
THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT 

 

Our Scripture passage for the Third Sunday of Lent comes from the Gospel of John 2:13–25. 

This is the story of Jesus Cleansing the Temple. Although Matthew, Mark, and Luke all place 

this moment at the end of Jesus’ ministry, John places it at the very beginning and as one of our 

Lord’s first public actions. In doing so, John is telling us that the cleansing of our temple has to 

be one of the first actions we experience as disciples of Jesus. This is an important message for 

us during this Lenten Time.  

 

The first thing to note about this passage is that Jesus uses three words in reference to this 

Holy Place of Jerusalem. First, he uses the word that properly means “temple” (Greek: hieron). 

That term refers to the entire building complex of the Temple Mount and focuses primarily on 

the physical reality of the facility. Jesus further instructs the crowds that this physical building 

has a purpose—to be the House of the Father. By using the word “house” (Greek: oikos), Jesus is 

stressing that a physical place of worship (temple) must become a place where God lives in the 

hearts and souls of faithful men and women (house). Thus, the temple building is meant to be a 

place where people come so as to enter into an indwelling communion with God. Finally, Jesus 

then states, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.” The actual term he uses in 

this verse means more than “temple”; in fact it means “sanctuary” and referred to the Holy of 

Holies (Greek: naon; Hebrew: debir). The sanctuary (or Holy of Holies) was the innermost part 

of the Temple complex where the Presence of God was believed to have dwelt. We are later told 

that Jesus was referring to the sanctuary of His body. The presence of God that once resided in 

the Temple will be perfected in the resurrected body of Jesus. It is in His resurrected body that 

the Lord will then send the Spirit into the disciples and commission them to carry on His mission 

(see Jn 20:22).  

 

In that moment, the Church becomes a living sanctuary as the Body of Christ bearing 

witness to God’s love in the world. This granting of the Spirit of Jesus is only possible through 

our Lord’s glorification, which is the “Hour” of Calvary. In the writings of Saint Paul, the 

theology of the Church as the Body of Christ is developed extensively (see 1 Cor 12:12–31, Col 

1:18, 2:18–20, Eph 1:22–23, 4:13). John’s progressive use of the terms “temple”, “house”, and 

“sanctuary” is intentional and challenges us to move deeper in our discipleship with the Lord. 

Sometimes disciples can remain on a surface encounter with God that takes place only in the 

sacred space of a church building. While sacred space is a privileged setting for the encounter 

with God, the Lord wants that encounter to have an enduring effect in our lives so that God 

dwells with us (house) even after we have left the sacred space of a building. Finally, the 

indwelling presence of God is given to us for a reason—so that we can become the Body of 

Christ, that is, the spiritual edifice in which the love of God and the living presence of Jesus are 

made known to the world (sanctuary). Disciples today must be able to say with the words of 

Saint Paul, “It is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20). For this reason, 

disciples are challenged not only to make room for God in our lives but also to actually become a 

living sanctuary of His presence. That means surrendering full control of our lives to the Lord. 

Jesus’ action of cleansing the temple is showing us the divinely intended path of discipleship. 

 

We come to the temple so that we can become a living sanctuary. What can take away 



(thieves) or distract us (busyness) from following this path to its divinely intended 

destination?  

Where are you on this progressive path: limiting your encounter with God 

to sacred space, giving only some space in your life to God, or surrendering your whole 

life to the Lord?    

What interior reasons can we have for stopping short at each of these various levels? For 

example, are we satisfied to just come to the temple or content to just give God some 

space in our lives?   

What busyness is going on in our faith community that distracts or prevents you from 

entering more deeply into communion with God?   

How can you prayerfully remove the obstacles that hinder you from becoming a living 

sanctuary of God’s presence? 

 

The passage ends with the statement that many people came to believe in Jesus because they saw 

the “signs” He was performing but that our Lord would not entrust Himself to them because He 

knew the human heart. That is an interesting passage. It speaks about the flawed nature of sign-

based faith. Sign-based faith relies upon confirming and intelligible manifestations of God to 

convince us of the Lord’s presence or will for our lives. It is the kind of faith that expects or 

requires God to “prove Himself” to us. Jesus knows that disciples who follow Him with a sign-

based faith have a shallow commitment and will be disappointed or disillusioned when the Lord 

does not act according to their requirements. Jesus wants us to be disciples who can accept God’s 

revelation (Word) when it goes beyond our ability to understand. Because of our human 

condition, our ability to understand the mysteries of God will always be limited. The challenge 

of faith is not only to accept what we can understand but also to accept all that God reveals. The 

antagonists in this passage demonstrate the misunderstanding that takes place when we reduce 

faith to only what we can understand. They thought Jesus was speaking about the destruction and 

raising of the facility of the Temple while the Lord was referring to His physical body. Jesus 

reveals to us great mysteries of faith that go beyond our ability to fully comprehend based on 

human reason—the mystery of the Church as His Mystical Body, the mystery of the Eucharist as 

His Risen Presence in the form of bread and wine, the mystery of the Trinity as a communion of 

divine life and love, and the mystery of the Sacraments as the effective invisible grace of the 

Lord offered to us.  

 

How does sign-based faith cause us to falter in our faith lives today?   

What mysteries of Christian faith do you have difficulty accepting and why?   

What happens when a person tries to reduce faith to only what they can understand with 

human reason?   

When have you wanted God to prove His presence through signs?   

What are unexpected signs that have confirmed God’s presence in your life? 

 

The Church chooses this Gospel reading during the Lenten Time for several reasons. It can 

certainly challenge us to move deeper in our discipleship and it can motivate us to accept the 

revealed mysteries of faith. This passage is also important during our Lenten Time because it 

encourages our preparation for the Passover of Jesus that includes His Passion, Death, and 

Resurrection. It is no accident that the opening verse of this passage mentions that Jesus cleanses 

the Temple during the time of Passover preparation—that is our Lenten Time! It is the cleansing 



of the Temple which initiates the process that eventually leads to Jesus’ Passion (see the passage 

of Ps 69:9 recalled in Jn 2:17, “Zeal for your house will consume me”, where the term 

“consume” refers to Jesus’ consummation on the Cross as stated in Jn 19:30), and this passage 

serves as an excellent Lenten preparation for Holy Week.  

 

Additionally, the passage is an encouragement for all disciples who face sacrifice because 

of their commitment to the honor of God (especially Moses and Matthias as well as others—Nm 

25:11, 1 Kgs 19:10, Sir 48:1, 1 Mc 2:24). Finally, this passage is appropriate because it invites 

all disciples to cleanse the temple of our own lives during this Lenten Time. In our Baptism we 

become a temple of the Holy Spirit but over the course of time our lives can become cluttered 

with unholy deals, noises, and idols (values, actions, behaviors, and attitudes) that should not be 

there. Lent is a great time to take an inventory of the many ways in which we have allowed sin 

and distractions to compromise our Christian discipleship and to remove them.  

 

The Ten Commandments are presented to us in the first reading for this Third Sunday of 

Lent for a reason; we are being invited to cleanse the temple of our lives by evaluating carefully 

our thoughts and actions in light of these revealed mandates of God’s will (see Ex 20:1–17). In 

addition to the Ten Commandments, there are other excellent self-reflections known as 

“Examinations of Conscience” which can help a disciple recognize previously overlooked or 

unrealized situations of sin and weakness. By identifying and addressing these obstacles to 

growth in discipleship, we are able to become more fully the people God desires us to be—

Living Sanctuaries of His Presence in the world. The Sacrament of Reconciliation is an 

especially important part of a Christian’s life and Lent is a great time to celebrate this Sacrament.  

 

How often do you use the Ten Commandments to evaluate your life?   

What are some of the distractive efforts that have become part of our contemporary faith 

communities that can take away from our authentic encounter with God?   

Who suffers today because of their commitment to the honor of God? Who is 

“consumed” with zeal for the Lord?   

When have you taken a stand of faith even though you knew it might lead to unpleasant 

consequences in the future?   

Why do you think John placed this passage at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry 

rather than at the end?   

What are some of the unholy deals, noises, and idols that need to be cleansed from the 

sanctuary of your heart and home? 

 

One final interesting note is worthy of our consideration. Although the cleansing of the Temple 

is contained in the other three Gospels (see Mt 21:12–13, Mk 11:15–17, and Lk 19:45–46), only 

John includes extensive details about how the cleansing took place. John specifies in particular 

that those selling pigeons were ordered to take them away (see Jn 2:16). That is because the 

pigeons were caged and could not fly away on their own; they would have been harmed in the 

overturning of the tables and other items. This detail is telling us that Jesus has an unbounded 

zeal for the Father’s house but that His zeal does not cause injury to those around Him. He 

expresses His anger in a way that motivates and instructs but not in a way that harms the 

vulnerable. This is an important insight for us as disciples. If we are passionate about our faith 

and the values of the Gospel, then we, too, will experience a righteous anger at everything that 



opposes those values. However, our passion, like Jesus’, must never harm the vulnerable.  

 

How does this insight challenge you in carrying out your tasks?   

Who has been harmed by your passion or zeal?   

How do you balance passion for a just cause with respect for others who do not share 

your values? 

 


