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Exegesis- John 2:13-22

The passage commonly entitled the ‘Cleansing of the Temple’ (John 2:13-22) is one of great importance when analysing the interpretation of the earthly ministry of Jesus and the way his divine purpose and identity are presented in the Gospel of John. However, this account is not exclusive to the fourth Gospel, but can also be found in all three Synoptic Gospels (cf. Matt. 21:12–17; Mark 11:15–19; Luke 19:45–48), the significance of the similarities and differences in the accounts will be explored in the main body of the exegetical analysis. 

This account follows the event of Jesus performing his first ‘sign’ at a wedding in Cana (2:1-13), in which he is called upon to turn water into wine. In Cana the water used for the Jewish purification ritual is replaced with a fine wine which signifies the Messianic banquet presented in the book of Isaiah (Isa 25:6; 55:1-2). Similarly, the cleansing of the Temple also signifies the dawning of a new Messianic age, with Jesus rendering Temple-centred rituals and customs redundant in his presence. The placing of these two passages is intentional, with the sign at Cana working as a theological introduction to the cleansing of the Temple.
  The account of the cleansing of the Temple is the first time the author of this Gospel physically places Jesus in a ‘public’ setting, thus launching his public ministry. This fact becomes much more significant when one draws particular attention to the placement of this account in the other three Gospels. In each of the synoptic Gospels Jesus enters the Temple towards the end of his earthly ministry, in fact the event acts as a catalyst in the narrative and brings forth his arrest and consequent crucifixion.  In John’s Gospel however, the event is a catalyst of a different sort, bringing the identity of Jesus to the public stage. Historically, it is unlikely that Jesus disrupted the Temple twice in his short ministry. A more plausible theory is that the author of John is more focused on the theological significance of the event as the beginnings of the awaited Messianic age, and is consequently less concerned with the accuracy regarding the chronology of the narrative.
  

In this passage, Jesus enters the Jewish Temple and drives out the merchants and money-changers, declaring that they are defiling the house of God. He then confronts the questioning Jewish leaders and alludes to his identity as the Son of God with his first public prediction of his own death and resurrection. As is typical of John’s gospel, this piece of narrative has multiple layers of theological depth and significance as I will proceed to demonstrate. 

John 2:13-16
John intentionally begins this significant passage with an acknowledgement to Jesus’s Jewish identity (2:13). It is typical of this gospel to place the narrative firmly in a Jewish context. In this specific instance the author does so by referring to the Jewish festival of Passover being ‘near’. A Jewish audience would instantly recognise both the historical and theological implications of such a seemingly ‘matter of fact’ reference. Theologically, it could be argued that the author is using this as an opportunity to allude subtly to Jesus as the Passover Lamb, a theme that he has already introduced in the first chapter (1:29) and refers to again in the Passion Narrative (19:36). The theological method of linking Jesus’s divine identity and purpose to ancient and sacred Jewish stories is one that John uses time and time again to emphasise the Jewish fulfilment that Jesus carries as the anointed Messiah.  Upon entering the outer court of the Temple Jesus is struck by the sight of people selling animals to be sacrificed to God (2:14), as was the Jewish custom set out in the Law of Moses (Lev. 16). In anger, Jesus “drove all of them out of the Temple” and “poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables” (2:15). Jesus’s actions here demand pure worship and appropriate reverence to God and his Temple. It is unlikely that John is implying that Jesus is rejecting all forms of Jewish worship through this act, he is simply concerned with cleansing the Temple from corruption wrongly carried out in God’s name.
 

The words that Jesus speaks in this passage are just as poignant as his striking actions, in verse sixteen he demands that the merchants stop making his father’s house a ‘market place’ (2:16).  This has particular theological significance as there is a prophecy in the book of Zechariah that states that when the Messianic age comes, merchants will be driven out of the Temple: “there shall no longer be traders in the house of the Lord of hosts on that day.” (Zech. 14:20-22). In the presence of Jesus, the Temple and all of the rituals practiced within it are irrelevant, the traders therefore are made redundant. God’s presence now resides exclusively in the person of Jesus, anyone who wishes to access the father must now do so through the Messiah, not the Temple. 

John 2:17-19
From verse seventeen onwards we see an unravelling of John’s main theological theme, namely- that Jesus is the Son of God and therefore the way to eternal life. Verse seventeen is an example of a theological tool well used in the Fourth Gospel: an explicit reference to Old Testament scriptures. It states that “the disciples remembered that it was written ‘zeal for your house will consume me’” (John 2:17). John has taken this phrase from a Psalm, however he has not just referenced the verse, he has subtly modified it and used it to hint towards Jesus’ fate. The original verse in Psalm sixty-nine reads in the past tense- ‘Zeal for your house has consumed me’ (Psalm 69:10), however John changes this to the future tense with Jesus claiming that zeal for his father’s house will consume him (2:17). This change in tense predicts Jesus’ death, when the zeal for his father’s house will literally lead to his death. It is Jesus’ unapologetic passion for his mission that continuously offends the Jewish authorities’ through-out his ministry on earth and eventually leads to his arrest and crucifixion. 

 Through the literary use of a public discourse with ‘the Jews’ (2:18), the passage pauses the narrative flow in order to step into a more theological purpose. The Jewish leaders and Temple authorities quite expectedly ask Jesus what right he has to act in such a publicly zealous and defiant manner, this is consistent with the Synoptic accounts (cf. Mark 11: 27-33; Matt. 21:23-7; Luke 20:1-8). However, Jesus’ ambiguous response is in keeping with John’s unique re-working of the synoptic accounts. Rather than use Old Testament prophecies as evidence of his identity as is written in the other three Gospels, Jesus responds to their questioning with another cryptic foretelling of his own death and resurrection (2:19), the only ‘sign’ that Jesus offer to the ‘Jews’ lies in the future.  It is typical of John to present Jesus’ teachings in such a mysterious way, using religious metaphors to conceal divine truths. Jesus’ teachings are not presented in a way that allows the readers to accept them mindlessly or literally. Rather, the author is continually encouraging the readers to delve beneath the surface of Jesus’ words in order to find the teaching concealed within the literary ambiguity. In verse nineteen Jesus is predicting his own death and resurrection, his predictions clearly imply to the readers that he is in full knowledge and therefore full control of his fate, again confirming his identity as the divine Son of God. The particular words that the author uses in Jesus’s predictive statement are significant, Jesus claims that when the Jews destroy the Temple, he will “raise it up” in only three days (2:19). These words are strikingly theological as they are intentionally similar to the statement that Jesus will be ‘raised up’ from death after three days
 (John 12:32). This intentionality becomes ever clearer when one reads the Synoptic narratives in which Jesus claims that he will ‘construct’ the Temple.
 Andrew Lincoln translates Jesus’ metaphor to mean “go ahead and destroy this body and in three days I will raise it up”
, the Temple constituted in the body of Jesus, unlike the physical Temple in Jerusalem, is ever-lasting and indestructible. In this one statement, John is comparing the fleeting existence of earthly religious rituals against the eternal hope that can be found in Jesus alone; he encourages readers to ask themselves how a temporary/man-made building can compare with Jesus, the eternal embodiment of God’s presence. For John, it is clear that the Temple has been re-imaged in and through Jesus.
  
John 2:20-22;

As is typical of the fourth Gospel, the people to whom Jesus is speaking understand his words only on the surface level, and believe him to be speaking about the building in which the scene is played out. In order to dispel the same misunderstanding among readers of the Gospel, John offers clarification through clear explanation: “he was speaking of the Temple of his body” (John 2:21). Through these interjections, the author breaks through the narrative to offer clarity and ensure theological understanding. The clear and concise way in which these interjections are written contrast greatly with the previously mentioned dynamic and mysterious words of Jesus himself. By referring to his body as the Temple, it could be argued that in the presence of Jesus, who is the Word incarnate (John 1:1), the physical Temple loses its significance as the centre of the Temple is no longer where people must go in order to experience the presence of God, he now dwells among his people on the earth, in the form of Jesus Christ, his son and divine emissary. This passage communicates to readers that Jesus’ arrival has radical implications for Jewish rituals and symbols, he has freed people from the confines of specific holy spaces and practices. Through Jesus, God’s presence is no longer restricted to one specific address, it is universal. Furthermore, God’s favour is no longer dependant on religious rituals, it has been earned by Jesus alone.
 The cleansing of the Temple presents Jesus as both the definitive sacrifice (through his death) and the new Temple (through his resurrection).

 Interestingly the final verse of this passage John steps out of the present narrative and explicitly refers to Jesus’ death and resurrection. John offers no explanation regarding Jesus’ final days at this point, but instead presumes that the readers already have a level of knowledge regarding Jesus’s story. The theological priority for John is to build upon any prior knowledge, and highlight the salvation that comes through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. 

John then states that Jesus’ disciples ‘remembered’ what Jesus had said and ‘believed’ the words he had spoken in the Temple (2:22). Both of these words carry theological importance, as they highlight two key ‘theological hooks’ used frequently in the Fourth Gospel. The act of ‘remembering’ is a supernatural remembrance brought to the disciple’s minds by the Holy Spirit who acts as God’s divine Paraclete, refreshing the disciple’s minds, and bringing forth the teachings of Jesus. The Paraclete does not only remind the disciples of the teachings, he brings post-resurrection enlightenment. Jesus is the lens through which all scripture makes divine sense, therefore, although the revelation is offered pre-resurrection, true understanding (enabled by the Paraclete) is only possible after the glorification and ascension of Jesus. The subtle fact that the disciples “believed the scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken” (2:22) is also typical of the fourth Gospel and reminds the readers that with every word Jesus speaks, there is a choice to be made- whether to believe or not to believe. Weaved throughout the Gospel of John is the message that people need to choose to put their faith in Jesus in order to guarantee eternal life. It is not enough to hear the words that Jesus speaks, the readers need to believe them. In this way, it could be argued that John is writing more than just a Gospel, he is writing an invitation that demands a response, as stated clearly in John 20:31.

In conclusion, this passage is significant and theologically rich for a multitude of reasons.  The passage signifies the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry and therefore the beginning of a new religious dawn for his followers. The narrative also introduces theological themes that grow and develop through-out the Gospel, disclosing Jesus’s identity and divine purpose. The Gospel of John is built upon the belief that Jesus is the fulfilment of every God-given promise made to the Jews in the Old Testament, and there is no better platform to reinforce this belief than the Temple itself. 
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