Sermon 11 March 2012 PSA

The Jerusalem Temple was, for the Jews, the dwelling place of the living God; the place where heaven and earth met, and the centre of the world, as well as a symbol of God’s Covenant with his people.

Unlike the three Synoptic gospels, the gospel of John has the story of Jesus cleansing the Temple shortly after the beginning of his public ministry. It happened during Passover week in Jerusalem. This event immediately followed his baptism and the working of his first miracle in Cana of Galilee.  
It’s possible that John has simply rearranged his material so as to have more impact, but it is also possible that there were two cleansings; one at the beginning of his ministry and one at the end.  It is, without doubt, a significant episode in the ministry of Jesus, on more than one level.
So we picture the scene, the Passover of the Jews was near: Jerusalem would be crowded with thousands of visitors. The temple mount would be particularly crowded, and many people were doing business in the outer courts.

(If you were in Rome during the celebrations for the Beatification of Jean Paul II, in May last year, you will have some idea of the scenes in Jerusalem.  Huge numbers of pilgrims, noise, street vendors – a seething mass of humanity.)  But a great week for business and a great week for making money!
The Courtyard of the Gentiles was an area of the outer Temple, the only place where Gentiles were allowed to say their prayers.  Non-Jews were not allowed into the inner Temple.  
The outer Court was an area about the size of a couple of football fields, and it was crowded with merchants selling oxen, cattle, and doves for sacrifice and with moneychangers who were ready to exchange the foreign currency of the pilgrims into the only currency acceptable in the Temple – but at a price.  You can imagine it being a place for wheeling and dealing, ducking and diving, doing a deal or two.  Not really the sort of place to say your prayers.
The historian Josephus wrote about the “bazaars of Annas.”  Annas was the old man, the high priest, and he had four sons and one son-in-law (Caiaphas) who were also high priests. 

This family made big money from the temple business. It was the biggest racket in town. 
People would bring their Roman and Greek coins with images of the emperor on those coins. Such coins were inadmissible in the temple because of the pagan image of the Caesars on their faces. They would have to be exchanged for Jewish coins. The money-changers were sure to make good profits!
Large animals like oxen and sheep were also bought and sold, as were pigeons and doves for the sacrifices for poorer people. The costs of sacrifices were inflated by up to fifteen times.. This practice was plain and simple extortion. Annas was running the equivalent of a multi-million euro business, and it was concentrated in the temple. 

You can imagine how difficult it would be to pray in such a place – the merchants spoiled what should have been a sacred place of prayer, and their dishonesty blasphemed God.
So this would be the scene that greeted Jesus.  It’s often quoted as an example of Jesus being overtaken by a fit of rage but it is not clear whether this was the case, we don’t read of his feelings, although the Jesus we see here is definitely not the meek and mild Jesus that we might expect.  
He doesn’t seem to act on the spur of the moment, but rather he takes the time to consider what he is going to do, and to make a ‘whip of cords’ – with which to drive out the animals and people from the courts.  He seems to act with authority and in a controlled manner.  Interestingly, no one stops him, he’s not arrested.  But we read “The Jews then said to him, "What sign can you show us for doing this?" They seem to realise something important is going on, although they don’t understand Jesus answer.
People had been trying to buy God’s favour with sacrifices.  They thought that righteousness was a commodity they could buy and that if they made the right  offerings at the right time, they could be assured of salvation; believing that salvation was in their own hands and not God’s hands.  Jesus was trying to show them that this was not the way. 
His actions in the Temple that day effectively brought the Temple worship to a complete standstill.  Can you imagine the pandemonium that ensued when cattle were driven into the narrow streets, the money changers scrabbling around in the dust anxious to retrieve their coins.  It would be a riot!  No sacrifices would be offered that day.
Some people have taken Jesus actions in the Temple as justification for righteous anger,.  We could be similarly justified in being angry about some of the terrible things that happen in society today: the wars, the violence and the abuse of children, human trafficking, the oppression of one section of society by another – the list goes on..  
God is a God of freedom and justice, and Christ calls us to action. Love is a difficult, hands-on caring for people who may not care for us.  We are called to practise love in action, to feed the hungry, visit the sick, visit those in prison, help the homeless, clothe the naked.  We are called to practice the same sort of retaliation in the face of injustice as Jesus does throughout his ministry.  
We’re saved by God’s free gift of grace, through faith, but we are called to express that faith in good works.  And it’s our involvement that’s required.  Yes we can write out a cheque for a good cause, but we need to be personally involved too.  
Jesus here doesn’t just make a speech against the corruption in the Temple, or write a letter of complaint to the Jerusalem Chronicle, he gets his hands dirty and gets involved.   As Methodists, we should deliver help, not just send it!  We all need to have warm hearts and dirty hands!  Holy living is about our whole lives.  It means resisting evil, and doing good.  It means practising prayer and other spiritual disciplines, it means worshipping regularly.  But more than that, it also means working to bring the political, social and economic systems of our age into something that resembles the Kingdom of God.  
Jesus offers us a pattern for a Christian response in the secular world to bring about justice in the name of Christ.  We need to act against anything that denies any person the opportunity for the fullest possible life. And for this the whole church needs to join forces and work together.  

The Church needs to constantly call for justice and solidarity in both national and international economic relations. This is trying to live out the Ten Commandments, our first reading this Sunday, from the book of Exodus.  God’s eternal, perfect law. As relevant today, in our age as it has ever been.
Our salvation does not rest in keeping the Ten Commandments – we would be without hope if it did, because our human nature means we are unable to keep them, and we recognise that!  We are saved purely by God’s grace, through faith.  Nevertheless, as those who belong to Christ, we are to try to live accordingly, in a covenant of love and gratitude.

So the cleansing of the temple - what at first may seem like a straightforward case of "zeal for the Lord's house" actually has deeper levels of meaning.  

And, essentially, the cleansing of the Temple has to do with the replacement of the old way of worshipping God with a new way of relating to God.  

God is doing a new thing. The old way of offering sacrifices in the temple was to be replaced by celebration of new life in a new fellowship. The old temple was to be replaced by a new temple which was Christ himself.
God was now to be present among people in a new way, which was open to everyone.  No longer would Jews and Gentiles or men and women be separated in worship, everyone would be included in the Temple that is Christ. 
By his passion, death and resurrection, Jesus allows Gentiles and Jews, men and women into the temple which is his own body so that all might be saved.
Earlier in the gospel of John, we see Jesus performing the first miracle of his public ministry at Cana, where he changes the water into wine, showing the gladness and joy of his new work. This acts out what John said in John 1:17: For the law was given through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  
God is doing a new thing, there is a new understanding.  We could say that the water is like a relationship with God under the Old Covenant, and the wine is like a relationship with God under the New Covenant. 

The wine was after the water, the New Covenant is after the Old Covenant.

The wine was from the water, the New Covenant is from the Old Covenant

The wine was and is better than the water; the New Covenant is better than the Old Covenant.

So after the miracle of conversion, of water to wine, Jesus performs a cleansing in the Temple, ridding the Temple of all that is unclean and sinful.  This can also be seen as a metaphor for his work in us.  First he converts us to new life, then he sets about transforming us to be more Christ-like.
The Jerusalem temple then ultimately is symbolic of the body of Christ himself.  Through baptism, we become part of that body, and we are sustained by grace.  The Temple of God is not a building, the temple of God is God’s holy people, we are God’s holy temple.
I’d like to conclude by sharing the following prayer with you, written for today by my friend Sally Coleman, a Methodist minister in Yorkshire.
Clear out the temple of my mind Lord,

shine a light into the cluttered corners, where dissonance thrives in a cacophony of pleadings and injustices...

clear out the temple of my heart Lord, bring your truth where falsehood and lusts jostle for position

with my desire to follow and serve you

come build in me (with me) a temple of your self Lord, cleanse me transform me, and renew me,

raise me, root me, make me whole.

Amen
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