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Jesus in the Temple. 
Jesus has now triumphantly entered the capital city of Jerusalem, carried out a brief 
“reconnaissance” mission in the Temple, and returned to Bethany for the night. 
Today’s biblical narrative picks up the story as Jesus and his followers set out again 
for Jerusalem to confront the leadership and practices in the Temple, which is the 
heart of Israel’s religious life and symbol of its national identity. 

Mark 11:12 On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. 13 
Seeing in the distance a fig tree in leaf, he went to see whether perhaps he would find 
anything on it. When he came to it, he found nothing but leaves, for it was not the season for 
figs. 14 He said to it, “May no one ever eat fruit from you again.” And his disciples heard it. 

15 Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those 
who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of 
the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves; 16 and he would not allow anyone 
to carry any goods through the temple. 17 He was teaching and saying, “Is it not written,
! ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’?
! ! But you have made it a den of robbers.” 
18 And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to kill him; 
for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by his teaching. 19 And 
when evening came, Jesus and his disciples went out of the city. 

20 In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. 21 
Then Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, look! The fig tree that you cursed has 
withered.” 22 Jesus answered them, “Have faith in God. 23 Truly I tell you, if you say to this 
mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and if you do not doubt in your heart, but 
believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be done for you. 24 So I tell you, whatever 
you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. 25 Whenever you 
stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your Father in heaven 
may also forgive you your trespasses. 



Interpreting the Reading. 
Today’s passage reflects what is typically called a “Markan sandwich.” It is a literary 
device used frequently by Mark in which he inserts one story between the two 
halves of a second story, thus creating a “sandwich” with both stories. The story of 
Jesus “cleansing the Temple” (more on this characterization below) is “sandwiched” 
between the two halves of the story where Jesus first curses the fig tree for its 
unfruitfulness and then later sees the fig tree withered to its roots. Mark intends for 
the two stories to be mutually illuminating and to interpret each other.1 First, Jesus 
curses the fig tree because he is hungry and it is not bearing fruit. The tree withers to 
its roots. Sandwiched inside this story is his prophetic action inside the Temple, 
where he proclaims God’s judgment on the Temple that is not bearing fruit for 
people who are hungry for justice and freedom. 

The Temple encounter is frequently and misleadingly referred to as the “cleansing of 
the Temple.” This characterization implies that by his actions Jesus intends to correct 
and reform the Temple’s practices. This is highly unlikely, however, when we take 
into consideration the interpretive impact of the “Markan sandwich” created by 
these two connected stories. By inserting the Temple incident directly between the 
two halves of the fig tree story, Mark leaves no doubt about the intent of his 
narrative. Jesus is condemning the Temple - its leadership and its practices - because 
they are not bearing fruit for the people of Israel. The impact of this divine judgment 
will be the Temple’s later destruction at the hands of the Romans.  

Jesus explains his prophetic actions by quoting from Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 7:11 
(see Mark 11:17). According to Isaiah, the Temple should one day become a house of 
prayer for all nations. This is a future time when all Gentiles will come to the Temple 
to pray and sacrifice to the one God of Israel. Instead, Jesus quotes Jeremiah 7:11 and 
calls the Temple a den of robbers not a house of prayer for everyone. He adopts 
Jeremiah’s prophecy that levels a scathing critique at the leaders of Israel’s Temple 
and promises that the Lord will destroy the Temple and cast its leaders out of God’s 
sight. 

Some people are troubled by the actions of Jesus, asking why he seems to show so 
much hostility to a fruitless fig tree and to those in the Temple. The key for 
understanding his actions lies in Israel’s prophetic tradition, where a withering fig 
tree symbolizes God’s judgment of Israel from time to time. We also know that 
Israel’s great prophets enacted their prophecies for the people to see. For instance, 
Ezekiel eats the scroll so that he receives God’s words in his heart (Ezekiel 3:1, 10). 
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1 See also Mark 1:21-28; 3:21-35; 5:21-43. 



Jeremiah buys a jug at the Lord’s insistence and breaks it in front of the people as a 
sign of God’s impending judgment and punishment of the people (Jeremiah 19:1-15). 
Hosea marries a prostitute and produces children with her to highlight publicly and 
bodily God’s judgment of Israel for their unfaithfulness to God (characterized as 
adultery). The actions of Jesus in the Temple also enact his prophecy. They are a 
parable acted out in front of the people, publicly declaring God’s judgment on 
Israel’s Temple and its leadership, pointing toward the Temple’s coming destruction.  

The passage closes with Jesus assuring his followers that the destruction of the 
Temple will not distance them from God. “Have faith in God,” he directs them (v. 
22). Even God’s judgment on what should be their house of prayer for all nations 
neither ends the people’s practice of prayer nor leaves them without access to God’s 
forgiveness. Jesus reminds them they can pray anywhere, and mutual forgiveness 
can be offered by anyone, Gentiles included. Isaiah’s prophecy of a house of prayer 
for all the nations is coming to pass: not in the Temple, but in the community of the 
followers of the Messiah Jesus.  

Reflection and Action. 
Identify an institution of our own day that appears to stand under God’s judgment 
because it is not open and available or bearing fruit for all people. Is God calling you 
to speak out against such an institution? How might you enact a parable of God’s 
judgment on this institution? 

Jesus reminds us that we do not need a Temple or a church to pray and to forgive 
those who have sinned against us. Pray today for those whom you have offended 
and forgive those who have offended you.  

Prayer.  
God of justice and mercy for all: grant us the courage to challenge these institutions 
and leaders of our own day who take advantage of people and do not act for the 
common good; and give us strength to forgive those who hurt us most; for the sake 
of the one who showed us the way to do these things in obedience to your will, Jesus 
our Lord. Amen. 
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