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Jesus the proto-Marxist overturning the banking tables of the capitalist money-changers?  Jesus the social revolutionary, attacking the centre of religious and political power? Jesus, fighter for the rights of the poor, damning those who oppress them? Jesus, zealot for the equality of humanity, invading the bastion of inequality and privilege?

The Cleansing of the Temple has been interpreted in such modes, but we would be mistaken, if we regarded Jesus as a religious version of Che Guevara, some kind of 1960’s freedom fighter. 


“He made a whip out of cords and drove them all out of the temple area, with the sheep and oxen, and spilled the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables, and to those who sold doves he said, "Take these out of here, and stop making my Father's house a marketplace." 
This Gospel image of Christ contradicts the notion of the soft and sensitive Jesus, popular among those who have met Jesus in the movies rather than in the Scriptures.


    Did Jesus of Nazareth resort to the odd bit of corporal punishment?– admittedly of adults, not of children. Or was the whip or scourge  - flagellion in the Greek – simply for driving out the cattle?

The whimpering of the modernists floats upon the wind: “Oh dear. How unpleasant. Our sweet and tender Jesus shouldn’t behave like this - the “darling, darling little man” of our Christmas carols. We teach that Jesus is nice to everyone, forgives everyone all the time, is  kind to all people, always caring and sharing. This nasty episode must have been invented by St John’s disciples – it can’t be historically true.” 

Really? Can’t it? Were you there, then? 

Admittedly, Jesus’ behaviour on this occasion rather sinks his reputation as a liberal social worker. Wonder-Counsellor and all that.


“Perhaps it was one of his off-days. He was probably under a lot of emotional strain and it was a cry for help.”  

So is Jesus behaving out of character?

I don’t think so.


To understand Jesus’ reaction, we need to appreciate the place of the Jerusalem Temple in Jewish society. It was the religious centre of the nation, the political centre, the commercial centre, the national centre. 


Imagine a madman in St Peter’s Square in Rome, ransacking the souvenir shops, overturning the Vatican Post Office counters, flinging the theology books out of the Vatican bookshop. He would soon be arrested by the sampietrini, escorted off the premises, and perhaps delivered to the Italian carabinieri.

In fairness it must be added that no trading takes place inside St Peter’s basilica itself, admission is free to all, and ample spaces are reserved for those who wish to pray rather than just do the tourist trail.

Diaspora Jews flocked from all over the Roman empire to Zion, the Holy City. They came with their life savings, their pouches full of Roman sestertii, denarii, and Greek drachmae. It was the trip of a lifetime, their hajj. “Next year in Jerusalem” goes the toast at the Passover meal. 

The shops and inns catered to their needs. They sold oxen or sheep, turtledoves or pigeons, to be offered in sacrifice within the Temple. 

The family of Annas and Caiaphas controlled the Temple. Roman and Greek money, bearing Caesar’ image, was not accepted. It had to be exchanged for Tyrian shekels, at about 17% commission. A nice little earner for the moneychangers. 

The pilgrims had to pay their half-shekel Temple tax. Their sacrificial animals had to be inspected for blemishes. Unfortunately, blemishes were frequent discovered upon animals bought outside. Animals already certified as kosher were however available inside the Temple – at prices up to twenty times higher than outside – but the beasts came with that all important certificate of purity – even if they looked mangy. 

It was lucrative business, and Annas’ family took heavy commission on all the sales. The poor pilgrims were being systematically fleeced. It had indeed become an oikos emporiou, a house of trade, rather than “the house of my Father.”
Before the Passover, on the day Jesus arrived, He found business as usual - the Court of the Gentiles was full of stalls and animals and the sweet ringing of tills. It was full of the hubbub of the market place. 
This Court was the only area of the Temple precincts open to non-Jews. If they trespassed on further into the Court of the Women, they were subject to the death penalty. The pious Gentiles had no place for recollection and tranquillity. 
Jesus was doing more than striking a blow for ecumenical worship, or protesting at financial exploitation. He was taking action against the desecration of His Father’s Holy Temple by the forces of Mammon. “Zeal for your house will devour me.”

It was this attack which sealed Jesus’ fate. Who did this wandering guru from Nazareth think he was, to march into the national sanctuary and cause uproar? 

When challenged, Jesus’ reply only made matters worse: “I will destroy this Temple and build it up again in three days.” Destroy the Temple which had taken 46 years to build? The Temple which symbolized the Jewish nation – which was the centre of Judaism throughout the world. Destroying the Temple had ever been the aim of Israel’s enemies - the Assyrians, the Egyptians, the Greeks. Who did this Galilean lunatic think he was? 

The Cleansing of the Temple provoked the Chief Priests into ordering Jesus’ arrest. It set in train the events of Holy Week.

It shows Jesus acting in the person of God, claiming an authority higher than that of the scribes and Pharisees, higher even than that of the Sanhedrin and High Priest. His followers had already seen him act thus: “Go, your sins are forgiven.” “You have heard it said [in the Torah] …. But I say unto you……”  Who is He who claims the authority to abrogate the Law of the Torah, who takes upon Himself the Divine prerogative. “Who is this that the wind and waves obey Him?”

For a couple of hours, the uproar Jesus caused probably brought the Temple sacrifices to a standstill. This in itself was a prophecy of what was to come.

Jesus is not only going to put an end to the old dispensation, “destroying the Temple,” the stone hieron.” He is going to replace it with a new temple, the Temple (naos = sanctuary) of His own Body. He is saying: “Henceforth I will be God’s dwelling place in your midst. I am the new Torah.”  Jesus is the place where God and human nature are joined as one.
After the Resurrection, His glorified body will be the Sanctuary of the New Covenant. Through the person of Jesus, mankind will be able to enter a living communion with the Father. Jesus Himself will be the “place” of the new worship.


The prophets had long protested about the secularization of the Temple. Zech. 14:21 foresees that in the days of the Messiah “all will be holy in Jerusalem and no merchant will be found in the Temple.” Jesus fulfils this prophecy, and his action is in itself a Messianic claim.
In the synoptic Gospels, this whole episode is placed at the end of Jesus’ ministry, shortly before his arrest and trial. St John, however, places it near the beginning: the enmity of the Jewish religious establishment is there from the start.

“Zeal for thy house will consume me.” Sadly, Jesus’ action failed to produce lasting reform. Josephus reports that the high priest Ananias (47-55 AD), some twenty years later, was still called “the great procurer of money,” and that the Temple was going to rack and ruin because of avarice and mutual hatred.


Nonetheless Jesus’ dramatic action was a blow against a corrupt religiosity. Today Jesus moves through His Temple the Church, cleansing, purifying, overturning. He proclaims God’s judgement upon that which needs to be purged. By His grace, the clerical child abuse scandals have come to light, for judgement.

Some would argue that in certain dioceses of our modern Church, ruined by false teaching and compromise, we are seeing His judgement – of death upon our insipid Christianity. “You are neither hot nor cold, but lukewarm, so I will spew you out of my mouth.” (Rev. 3:16) 


So many cannot be bothered to keep holy the Sabbath Day. Congregations age. Vocations dry up. Parishes shrivel and close. Is it not a punishment for our unfaithfulness? We have rejected the word of life. We have shut the springs of new life with contraception and abortion. 


Will the bankers’ tables of Britain be overturned as a divine punishment for her national apostasy; will the nation be destroyed by civil strife and alien creeds? 

Perhaps that is putting it too strongly, but there is certainly no room for complacency.
