being taken advantage of; 
travelers were being gouged for the sacrificial animals, not unlike when you go to the ballpark and end 
up paying seven dollars for a hot dog. Seeing this, Jesus makes a whip from some rope and drives out 
the animals from the courtyard, overturns the tables sending the coins of the money changers spilling 
on to the ground.  “Get these out of here,” he shouts. “This is place of prayer.  How dare you turn my 
Father’s house into a market!”   



To be clear, we aren’t talking about Jesus driving out three or four animals from the courtyard.  During 
the Passover thousands of lambs as well as oxen and pigeons were slaughtered in the temple. It 
would’ve resembled a barnyard.  And as Jesus cleared all of these out, it was the angriest anyone had 
ever seen Jesus.  

What a contrast! It’s the time of the Passover – the great celebration of the liberation of Israel from 
Egyptian slavery.  This is the happiest feast of Israel’s year. Then there’s Jesus, whip in hand, overturning 
tables and shouting, “Get out of here!” Jesus is making a scene. He saw something good being abused—
and even that isn’t saying enough. He saw the most holy, sacred thing in the world—the worship of His 
Father—being abused, and He moved to stop it, without losing control.   

Something else is happening here. A new thing is breaking into this world, and that always sounds nice 
in reference to God. But the reality is, new things often hurt. How much do you like change? Even those 
with a high tolerance for change would admit that it usually involves a lot of discomfort. At any rate, 
Jesus is acting as an agent of change. Just two chapters later, Jesus will explain it this way to a Samaritan 
woman:  

“Believe me, the time is coming when you won't worship the Father either on this mountain or in 
Jerusalem. The time is coming and is already here when true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit 
and in truth. The Father is looking for anyone who will worship him that way.  For God is Spirit, so those 
who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth” (John 4:23-26). 

The church season of Lent—and Christian life itself—calls for self-examination.  Jesus’ cleansing of the 
temple leads to some forceful questions.  

Does our worship need cleansing?   
What does this event say to you about your attitude toward worship? Is it the most holy, sacred thing in 
the world to you? 

We are supposed to come here to meet God, to spend time with God and be touched by God and 
healed by God.   
We are supposed to come here to recall the great things God has done in our and celebrate with 
thanksgiving how God has rescued us from slavery to sin and given us a new land, a home in heaven 
with him forever.   
We are supposed to be here to let the God who loves us touch our lives in his Word and the Sacrament; 
then send us out into the world to make a difference. 
We are supposed to come here with our fellow Christians and be strengthened and reassured in their 
presence that we are loved and supported and comforted. 

We’re supposed to…but is that what happens? 

Here’s a scarier question. If Jesus were to look into your heart when you worship (because He does), 
what would He see?  

The Bible says, “Since we are receiving a Kingdom that cannot be destroyed, let us be thankful and 
please God by worshiping him with holy reverence and awe” (Hebrews 12:28).  Does “reverence and 
awe” describe your experience of God in worship? 



If not, it’s time to let Jesus do what He does, which is come in and cleanse. He can come in a do a new 
thing, which, yes, means uncomfortable change; but change that is so worth it.   

Listen: Jesus sacrificed his body and blood for all the insincerity in our worship,  
the times we have been driven to worship by conscience, but our hearts weren’t in it,  
for all the times we have spoken the words and not meant them.   
He has given us his body and blood for the times we have sat here and gone home unmoved by the 
Spirit,  
for all the times we have given something else a higher priority than Him.   

Jesus went through hell on the cross to give you access to heaven, but it’s not only that…His Words 
create holy ground in the here and now. His Words create a place of peace—a place in which to rest and 
gain strength—a place in which you are given the gift of time to reflect on what God thinks of you, and 
it’s love. It’s all love; poured out for you and surrounding you.  

His love is what cleanses the temple of your heart. Look at Him on the cross. What He’s doing is for you. 
He keeps giving that gift through His church. True worshippers receive this gift in reverence and awe—
and respond in spirit and truth—and there’s nowhere they would rather be.  

 

*(Introduction adapted from: Michael G. Long, “Peaceful Neighbor: Discovering the Countercultural 
Mister Rogers.” Westminster John Knox Press, 2015.) 
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