
A Temple Not Made with Hands 

Read John 2:13-25 

 

The story of Jesus “cleansing” the temple is a familiar one. Probably many 

who have grown up outside the church know of it. One friend of mine, a NT 

scholar no less, calls it Jesus’ “temple tantrum,” and that might sum it up for 

how a lot of people recall the story. It unsettles our picture of Jesus, doesn’t 

it? On the one hand if we hold to a Jesus meek and mild, this episode doesn’t 

fit the profile. On the other hand, if we’re into social justice and speaking 

truth to power, this episode might be a favorite, and we are inclined to take 

this story and plug and play our favorite causes.  

 

One thing’s for sure, when a preacher takes this as a text for a sermon, 

Watch out! Put on your hard hats and hang onto the pews! He’s going to 

throw the ecclesiastical furniture around and name every sin that plagues the 

church here and in five counties!  

 

Well, that’s not going to happen. Not this morning anyway. So you can 

relax. Relax but listen. Listen closely. Because there is a lot more going on 

in this story than meets the eye. It’s a story that appears with some variation 

in all four of our Gospels. Matthew, Mark and Luke place it toward the end 

of their Gospels, where it belongs historically, in the final days before Jesus’ 

crucifixion. John however moves it to the front of his Gospel, in chapter 2. 

Why? Because he sees it as setting an important theme that he want his 

readers to observe as his Gospel narrative unfolds. In all its details, this is an 

event that fits hand in glove with what we know of Jerusalem and the 

Judaism of Jesus’ day.  



 

Let me replay the story, but now through the eyes of a fictitious character, a 

young man I’ve named Josef, who encounters Jesus, or Jeshuah, for the first 

time in the temple. 

 

…….. 

Dawn had broken on the eastern horizon, and the bright spring sun was now 

preparing to bend its arc across the brilliant Mediterranean sky. Sixteen-

year-old Josef had risen early and slipped out of the Jerusalem home of his 

aunt and uncle, who had packed in Josef’s family and several other relatives 

who had traveled from Galilee to be in Jerusalem for the spring Passover 

festival. Excited, Josef walked and jogged through the narrow alleyways of 

the stirring city, winding his way toward the temple mount. And as alleys 

fed into narrow roads and then emptied into the cobbled main thoroughfare, 

he was joined by others in the first wave of pilgrims making their way up to 

the temple.  

 

It was a splendid and awesome sight, the temple of Jerusalem. Never mind 

that it was the product of decades of sweat and blood and treasure that 

stoked the pride of King Herod. It was one of the architectural wonders of 

the world—and far more than that for pious Jews. Josef tingled with 

anticipation. 

 

Climbing the broad stairway leading up to the temple, Josef took in the 

unfolding view, catching a glimpse of the Mount of Olives across the valley. 

Soon he emerged into a wide plaza. Walking on he entered through the great 

Double Gate of the temple and then passed beneath the royal stoa that 



surmounted the wall of the outer court. Now he entered the broad Court of 

the Gentiles, with its grand stone-pillared halls and broad plaza. Here is 

where scribes and rabbis taught, people mingled and the blind and lame 

begged for alms. But most striking was the view of the temple sanctuary 

itself, which towered over the outer courts. In the bright morning sun, the 

gold-plated façade of the temple flashed with brilliance.  

 

To the north, rising immediately above the temple courts, were the towers of 

the Roman fortress of Antonia. It was strategically placed, this bold symbol 

of Roman imperial power. Its very presence gnawed at the hearts of faithful 

Jews, reminding them that while they were in their holy land, they still lived 

in exile, under the heavy hand of Rome, far from enjoying the full freedom 

of their inheritance as God’s people.  

 

This morning, as always, the Roman guards were on duty, even now 

surveying the temple courts from the fortress towers, searching for any 

unrest or disturbance that needed policing. For they were on red alert at 

Passover, the great Jewish Independence Day celebrating ancient Israel’s 

liberation from Egypt, the greatest empire of its day, over a thousand years 

ago. For there was a history of trouble being incited by self-proclaimed 

prophets during the Jews’ Passover, and the temple was a favorite venue of 

protest. But Rome was not to be trifled with. 

 

Even though it wasn’t Josef’s first time to visit the temple—his family tried 

to make the days-long journey by foot every three years—as a rural 

Galilean, accustomed to rolling hills and village life, Josef reveled in the 

grandeur of the temple. If you hadn’t seen Jerusalem’s temple, you would 



not have thought such a grand thing possible. But more importantly, it 

marked dead center of Israel’s map of sacred space, the very point where 

heaven bent down to touch the earth on holy Mt. Zion. At its heart the 

temple represented Eden, Paradise, where Adam and Eve had communed 

with God. The temple and its courts, with its architecture of a box within 

box within box of increasingly holy space, all climaxed in the inner sanctum, 

the holy of holies. As the rabbis taught, there were ten degrees in the 

geography and architecture of holy space. Israel was holier than all lands and 

nations. And from Israel’s borders these degrees of holiness proceeded 

inward, reaching through the walls of Jerusalem through the ramparts of the 

temple, through its various courts and on to the most Holy of Holies. And in 

that Holy of Holies was the symbolic footstool of the heavenly king, and 

into it only the high priest could enter, and that once a year, on the Day of 

Atonement.  

 

The climax of the great festival of Passover was still a couple days off, and 

Josef was eager to observe the preparations for that high holy day’s events 

within the temple. As he entered the Royal Portico, he had seen the vendors 

of sacrificial animals assembling their cattle and sheep in their temporary 

corrals and arranging their cages of cooing turtledoves. The lowing and 

bleating of the livestock and the acrid smell of soiled straw creased the 

morning air. It depressed Josef to see this sacred space soiled like a Galilean 

barnyard. But Josef’s family, like so many who had made the pilgrimage 

from Magdala in the Galilee and beyond, were not going to risk bringing the 

required “perfect” Passover lamb from their flock, only to have it bruised or 

injured along the journey and disqualified at the last moment of the strict 

priestly inspection. So this marketing of animals was a practical matter, and 



Josef couldn’t fault the notion of accommodating pilgrims’ needs for 

sacrificial animals. He recalled hearing that some years back, the vendors 

had been confined to an area on the slopes of the Mount of Olives, across 

from the temple. But deals had been made with the priesthood—and there 

were corrupt priests to be sure!—and the animal vendors had wormed their 

way back onto the temple precincts. This was just the way it was. But if you 

were careful in your purchase—not falling for the old tricks of bait and 

switch—you could come away with a decent animal at an acceptable price.  

 

Close by the animal vendors, the money changers had been setting up their 

banking stalls where pilgrims could exchange their assorted coinage for the 

approved and stable currency of the temple—the silver drachma of Tyre—in 

order to pay the annual half-shekel temple tax. Another practical 

consideration, Josef observed. But Josef’s small-town sensibilities detected 

an oiliness in these money changers. It was an instinct well founded. His 

family would be hit with conversion fees of between 4% and 8 % on the 

shekel, depending on what the money changers’ calculated chatter and slight 

of hand would bear. And it reminded him too of the shady dealings of the 

priesthood—for the temple also functioned as a sort of bank—in making 

loans they knew would default, so they could foreclose and acquire 

properties. But despite injustice and corruption, Josef carried the conviction 

that this was the house of God, and the holy Lord of Israel would, in his own 

time, set things right. 

 

As the sun continued to rise and warm the stone courts and pillars, the crowd 

began to swell. Josef now comfortably strolled the temple courts, feeling 

now like a young scholar of Torah, pausing to listen in on the discussions of 



clustered rabbis and their students. But he was at once fascinated and 

intimidated by the high caliber conversation these Jerusalemites took for 

granted, bantering in terminology he could barely grasp, and occasionally 

transitioning from Aramaic to Greek and back again.  

 

The growing procession of worshippers, many leading or carrying their 

sacrifices, was converging on the Court of Israel and then toward the verge 

of the altar. For the Passover festival was a time not just for the slaughter 

and eating of the Passover lamb as a family but also the opportunity to make 

sin, guilt and thanksgiving sacrifices and offerings. From just outside the 

entrance to the Court of Israel, Josef had been able to observe the practiced 

efficiency of Levites and priests—all were on duty for this festival—as they 

handled the crowd and expedited the sacrifices. Butchers and liturgists rolled 

into one, they knew their roles and the game plan, and Josef wondered how 

thick a scroll it took to record and keep track of all the procedures and 

details. On Passover day, they would have to slaughter a staggering 20,000 

lambs within a two-hour period before sunset!  

 

But now back in the broad Court of the Gentiles, the tempo of the day was in 

full beat. Yesterday Josef had heard that Jeshua of Nazareth, the young 

Galilean teacher, whose fame was spreading across the countryside, had 

made an entrance into Jerusalem, riding a donkey and hailed in the most 

extraordinary way by the crowds. Josef had not yet encountered Jeshua back 

home in Galilee, but his cousins in Cana had seen him, and they had stories 

to tell! Healings. Expulsions of evil spirits. Proclaiming release from poverty 

and the restoration of true Israel. And making the most intriguing claims. 

Maybe today he would see Jeshua.  



 

As he was strolling back toward the vendors, Josef heard a rising 

commotion—shouts of surprise, a strong commanding voice, sandals 

scuffing and scrambling on granite, the agitated bleating and bellowing of 

livestock, the thud of wood and the metallic spray of coins splashing on 

pavement. Rushing to the scene Josef saw the backside of a man wielding a 

home-made whip. He seemed to be trying to drive the vendors out of their 

quarters! Above the din and confusion of distressed animals and shouts of 

protest from the vendors, Josef heard the voice of the whip-wielding man, 

speaking in a Galilean accent,  

“Take these things out of here! Stop making my Father’s house a 

marketplace! Get going! Now! Out of here! You will not desecrate my 

Father’s house!”  

 

The scene was chaotic—vendors scrambling, money changers scooping up 

their littered coins and animal handlers trying desperately to control their 

beasts. Josef couldn’t help taking a bit of pleasure in the scene. And other 

pilgrims stood by, nodding and clucking their approval.  

 

“Who is that?,” Josef asked a bystander.  

 

“Oh, that’s Jeshua of Nazareth,” he replied.  

 

“Jeshua of Nazareth?,” Josef exclaimed. “The Jeshua?”  

 

“Yes,” replied the man. “So you’ve heard of him?”  

 



“Have I?” replied Josef.  

 

“See,” the man said, “his young followers are over there, looking just as 

stunned as everyone else!”  

 

At that moment one of the priests, who had rushed to the scene, called out to 

Jeshua, “Who authorized you to carry on like this? Give us a sign of your 

authority!”  

 

Jeshua turned toward the priest and in a strong voice declared, “Destroy this 

temple and in three days I will raise it up!”  

 

A wave of laughter rippled through the gathered crowd. But Josef was more 

puzzled than amused. What could he possibly mean? 

 

Then a rabbi said what was on everyone’s mind, “Hey, this temple has been 

under construction for forty-six years! A lot longer than you’ve been alive! 

And you will raise it up in three days?”  

 

The tension was mounting, and now eyes were nervously cocked toward the 

fortress parapets, fearing a Roman response to the disturbance on the 

ground. It was just a couple years ago that the fist of Roman power had 

mingled Galilean blood with their temple sacrifices (Lk 13:1). Jeshua was 

taking a big risk, whatever his intentions were. And a crackdown wouldn’t 

only fall on him. It might be felt by everyone around. 

 

 



Twenty minutes later, within the inner court of the temple, the priests and 

levites who were managing the flow of sacrifices at the great smoking altar, 

for a few minutes found themselves strangely idle. The machinery of 

slaughter and sacrifice was stalled for a bit. The system seemed to be down. 

And they wondered how this could be happening in this high and holy 

festival season.  

….. 

 

Some forty years later, an elderly Josef, long a follower and [missionary] of 

Jeshua, and now in the great city of Ephesus, far from Jerusalem, told of this 

memorable day at the temple, just as he had done so many times before. He 

never tired of it. And as he loved to relate, “We were so puzzled by Jeshua’s 

saying, ‘Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.’ But when 

Jeshua was raised from the dead, we remembered what he had said, and it all 

became clear. He was speaking about his coming death and resurrection. As 

our own great apostle and elder, Ioannen, has taught, he was the one in 

whom God tabernacled in our midst. Jeshua was making the stunning 

claim—in his actions and words—that he embodied the presence of God, 

that he was the temple to come! The Romans put him to death, and yet he 

rose again, the beginning of that new temple. And look--only a few years 

ago, the great Jerusalem temple, made of great stones, was utterly destroyed 

by the Romans. Jeshua had spoken as a prophet of judgment against Israel. 

“This temple” that would be destroyed had a double meaning! 

 

“So now I ask you,” continued Josef, “what remains—and grows daily—in 

that temple’s place? What has replaced the Jerusalem temple, where I as a 

lad first laid eyes on Jeshua? As the apostle Paul wrote in his letter that was 



read in our very church, it is the body of Christ, made up of Jews and 

Gentiles--who are no longer divided by a court of Israel and of the 

Gentiles—but our temple is built on the foundation of apostles and prophets, 

with Jesus Christ himself as the cornerstone. This is the temple that is 

growing and spreading its courts throughout the world as a dwelling place 

for God.”   

 

….. 

 

 

In Isaiah 20 we read about the strange sign act of Isaiah going around naked 

in Jerusalem. Prophets did things like this—publically demonstrating the 

message they were delivered by God. So too with Jesus. His action in the 

temple was a sign act, an enacted parable that was intended to provoke 

thought and to symbolize what Yahweh, the God of Israel, thought of the 

temple and what he was doing in Jesus of Nazareth. I guess a contemporary 

analogy might be the Occupy Wall Street movement, though in the case of 

Jesus there was an unmistakable critique and solution to the problem.  

 

As the disciples turned the event over in their minds and probed its meaning, 

it became clear. Jesus had started a counter-temple movement. As he went 

about Galilee and Judea—in his speech and actions–he was embodying and 

put on offer what the temple was to be and offered: forgiveness, healing, the 

purifying power and presence of God. 

 

From John’s perspective, it seems to have just as much to do with the entire 

form of religion centered around the temple. Jesus, whom John tells us is 



God “tabernacling” in our midst (Jn 1:14), is the new temple. In the 

economy of God, the old is being replaced with the new. The God of Israel, 

who had called and delivered his people out of Egypt and taken up residence 

in their midst in the wilderness—symbolized in the tabernacle that moved 

about with them for forty years—the God who had later made his heavenly 

home in Solomon’s temple and a succession of temple structures on this 

very holy mount in Jerusalem—that God had now come in surprising way in 

Jesus of Nazareth. 

 

Jesus as the new temple—it is a spiritual (ontological) reality, not something 

airy-fairy, not something internal/subjective/only personal/individual. Jesus 

was not attacking “organized religion” and opting for some kind of 

privatized or personal or mystical spirituality (a kingdom within). The 

church is not a collective of private spiritualities or spiritual sentiments with 

enough things in common to join forces. Jesus was not opting for 

“spirituality without religion.” It is a very public thing—in fact it’s a 

movement of the kingdom of God which had immediate implications in 

Jesus’ day. The church is not itself the kingdom, but it is born of the 

kingdom and bears witness—however imperfectly—to that kingdom.  Not 

something generically “religious” that could go equally well under another 

religious name. It is a very particular thing. It is an outgrowth of what 

Christians have called the Incarnation—God taking on human flesh—in the 

unique event of Jesus’ person and mission—and Jesus as the new temple.  

 

Wrapped up in the meaning of Jesus’ actions—in his disturbance of the 

normal functions of the temple (the animals, the sacrifice, the money 

changing) is a message of the coming destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 



AD 70 by the Roman army. This was a cataclysmic, traumatic event in 

Jewish history, and to this day the temple has never been rebuilt. But think 

about it--Jesus, the representative of Israel, the one true Israelite, the one 

who enacted the functions of the temple, was very shortly to be crucified by 

Romans, buried and raised again to create a new temple. He—the temple—

was to be destroyed and raised again, and by the power of the Spirit a new 

temple—“not made with hands” (Mk 14:58; Acts 7:48)—the church was 

born and grew. 

 

The church, this new temple, is not just a society of like-minded individuals 

gathered like so many marbles in a bag. The church is joined and knit 

together by the Spirit of the risen Christ. It is made up of “living stones” 

fitted together by its new temple builder—the triune God: Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit. The church, the new temple of God, is the designated witness to 

God’s kingdom. It is the advance base/colony that bears witness to God’s 

coming new creation, to that day of cosmic renewal when the glory of the 

Lord will fill the whole earth as the waters fill the sea.  

 

This seems an unlikely proposition when you look around and see that the 

church consists of ordinary people—like you and me. But this is the claim of 

Jesus and the apostles. Church buildings, associations and denominations are 

the visible scaffolding for the church invisible— important scaffolding, to be 

sure—for the real temple, growing on the foundation of prophets and 

apostles, with Christ the cornerstone. 

 

My brother-in-law used to say of his former summer cottage that if the 

termites quit holding hands, the whole thing would fall down. Well, when it 



comes to the new temple (made without hands), it can stand with or without 

the termites—or us!—holding hands in Christian fellowship. Why? Because 

it is a spiritual reality created and sustained by Christ, the Son of God, in 

whom all things hold together. When we do hold hands, we bear witness to 

the real work of the Holy Spirit—the Spirit sent by the risen and ascended 

Christ—in calling us, giving us new life and joining us together with all 

those who are known by his name.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Benediction: 

“Come to him, a living stone, through rejected by mortals yet chosen and 

precious in God’s sight, and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a 

spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. For it stands in Scripture: ‘See, I am 

laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious; and whoever 

believes in him will not be put to shame.” (1 Peter 2:4-6) Go in peace. 

 

 

 

 


