JESUS AND A REBUILT JEWISH TEMPLE 
Part 2 Jesus and the Temple 
What was Jesus’ attitude toward the temple? Did He support its priests and its sacrifices? Did He show reverence and respect for it as the place of God’s presence and as the place of atonement for Israel’s sins?

The Gospels reveal two attitudes on Jesus’ part. When He was twelve years old, and discussing issues with the teachers, He referred to the temple as ‘my Father’s house’ (Luke 2:49). Later in His public ministry He spoke of the temple as ‘the house of God’ (Matthew 12:4), ‘a house of prayer for all nations’ (Mark 11:17) and in the parable of the Pharisee and the publican as a place to pray (Luke 18:10). In His teaching about making oaths Jesus referred to Jerusalem as ‘the city of the Great King’ (Matthew 5:35) and to the temple as the place where God dwells (Matthew 23:21). In illustrating the commandment against murder, Jesus spoke of leaving one’s gift at the altar to first be reconciled to a brother and then returning to offer the gift (Matthew 5:23,24). In addition, Jesus went to Jerusalem to celebrate the great feasts.
Obviously Jesus showed respect for the temple in Jerusalem, but it is striking that we nowhere read in the Gospels that He offered any sacrifices there. He was in the temple precincts teaching and healing, but we don’t even read of Him praying in the temple grounds. In these vital areas the gospel record is silent.
But it is not silent about the soon to come destruction and replacement of the temple. Jesus condemned the chief priests and elders for turning the temple into ‘a den of robbers’ (Mark 11:17) and ‘a market’ (John 2:16). Because of the sins of the leaders and the people Jesus announced the coming destruction of Jerusalem (Matthew 23:37ff) and the temple (Mark 13:1-25). But He was more than just a prophet announcing judgement. He was the prophesied Messiah through whom the age of fulfillment was beginning. Not only would the temple be destroyed, it would be replaced by Jesus and His ministry.
Light is shed on Jesus’ two-fold attitude to the temple by the story of the temple tax (Matthew 17:24ff). Peter said Jesus paid the temple tax but the reason Jesus gave for doing so was unexpected. He began by denying any basic obligation to actually pay it. The tax was used to support the temple services, and in Exodus 30:16 it is called ‘atonement money’ because it supported all the services of the temple and all the sacrifices, including ‘for sin offerings to make atonement for Israel’ (Nehemiah 10:33). By denying any obligation to pay the tax, Jesus was denying any obligation to pay for the sacrifices offered there. But in order to avoid offence He paid the tax. He showed no disrespect for the temple and acknowledged it as the place of atonement but because of His relationship with God, He was not dependant on the temple services. Importantly, it does not seem His disciples independently paid the temple tax for themselves. Their faith in Jesus excluded them from the need to.
Jesus is the One who ‘will save his people from their sins’ (Matthew 1:21). As such He had authority to forgive sins (Mark 2:10) and the power and authority by touch and word to make the unclean clean (Mark 1:41,42; John 15:3). ‘One greater than the temple is here’ (Matthew 12:6), the Son of God, who has the power to make others children of God. As free children of God, they are not obligated to pay the tax, but to save offence, the tax is paid. So Jesus does not disapprove of the temple and its sacrificial service, but He clearly sets boundaries for its function.
Jesus’ entire ministry is a fulfillment of what the temple symbolised. He forgives sin directly, apart from the sin offerings, guilt offerings and the ritual of the Day of Atonement. He touches the unclean, lepers and corpses, and is in turn touched by the unclean (the woman with the hemorrhage) and the unclean become clean. Jesus eats with sinners and tax collectors, and so identifies with sinners. He enters the house of Zacchaeus which would mean from Jewish law that He would contract uncleanness, but when He comes out, it is not Jesus who is unclean but Zacchaeus who has been changed. Cleanliness, forgiveness and healing, formerly received through the symbolism of ritual law and temple sacrifice are now gifts of Jesus’ word and healing touch. The temple had not yet reached its appointed end but something greater than the temple had entered humans’ history. The end of the temple could not be long delayed. The temple and its sacrifices were a sign pointing to ‘the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). When the Lamb appeared the sign had fulfilled its purpose. Fulfillment implies no disrespect for the sign and Jesus showed no disrespect for the temple.
The story of the cleansing of the temple combines Jesus’ attitude of respect for the temple and His awareness of messianic fulfillment. Mark says He ‘would not allow anyone to carry merchandise through the temple courts’ (Mark 11:16). The cleansing occurred only in the Court of the Gentiles, an area used both as a short-cut by those not using the temple for any spiritual purpose, and as the area where “acceptable” sacrificial offerings were sold to Jews. The ‘mark-up’ in the prices was astronomical compared to the standard price of similar birds and animals outside the temple grounds.
 Only the sacrifices sold in the temple grounds were guaranteed to be ‘acceptable’ for sacrifice. By removing merchandising from the temple Jesus was restoring its purity and pronouncing prophetic judgement on the present practices.

Jesus had been acclaimed as the son of David, the messianic figure commissioned to build the house of God, as He came into Jerusalem. The present temple was not what Old Testament prophets had foreseen as the new temple. Isaiah 56:7 described ‘a house of prayer for all nations’, a quote picked both in Mark 11:17 and Matthew 21:13. In John 2:16 Jesus seems to allude to Zechariah 14:21which promised a temple in which there would be no traders. Both Isaiah and Zechariah are speaking of a future eschatological temple, the gathering place of all nations, who will pray and worship in the Lord’s house. The present temple robbed the Gentiles of their right and oppressed the poor like a ‘den of robbers’ (Jeremiah 7:11). It would fall under judgement just as the first temple fell into ruins. Jesus’ actions pointed to a new and greater temple, filled with a new and greater community who worshipped God.
The theme of the messianic replacement of the temple became more explicit as Jesus’ ministry approached its end. Once the messianic king had entered the city, the establishment of the messianic temple cannot be far behind. The chief priests and teachers of the law tried unsuccessfully to challenge Jesus’ authority (Mark 11:27ff). Their next step was to have Him taken to trial and crucified as the one who claimed He would destroy the temple (Mark 14:58; 15:29). Paradoxically, it is Jesus’ death that destroys the temple. The tearing of the temple curtain announces the approaching destruction of the temple and its end as the place of the presence of God and as the place of atonement for Israel.

One of the accusations brought against Jesus was that He had said ‘I will destroy this man made temple and in three days will build another, not made by man’ (Mark 14:58). The Jewish messianic belief was that God would build the temple. Immediately after the charge about Jesus building the new temple, the high priest asks whether Jesus is the Messiah, who is the Son of David (Mark 14:61). In 2 Samuel 7 the son of David who builds God’s house is called ‘God’s son.’ The high priest’s question is very pointed ’Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?’ He wanted to know if Jesus was claiming to be the Son of God from 2 Samuel 7 who would build God’s temple. Jesus answer begins ‘I am …’ (Mark 14:62).
Just before His arrest, Jesus had quoted Zechariah 13:7 to His disciples (Mark 14:27):

“You will all fall away, Jesus told them, “for it is written:

‘I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.’

But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee”
Zechariah spoke of God’s promise of a Davidic Shepherd-Prince who would gather the people of Israel and establish them in peace. The disciples, scattered by the death of Jesus and very much afraid, are instructed to go to Galilee to meet this Davidic Shepherd-Prince of Israel, whose task is to establish them as the new Israel. 
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