
 

The Word That Ends Idolatry 
John 2:23-25 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning and Merry Christmas! My name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. 
We’re continuing today in our Advent sermon series titled, “The Word Became Flesh”. 
Last week Trey gave us a terrific introduction to the series and how our preaching of the 
word is being shaped by on one our early church leaders, Athanasius, and his book On 

the Incarnation. One thing that Trey didn’t talk about last Sunday was the inspiration 
behind the artwork for this series. It’s actually a painting by our very own Lynnsy Deferio 
and here’s the story behind it (and I quote):  
 

This is one of the first paintings that I’ve ever done over 20 years ago and 

it’s very special to me for this reason: I painted it when a good friend if 

mine from Africa, whom I had been in bible study with for years, told me 

that he didn’t believe that Jesus was God; a great teacher to follow, but 

not God himself. I had several conversations trying to convince him to no 

avail. Finally, I decided to give 10 scriptures that explained Jesus’ deity. 

To my surprise, he came back to me and told me that he does now 

believe that Jesus is God. The painting is called ‘The Word Became Flesh’ 

because I was completely struck with the truth that the Word is God and 

that it alone has the power to change people’s hearts way more than my 

own futile words.  

 
Lynnsy, thanks for sharing your creativity, and for allowing us to put the painting 
on display in the hallway each Sunday of Advent! 

 
On to today’s sermon; open your Bibles with me to John 2:23-25 for a message titled, 
“The Word That Ends Idolatry”. That’s page 887 if you’re using one of the Bibles in the 
chairs. Here is today’s main idea: The world says the Incarnation is all about you. The 
Bible says the Incarnation is the end of you. Here’s how we’ll work through that in the 
text: our primary focus will be on three central verses that show how Jesus expects 
what is in us - John 2:23-25, then we’ll look at the surrounding stories to see how Jesus 
exposes what is in us - John 2:13-22 and Jesus exchanges what is in us - John 3:1-15.  
 
With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word. 
Again, today’s passage is John 2:23-25. Church, hear the word of the Lord:  

1 



 

23 
Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name 

when they saw the signs that he was doing. 24 
But Jesus on his part did not entrust 

himself to them, because he knew all people 25 
and needed no one to bear witness 

about man, for he himself knew what was in man. John 2:23-25 
 
May the Word preached here today echo in our hearts and among the nations. And all 
God’s people said, Amen . You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
Anyone here ever worked out at one of the gyms called Planet Fitness? Whether you 
have or you haven’t, picture this with me. You’re in full-on workout mode. Got the 
headphones on (‘cause the last thing you want to do at the gym is talk to anyone, 
right?), rocking the yoga pants, got a good sweat going, and now you’re standing in 
front of a giant mirror. While you’re trying to figure out what in the world to do next, you 
look up (‘cause other last thing you want to do at the gym is make eye contact with 
anyone), and here’s what you see: a sign that reads, “In the end, it’s all about you .” 
 
It’s good marketing, right? But even more so, it is a “gospel”. It is an announcement of 
what is meant to be good news. It appeals to you about what is worthy of worship. And 
how you respond to that message says so much  about who you are. But most likely, 
how you respond to that message in that moment can’t be seen by others. It’s hidden 
somewhere deep beneath the headphones and the yoga pants and the workout mode.  
 
Now in the context of today’s passage, Jesus wasn’t in the middle of a Planet Fitness; 
he was at the Jewish temple in Jerusalem during Passover. It’s pretty much the holiest 

people gathering in the holiest place at the holiest time  of year. And yet, there in the 
middle of all that, Jesus encounters the same marketing, the same announcement of 
“good news”. It’s not written on the wall, but instead it’s acted out. We pick up the story 
here: 
 
14 

In the temple he found those who were selling oxen and sheep and pigeons, and the 

money-changers sitting there. 15 
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. 16 
And he told those who sold the pigeons, 

“Take these things away; do not make my Father’s house a house of trade.” John 
2:14-16 
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This is totally the Christmas story you thought we would be talking about this season, 
right? Gives you the warm and fuzzies about “the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay”. I 
mean, can you imagine if someone did something like this today? It would probably be 
viewed as a hate crime. It’s hard to compare it to anything in our time--because it wasn’t 
a hate crime. Jesus, with complete intentionality and control of emotion took the time to 
weave cords into a whip and confront the people. Why was he so rightly angry?  
 
Well, the temple, and especially during Passover, was the designated place to come 
and worship the true God. If there was a “sign” announcing good news over the temple 
similar to the one at Planet Fitness, it would’ve read something like, “From the 
beginning to the end, it’s all about the LORD.” It would have appealed to the nation of 
Israel and onward to all nations that the Lord  is worthy of worship. And the outward 
expression of a heart full of worship was to sacrifice expensive, well-bred oxen and 
sheep and pigeons to the Lord.  
 
The problem was that the money-changers and the temple leaders who allowed them to 
be there were turning all that upside down. They were making worship transactional and 
profiting from it. It had become as if the people clicked ‘Add to Cart’ on an overpriced 
sheep and received a package of God’s good graces. This made the people of God into 
consumers of religious goods, and unchecked consumerism is all - about - you. So 
there it is, the “sign” over the temple had been replaced with one that said, “In the end, 
it’s all about you.” This  is what made Jesus furious.  
 
How is it that this practice, this culture change in God’s temple, didn’t make anyone else 
furious? How did it escape the very leaders of God’s people? The answer actually has a 
lot to do with the Incarnation, a word that Trey defined last week as “the eternal Son of 
God taking on human flesh”.   1

 
To put it simply, until light enters into pure darkness, you cannot see. God’s people and 
their leaders couldn’t see their consumerism for the same reason the people of our 

cultures can’t see our consumerism. It’s why we literally cannot stop scrolling on Cyber 
Monday. It’s why we cannot stop overeating at holiday parties. It’s why we must have 
one magical experience after another in order for Christmas to be Christmas. Unless 
God’s light enters into our lives, we can’t see. We can’t see what might be lurking 
underneath actions that everyone considers normal.  
 

1 Trey Moss, “The Word Made Flesh, John 1:1-5, 10-14,” 4 

3 



 

It’s like in the beginning of the world, when “the earth was without form and void, and 
darkness was over the face of the deep”--there was nothing there.  2

 
3 
And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. 4 

And God saw that the light 

was good. And God separated the light from the darkness. Genesis 1:3-4 
 

In the same way, when the eternal Son of God came in human form, as we read last 
week,  
 
4 
In him was life, and the life was the light of men . 5 

The light shines in the darkness , 
John 1:4-5a 
 
I. Jesus Exposes What is in Us - John 2:13-22 
 
By the nature of who he is, Jesus exposes what is in us. He shines on us, like the vanity 
where you put on your makeup or shave so that you can really see yourself clearly. 
When Jesus cleaned up the temple, he wasn’t having a bad day. He was just being 
himself--the perfect God-man, the light shining in the darkness. That’s why the Jewish 
leaders responded with outrage instead of being humbled by their failure.  
 
18 

So the Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these things?” 19 
Jesus 

answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 20 
The Jews 

then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in 

three days?” 21 
But he was speaking about the temple of his body. John 2:18-21 

 

The Jewish leaders had not seen that they had made the temple and the worship of the 
Lord all about themselves. But Jesus was exposing them. He was showing them he 
wasn’t just a social justice hero; his Incarnation meant he was kicking off a whole new 
creation, an era that would no longer need the temple because he himself is the temple!
  3

And this was painful for the Jews, just like it’s painful for you and me. Encountering 
Jesus and continuing to walk with him means being constantly exposed. It’s not Jesus 
being a jerk, it’s the nature of light entering into darkness. It’s what must happen unless 
you are to keep living as though it’s all about you.  
 
 
 

2 Genesis 1:2 
3 Gospel Transformation Bible, 1410 
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II. Jesus Expects What is in Us - John 2:23-25 
 
But it’s not just Jesus’ justice that exposes what is in us. His power exposes us just as 
much. We read this in verse 23: 
 
23 

Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in his name 

when they saw the signs that he was doing. John 2:23 
 
Apparently Jesus didn’t just clean out the temple during the Passover. The language the 
author uses here shows that Jesus was also continually doing miracles.  And so, many 4

people when they encountered this began to believe in Jesus. However, we shouldn’t 
take this to mean life-changing belief--more like people were jumping on the Jesus 
bandwagon, ready to jump off at the first sign of disappointment.   5

 
Not abnormal, right? We all look for whatever works for us--so “Happy 
Christmahanakwanzika!” Have you heard this before? Urban Dictionary defines it as 
“ The combination of Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa. This way no one feels left out 
and and you don’t have to worry bout what you say every time you meet someone. [And 
it’s] definitely better than sayin 'Happy Holidays'.”   6

 
But look at the difference between us and Jesus. Verse 24 says, 
 
But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, John 2:24a 
 
Bandwagon followers like us, on the one hand, we will entrust ourselves to the most 
promising religious figure. But Jesus, on the other hand, he will not entrust himself to 
the most promising bandwagon followers. Why? Isn’t this why Jesus was incarnated on 
the earth?! To gather followers and illuminate the masses and start a movement? We 
find the answer as the verse continues: 
 
24 

But Jesus on his part did not entrust himself to them, because he knew all people 25 

and needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what was in man. 
John 2:24-25 
 

4 Colin G. Kruse, John, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, 104 
5 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John , The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, 205-206 
6 Urban Dictionary, “Merry Christmahanakwanzika,” 
https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Christmahanakwanzika  
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The people thought they could see what was in Jesus because of the signs. They 
thought he was a powerful prophet, maybe even the Messiah who would be their 
long-awaited political and military leader. They were beginning to think, “This could be 
our king!”  And even though he was their Messiah and King, they were twisting his 7

arrival to be all about them. They could not yet fully see Jesus for who he was.  
 
But he  could see them .  He could see right through their compliments and promises. 8

This is because Jesus not only exposes what is in us, he also expects what is in us. “He 
sees you when you’re sleeping, he knows when you’re awake, he knows if you’ve been 
bad or good, so [...what...] be good for goodness sake.”  He sees right through our 9

compliments and promises of “I’ll do better this time” and “I’ll do more good than bad.” 
How? Because he was more than just a man. He made man.  
 
Don’t you think your Maker knows what’s in you? As the prophet Daniel said of him, 
 
he reveals deep and hidden things;  

he knows what is in the darkness,  

and the light dwells with him. Daniel 2:22 
 

And as Solomon, the wisest man before Jesus, confessed to him, 
 
for you, you only, know the hearts of all the children of mankind, 1 Kings 8:39  10

 

And as the mysterious author of Hebrews puts it, 
 
And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of 

him to whom we must give account. Hebrews 4:13 
 

Jesus reads you like a book, my friend. So that begs the question, what does he find 
down there? Well, here’s the bad news. We already know we make everything all about 
us, but Athanasius helps us see just how deep this goes.  
 
In the very beginning, the first man and woman related to God as whole people: mind 
and body. Although the mind wasn’t more important than the body, it was what allowed 
them to know God, to set their focus on him rather than themselves, not living by bread 

7 John 6:15 
8 Morris, 206-207 
9 John Frederick Coots and Haven Gillespie, “Santa Claus is Comin’ to Town” 
10 Morris, 207 
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alone, but by the Word of God.  This was why they were naked and unashamed.  But 11 12

when they sinned against God by disobeying him, their minds turned inward like an 
ingrown toenail, and they focused completely on themselves and their bodies and all the 
urges that come with them. This is what it meant when it said that their eyes were 
opened, and they knew that they were naked.  And so, the body, the self, became the 13

main idol of all people. The body became the very point of our separation from God, the 
prison we’re locked in for life.   14

 
Ok, thanks for the theology lesson, but what does that have to do with real life? Here’s 
what it looks like in the words of Paul (brace yourself for a long quote), 
 
21 

For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but 

they became futile in their thinking , and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 

Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 
and [here’s the idolatry] exchanged the glory 

of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and 

creeping things. 24 
Therefore [in their bodies] God gave them up in the lusts of their 

hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25 
because they 

[here’s more idolatry] exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served 

the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. 26 
For this reason [in 

their bodies] God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged 

natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 27 
and the men likewise gave up 

natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men 

committing shameless acts with men and receiving in themselves the due penalty for 

their error. 28 
And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a 

debased mind  to do what ought not to be done. 29 [Thus in their bodies] They were 

filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of 

envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, 30 
slanderers, haters of 

God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 31 
foolish, 

faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32 
Though they know God’s righteous decree that those 

who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to 

those who practice them. [And just in case you feel none of that applies to you, Paul 
continues] Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. For in 

passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, practice 

the very same things. Romans 1:21-2:1 
 

11 Matthew 4:4 
12 Genesis 2:25 
13 Genesis 3:7 
14 St Athanasius the Great of Alexandria, On the Incarnation , Popular Patristics Series, 28 
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III. Jesus Exchanges What is in Us - John 3:1-15 
 
This is us! This is what Jesus expects to find in us. It’s no surprise to him.  But here’s 15

the good news: this is exactly why the Word became flesh! God looked upon the 
situation of the people he loved so much and here’s what he saw: on the one hand it 
would not be good of him to not punish sin, to shrug his shoulders at their evil. On the 
other hand it would not be good of him to abandon those who had once lived by his 
Word, as if he had made them with some fatal flaw. What mind-bending dilemma.   16

 
And yet the solution had already been determined from eternity past. The Word by 
which the people had lived would himself become a man. He would enter into the flesh 
that had become the downfall of all people, the idol that bellowed, “It’s all about you!,” 
and he would live a life that announced, “It’s all about the Lord!” And then he would lay 
down that life and body, dying that God might rightly punish our sins, and rising so that 
God might not abandon us forever. And so, in this way Jesus Christ, the Word become 
flesh, not only exposes what is in us and expects what is in us, he also exchanges what 
is in us.  
 
How does he do that? John explains it the very next part of his Gospel. Jesus was 
approached in secret by a Jewish leader named Nicodemus. We’re not certain of his 
motive or understanding of Jesus. Was he wondering if Jesus might be their great king? 
Before he could say much of anything, Jesus told him, 
 
Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see 

the kingdom of God.” John 3:3 
 
‘Do you think I’m a king?’ Jesus seems to say. ‘Do you want to enter my kingdom? Then 
you must be born again--you must become a new creation. You must be set free from 
your prison of flesh; the idolatry of your body must come to an end. And the only way for 
that to happen is for me to die for you and rise for you and send my Spirit upon you 
when you trust in me.’ Here is the exchange: 
 
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; 

behold, the new has come. 2 Corinthians 5:17 
 
 
 

15 Athanasius, 54-55 
16 Athanasius, 55-56 
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Conclusion 
 
Where does that leave us? Well, interestingly enough, right back where we started. 
You’re standing in that Planet Fitness with the sign posted over you. You’re looking in 
the mirror at the headphones and the sweat and the yoga pants. How you’re responding 
to that sign is hidden deep within you. The world is saying the Incarnation is all about 
you. But this Word has spoken to you today that the Incarnation is the end of you. If you 
are receiving that Word, it doesn’t mean you’re packing your gym and running away 
from Planet Fitness, never to return. In fact, it probably doesn’t necessarily mean you 
would look any different on the outside as you stare at your reflection in the mirror. 
Instead, it means the prison of idolatry over your body and all its urges has come to an 
end. It’s the end of you as you’ve known yourself, and the beginning of a new creation.  
 
On the night the Incarnate One was betrayed he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing 
it, broke it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, “This is my body, [the body born 
for you] which is broken for you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took a cup of 
wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new 
covenant marked by the shedding of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and 
drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are 
announcing very simply that it’s all about Jesus Christ. 
 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has done for 
you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help prepare you for 
baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but 
rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself 
available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and people to pray 
with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
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