
A Necessary Evil 

John 2:13-22 

 

 

Today’s text is a familiar one, but I’d like to start by “unpacking” the scene a little bit before 

moving into a reflection on the story. 

 

Although this is a familiar story it can be unsettling for some.  I think most of us when we 

envision Jesus, we think of a mild-mannered Jesus. The one who admonished his disciples to let 

the children come to him and gently released the women caught in adultery by saying simply 

“Go and sin no more.” Even when challenged by the Pharisees, he was never given to great 

shows of anger, strong words perhaps, but never physical displays of anger.  To see him in this 

story wielding a whip and overturning tables paints an entirely different picture than what we 

are used to seeing. 

 

Thankful for the opportunity to research these verses for today, I’ve been able to come away 

with a different view than what I had at first glance.  Ever since I was a child in my mind’s eye, 

Jesus was whipping animals and people, albeit acting out of righteous anger.  But that wouldn’t 

make much sense since harming people and animals is not what Jesus was about.  On closer 

inspection of the text, it says that Jesus drove the animals out of the Temple.  Think about those 

old Western movies.  Envision a cattle drive.  We can see cowboys cracking whips over their 

heads to spur the animals to move.  They never strike the animals.  Neither did Jesus. 

 

When the money tables were overturned, the money changers themselves were not harmed and 

they lost nothing because they could easily pick up their coins off the stone floor of the Temple 

court.  Even the doves were not harmed.  These animals that were kept in cages would have 

been injured had Jesus overturned their tables. Instead, He told their owners to pick them up and 

carry them out of the Temple.  Now I have a different feeling about this scene, knowing that 

Jesus was true to his nature, even in his anger. 



 

His anger, as we know, was justified. The Temple courts had become nothing more than a 

marketplace with buying and selling and certain amounts of profiteering taking place.  So how 

did this situation come about?  You might say it was a necessary evil. 

 

At the Passover, Jews from all over the known world would come to Jerusalem to celebrate 

God’s deliverance of his people from slavery in Egypt.  When they came to Jerusalem, they 

were expected to make an offering in the Temple of an unblemished animal. Many of these 

people came from great distances to make their sacrifice at the Temple.  If you are traveling 

many miles in the desert sun, it is difficult to arrive at your destination with an unblemished 

animal, so being able to purchase an animal upon your arrival was an acceptable solution to that 

problem.  In addition, everyone was expected to pay the Temple tax.  The Roman government, 

which ruled most of the known world, used coins with the image of Caesar on them.  These 

coins were not acceptable in the Temple because they bore that image, so the people needed to 

exchange their Roman currency for Temple coins in order to pay the tax. No different than 

today when we travel to a foreign country and exchange our US currency for the currency of the 

country we are visiting. 

 

There was a legitimate need for the items made available at the Temple, but things had gotten 

out of hand.  The situation in the Temple had come about with the approval, or at least without 

the disapproval, of the religious leaders of that day.  The religious leaders had become 

complacent about the trade happening within God’s house. They had allowed the marketplace 

to grow in the Court of the Gentiles to the point that if any Gentile wished to worship there, 

they would have been surrounded by lowing animals, cooing birds, and moneychangers calling 

out to pilgrims that they had the best exchange rate.  This was not conducive to worship to be 

sure! 

 

The Temple leaders had allowed God’s house of worship to become nothing more than a 

shopping mall.  God’s house was being profaned not only by commerce, but commerce that 

wasn’t always honest.  The merchants of animals for sacrifice could charge exorbitant rates for 



their animals and the money changers could charge whatever the market would bear for the 

exchange of Roman currency for Temple coins.  The pilgrims were a captive audience with few, 

if any, other options. 

 

Into this scene comes Jesus, wielding his whip and clearing the Temple court of this 

blasphemous throng.  When challenged by what authority he could do such a thing, he tells the 

people to “destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.”  This saying confused the 

people because they were aware that the Temple had been in the process of being rebuilt for 

over 40 years.  How could Jesus raise it again in only three days if it were totally destroyed? 

 

We have the benefit of knowing that Jesus wasn’t talking about the magnificent Temple 

constructed by Herod the Great, but about his own body which would soon be destroyed for our 

benefit.  We also have the benefit of Scripture that says this in 1 Corinthians 6:19, “Do you not 

know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received 

from God? You are not your own;” 

 

This was the message Jesus was trying to convey to his audience that day in the Temple courts 

in Jerusalem.  He was clearing away all the things that detracted from the proper worship of 

God in his Holy House.  Although the people may have seen the marketplace as a necessary 

evil, they had let it take over worship in God’s House.  Complacency had replaced the honor 

and awe of the God of Israel. 

 

What necessary evils have we allowed to enter our temple of the Holy Spirit?  Living in modern 

society we are daily surrounded by and bombarded with many images, practices, and ideas that, 

although we might not agree with them or know that God would not approve, we see them as 

necessary evils of living in the modern world.  We watch sporting events that are more about 

violence on the field of play than of actual athletic ability and say the violence is a necessary 

evil because it makes the game more exciting.  Television shows filled with sexual innuendo 

and actual sex acts are watched with the resignation that this is a necessary evil, because 

broadcasters up the ante to gain viewers.  Let’s not forget the many varied forms of social 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians+6:19&version=NIV


media that we have access to today! There are many things we encounter in our lives that we 

tacitly let into our minds and hearts all the while knowing they are counter to what Jesus would 

have us do. To what parts of life in the 21st century have we become complacent?   

 

It's certainly not that we want to walk away from our faith or what we have learned about Jesus, 

but complacency comes quietly over time to the point where we are no longer aware that we 

have fallen away.  Soren Kierkegaard tells a story that warns about the dangers of complacency: 

The wild duck of Denmark 

Søren Kierkegaard 

A wild duck was flying north with his fellow wild ducks in springtime. En- 

route, he happened to land in a barnyard in Denmark, where he quickly made 

friends with the tame ducks that lived there. The wild duck enjoyed the corn 

and fresh water. He decided to stay for an hour, then for a day, then for a 

week, and finally for a month. 

At the end of that time, he contemplated flying to join his friends in the vast 

northern lands, but he had begun to enjoy the safety of the barnyard, and the 

tame ducks had made him feel so welcome. So, he stayed for the summer. 

One autumn day, he heard the quacking of his fellow wild ducks as they were 

flying south. It stirred him with delight, he enthusiastically flapped his wings, 

and rose into the air to join them. Much to his dismay, however, he found he 

could rise no higher than the eaves of the barn. As he waddled back to the 

safety of the barnyard, he muttered to himself: “I’m satisfied here, I have 

plenty of food, and the area is good. Why should I leave?” So, he spent the 

winter on the farm. 

The next spring, when the wild ducks flew overhead again, he felt a strange 

stirring within his breast, but he did not try to fly up to meet them. 



When they returned the following autumn, they again called him to rejoin 

them, but this time, the duck did not even notice them. There was no stirring 

within his breast. He simply kept on eating corn which made him fat. 

During Lent, as we prepare for Jesus’ final act of redemption on the cross, he is calling us to 

look inside and see what “necessary evils” we have allowed to push out space for the Holy 

Spirit in our lives.  How has complacency made our faith “fat”, like the wild duck? What is in 

us that we need to confess and repent of to clear the courts of our spirits to allow more space for 

his presence?  

 

It is written in Scripture that “zeal for your house will consume me.” referring to Jesus’ zeal for 

the house of the Lord.  He is calling you today with that same zeal to clear away the clutter of 

the past, rid yourself of evils – necessary and otherwise – to kick complacency to the curb, and 

prepare your hearts to worship Him, the risen Lord and King. 

 

Please join me for a word of prayer: 

 

Dear Lord, forgive us for allowing our hearts to be filled with what we consider necessary evils.  

You created us for good, not evil, and evil has no part in us.  Replace our complacency with a 

zeal to follow you.  Thank you for the gift of your Son, Jesus, who died to set us free from the 

evil that surrounds us and infiltrates our lives.  To you we give all glory, laud and honor, in His 

name.  AMEN 
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