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The cleansing of the Temple narrative tells of Jesus expelling the merchants 
and the money changers from the Temple, and occurs in all four canonical 
gospels of the New Testament.

The scene is a common motif in Christian art.

In this account, Jesus and his disciples travel to Jerusalem for Passover, 
where Jesus expels the merchants and consumers from the temple, accusing 
them of turning it into “a den of thieves” (in the Synoptic Gospels) and “a 
house of trade” (in Gospel of John) through their commercial activities.

The narrative occurs near the end of the Synoptic Gospels (at Matthew 
21:12–17, Mark 11:15–19, and Luke 19:45–48) and near the start in the Gospel 
of John (at John 2:13–16). Some scholars believe that these refer to two 
separate incidents, given that the Gospel of John also includes more than 
one Passover.[1] Jesus visited the Temple in Jerusalem, where the courtyard 
is described as being filled with livestock, merchants, and the tables of the 
money changers, who changed the standard Greek and Roman money 
for Jewish shekels.[2] Jerusalem was packed with Jews who had come for 
Passover, perhaps numbering 300,000 to 400,000 pilgrims.[3][4]

At the temple...

The passage mentions those selling pigeons, or doves. This is important 
because in the sacrificial system of the temple, doves were to be made 
available for those who could not afford a lamb for their sacrifice. Leviticus 
lays out that “Anyone who cannot afford a sacrifice is to bring two doves or 
two young pigeons to the Lord as a penalty for their sin.” So, Jesus is not just 
upset at the general greed happening in the temple, Jesus is upset because 
they are EXPLOITING the poor.

For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you 
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed 
clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in 
prison and you came to visit me. …Whatever you did for one of the least of 
these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.
—Matthew 25:35-36, 40 (NIV)

The second reason Jesus is upset is exclusion. Jesus quotes the prophets: “My 
house will be called a house of prayer.” Here, he quotes Isaiah speaking of the 
temple as a place for ALL nations to come to God. It is a glorious vision of all 
peoples to worship God at the temple without exclusion.

Instead of that glorious picture, Jesus quotes Jeremiah, saying that they 
have turned the temple into a den of robbers. The leaders of the temple have 
turned the place that is supposed to welcome people of all nations, both Jew 
and Gentile, and turned it into a mafia- like stronghold. It’s even theorized that 
the money changers are set up in the Gentile courts of the temple, taking up 
space supposed to be for Gentiles to worship.

In talking about the reconciliation between Jews and Gentiles, Paul says,

“For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has 
destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by setting aside in his 
flesh the law with its commands and regulations. His purpose was to create 
in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace, and in one 
body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to 
death their hostility” (Ephesians 2:14–16, NIV).

The entire ministry of Jesus destroyed walls of hostility, bringing near those 
who were once estranged. This ministry of reconciliation is one that should 
continue through the work of the church.

And making a whip of cords, he drove them all out of the temple, with the 
sheep and oxen. And he poured out the coins of the money-changers and 
overturned their tables. And he told those who sold the pigeons, “Take these 
things away; do not make my Father’s house a house of trade”. — John 
2:13–16

And Jesus went into the temple of God, and cast out all them that sold and 
bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the money changers, and 
the seats of them that sold doves, And said unto them, It is written, My house 
shall be called the house of prayer; but ye have made it a den of thieves. 
— Matthew 21:12–13

God wants our lives to overflow with mercy, love, and compassion — the 
marks of His kingdom.

Why so angry Jesus?

Lots of people use this passage as a warning of judgment. Now, to be clear, 
this isn’t judgment, this is irritation. Jesus inconveniences them. He doesn’t kill 
anyone. Curse anyone. He is angry.

There’s a couple reasons. The first is exploitation.
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