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SERMON: "JESUS CLEANS UP BY MAKING A MESS” 
TEXTS:   OLD TESTAMENT  PSALM 19 

  NEW TESTAMENT  JOHN 2:13-22 
 

March 3, 2024 Dr. Dave Kivett 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
A note to the Personnel committee. One of the things to add onto the reviews 
    for all our staff members.  It is yet another word of appreciation. 
    Our church staff does an excellent job of supervising their supervisor 
 They keep me in check and grounded.  Good at offering constructive, 
 and at times even playful, criticism.  I’ll give you an example. 
 
About that wheelbarrow in the sanctuary during Lent. 
     They pointed out to me that some people can be jarred by that sharp sound made 
     when a rock gets dropped in the wheelbarrow.  I’ve seen that startled look. 
 They suggested as ‘a place for everyone’ we do not want to startle people  
 like that, esp. those who are sensitive to loud and or sudden noises 
 
That is a constructive critique.  I heard that and admitted it 
     Especially since I am the only person who is dropping rocks like that 
     I am the one making the noise and providing that shock to the system 
 Everyone else gently slides the rock in the wheelbarrow … even when  
 we had those big pieces of broken concrete and some folks went big 
 
We do things decently and in good order.  We prefer a subtle slide to a startling sound. 
     I admit I am feeling a bit startled as I preach through the lectionary this Lenten season 
     We started with Jesus alone and tempted in the desert wilderness 
 Then we heard those challenging words from Jesus about taking up our cross 
 And today we get Jesus wielding a whip and ‘cleansing the temple’   
 
I’m tempted to see if I can call someone at Lectionary Headquarters (there is not one) 
     to make a request.  “Enough already with these ‘in your face’ bible passages 
     How about “Jesus blesses the children for 200, Alex?” 
 
This morning we consider the story of Jesus cleansing the temple in John, chapter 2 
     ‘Cleansing’ is such a polite word for it.  Jesus cleansed the temple by wielding a whip, 
      turning over tables and forcing the merchants out.  Not exactly a church workday! 
  
It is a story of disruption on multiple layers – the disruption in the temple itself, 
      the disruption for the original audience and their context, writing this not too long  
      after the temple had been destroyed by the Romans, and the disruption today 
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FIRST IMPRESSIONS 
 
John’s gospel starts nice enough.   It starts in heaven with the Word through whom  
     all things are made. This word made flesh, full of grace and truth, is Jesus.   
     No humble beginnings here … heavenly, holy 
 
In the second chapter, we get Jesus’ first miracle 
     And what does he do?  He turns water into wine.   
     He keeps the wedding party going with even better wine 
 Talk about a favorable first impression.  What’s not to like about that?   
 
So what is he to do to follow up that introduction, that first impression? 
      Perhaps an altogether different kind of introduction  
      John’s telling of the gospel story moves on to a larger stage 
       

… and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple he found people  
selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money-changers seated  
at their tables. Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of  
the temple, both the sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the  
coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. He told  
those who were selling the doves, ‘Take these things out of here!  
Stop making my Father’s house a market-place!’  
 

The gospel writers all include the story of Jesus cleansing the temple 
    Yes, we call it a cleansing.  Such a nice word for such a disruptive  
    and messy encounter that leaves things anything but tidy 
  
The other gospels all place this story at the end of Jesus’ ministry 
    In their telling, it happens in the last week of his life 
    not too long after the parade / protest march that is Palm Sunday 

It is the confrontation that leads to Jesus’ arrest 
 
But not in John, that disruption comes much early … as a first impression 
    John introduces us to a Jesus who challenges us from the get-go 
    This is not the sweet Jesus, meek and mild, glowing at us 
 from a picture on the wall of our Sunday School class 
  
In Matthew, Mark and Luke, Jesus is angry with the merchants  
    He tells them that they have made his father’s house a ‘den of robbers” 
    He does so here too.  But he does not stop there 
 
John goes on to tell the readers (not the crowd there that day)  
      something we won’t really figure out until after Good Friday and Easter.  
      That Jesus will replace the temple with his own sacrifice on our behalf 
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 TURNED OVER 
 

His disciples remembered that it was written, ‘Zeal for your house  
will consume me.’ The Jews then said to him, ‘What sign can you show  
us for doing this?’ Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in  
three days I will raise it up.’ The Jews then said, ‘This temple has been 
under construction for forty-six years, and will you raise it up in three 
days?’  But he was speaking of the temple of his body.  After 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. 

 
Jesus does more than turn over tables in the temple 
    He turns everything upside down and demands we look at everything differently 

How we understand God.  How we understand religion 
How we see the world, how we see others, how we see ourselves 

 
I want to move the sermon in that direction – from them to us 
     From Jesus in that time and that temple, to this time and this building 
     How he cleanses us by turning things over and upside down 
 
It is a little too easy to hear this story as a piece of history 
     Jesus changed how they did religion – from temple sacrifice that included 
      merchants selling animals you might use (who wants to travel with a lamb?) 
 to his one-time self-sacrifice for all people and all time 
 
That is true … but I don’t think it is the primary point 
     As a matter of fact, it can be dangerous to think of this as ‘out with Judaism  
     and in with Christianity’ message.  Especially using this story and the image  

of Jesus angry and wielding a whip that way.   
  
Let’s be honest, this passage and others from John’s gospel have been used 
    to preach anti-Semitism, to say how right we are and how wrong they were 
    Such a reading of this passage is an abuse of the neighbor we are called to love 
 and an abuse of God’s word.  The bible should not be used as a weapon 
 Certainly not used to discriminate … as if discrimination is a Christian virtue?    
 
Paul in Romans chapters 9-11 does a great job of pushing back against those 
     anti-Semitic ideas of out with the old Judaism and in with the new Christianity 
     He uses a great image of the branch talking bad about the original tree 
 into which it is grafted.  It is the original beloved tree.  Treat it that way!   
 
This passage would have been disruptive to John’s original audience 
     He wrote this a few decades after the temple was indeed destroyed in AD 70 
     Rome destroyed the temple as they crushed a rebellion 
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SUMMARY  
 
The original audience of Jewish believers who no longer had a home in the temple 
     and in the synagogue given the tensions between God’s people as they grabbled 

with the enormity of their loss … and blamed one other as victims sometimes do.  
They would hear this story and it would rattle them 

 
Understanding their context, their trauma, makes it even more critical 
      that we not use this story as a critique of Jews back then (or now) 
      but instead use it to take a look at ourselves.  This story is so much more 
 than a critique of money changers, more than a critique of the temple system. 
 It is constructive criticism addressed to you and to me. 
 
I see Jesus’ actions and words about the temple of his body 
      and even more so in the bold claim that he can build it back in three days 
      as a dose of defiant hopefulness.  Isn’t Jesus saying to his followers then 

and now “what was before, what worked for you, what you loved, it may be gone 
… but that does not mean God is done with you, with this beloved world!” 

 
Jesus isn’t cleansing the temples of yesterday and today just to make a mess 
     Maybe he is (tell me if I push this imagery too far) doing the HGTV thing. 
     Kicking it up onto a cosmic scale.  Jesus, like Ben and Erin, Mike and Egypt, 

Dave and Jenny, Keith and Evan is knocking down walls  
… and creating a more open and welcoming concept! 

 
He’s not putting up walls.  He’s knocking them down 
      Jesus is no bouncer standing by the velvet rope and limiting access to the club 
      No, he is bouncing tables over and out of the way, creating a more open concept 

 
This is not a story about those people being disrupted 
     This is about us.  About Jesus coming into this place for everyone 
     and doing some remodeling.  Coming over to 1115 Oak Park Blvd and to 

your address with a sledgehammer, a wheelbarrow and a paint brush 
 

I like those design shows.  I like how they see potential in the place 
     I like how the people whose homes are being remodeled 
     may argue a bit, may make some unique request, but in the end 

they trust the design team, they appreciate the work and make all sorts  
of happy sounds and smiles when they see the work that has been done 

 
Told you I might stretch this example a little far 
     Don’t you trust Jesus of Nazareth to cleanse our times and temples? 
     Even if it involves turning over some tables and knocking down some walls? 
      I can’t think of a better remodeler.  He was a carpenter, you know!  


