Lenten Series: Who Is This Jesus?

#3 – “The One Who Cleans House”

John 2: 13-22

 When Ashley and Ian were little, one of our family rituals was to read a story at bedtime. Of course, just like so many children they had their favorite books. Some of there favorites were in a series called The Berenstain Bears. Author and illustrated by Stan and Jan Berenstain, the bear taught wonderful life lessons for children. 

 One of their storybooks was entitled “The Berenstain Bears and the Messy Room.” It’s a lesson about house cleaning. The introduction warns:
"When small bears forget to pick up, store and stash,
Some of their favorite things end up in the trash."
The crisis in the story comes when Mama Bear gets fed up with the mess in Brother Bear’s and Sister Bear’s room: 

"Well, the mess just seemed to build up and build up until one day...  maybe it was because Mama's back was a little stiff, or maybe it was stepping on Brother's airplane cement, or maybe she was just fed up with that messy room, but whatever it was...  Mama Bear lost her temper! She stormed into the cub's room with a big box. 'The first thing we need to do is get rid of all this junk!' she said.   Brother and Sister were watching in horror as Mama began to throw things into the box.” (As told in a sermon by John Jewell, “Housecleaning” found at www.textweek.com)

 Mama Bear got tired of the mess, so she got fed up and started cleaning house.

The passage of scripture we have just read from John is most often times referred to as “the cleansing of the Temple.”  So in a sense our scripture lesson today is a lot like the Berenstain’s book. It is lesson in house cleaning. Except that, of course, in our scripture, Mama Bear is Jesus!

This is the third in our Lenten series of sermons on “Who is this Jesus?” Our first two sermons drew from the gospel of Mark. However today we shift to the Gospel of John where we will stay for the next three Sundays. Today in response to our Lenten question – Who is this Jesus? – Our answer is Jesus is the one who cleans house. Let’s take a closer look at the passage before us and see what it has to say to us as we journey through this holy season.

 The “cleansing of the Temple” is one of those rare stories that appear in all four of the gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. John’s placing of the story is quite different from the other three gospel writers. John sets the story at the beginning of his gospel whereas the other three have the account of Jesus cleansing the Temple coming at the end, during his last week in Jerusalem. Whether it happened early on in Jesus ministry or at the end; or whether it happened more than once in Jesus ministry, the point is that Jesus was one who came to clean house.

Jesus was in Jerusalem for the Passover. Jews came from far and wide to this great celebration of the liberation of the children of Israel from slavery in Egypt. The 1st century Jewish historian Josephus says that as many as 2.5 millions pilgrims would crowd the city during the festival. And with the throngs came a tremendous upsurge in the economy. One of the benefactors of the up tick in business was religion. The Temple offerings mushroomed during that week. 

Under the High Priest of Jerusalem at that time, Caiaphas, religion had become a well-oiled machine. You see, one of the changes that Caiaphas had instituted was the selling of sacrificial animals in the outer courts of the Temple. The Jewish Council, the Sanhedrin, knew that folks traveling from far away would not bring their own doves and pigeons, let alone cattle and sheep to sacrifice in the Temple. They would have to buy them in or around Jerusalem. And so Caiaphas hit upon the idea of selling animals right outside the Temple. It was kind of like the concession stands at Turner Field. You could get everything you want right there. But you also paid concession stand prices.

 On top of that the Jews would not allow the Roman currency of the time to be used in Temple offerings. Why? Those coins bore the image of Caesar upon them. They were banned for a noble reason – out off respect for the 1st commandment of making no graven image to God. But even this noble idea got corrupted. Moneychangers were allowed for folks to convert their Roman currency to Tyrian currency, which was accepted in the Temple. But here’s the catch – the exchange rate was heavily in favor of the moneychangers. And after they got their cut, the Temple would get it’s cut. So to make a long and sad story short and sadder, the common Jew who would make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem and come to worship at the Temple would end up paying close to a month’s wages just to attend Passover. Put that in today’s figures and you’re talking $3000! And that doesn’t include travel and lodging, which by the way you could not book on Orbitz or Expedia back then!

 It’s into this setting that Jesus marches today like a Mama Bear! There is a bumper sticker I’ve seen that reads:

“If you are not appalled you haven’t been paying attention.”

Well Jesus was obviously paying attention, because he is appalled at what religion has become in Jerusalem. John tells us that Jesus walked up to the outer courts of the Temple and started to clean house. He made a whip of cords – most likely several pieces of jute tied together. Then Jesus went berserk! He started flailing at the vendors peddling their animals and switching the moneychangers. He started turning over tables and coins flew everywhere. It was total chaos! Jesus marched into the Temple and, man let me tell you, he started cleaning house! He was mad as a hornet. 

“Get these things out of here! Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!” (v.16)

Jesus was appalled, fed up, angry with the way the religion of his day had taken something that at its heart was holy and blessed and turned it into something profane and putrid. Why was Jesus so put off by all of this? Why was he so incensed?

 I have a thought as to why and I could be wrong, but I’ve been wrong before so what the heck? Think back with me to the early years of Jesus’ life. Other than the stories of his birth, there is only one story in the Bible from his years as a boy. It’s in Luke 2: 41-52. It’s the story of the boy Jesus in the Temple. 

It’s a story that is also set in Jerusalem during the Passover. The young Jesus had attended the festival with his parents Mary and Joseph. Following the Passover, Joseph and Mary get halfway home and realize that Jesus in not in the back of the Rambler station wagon. Where is Jesus? 

“I thought you had him,” says Joseph. “Well, I thought you had him,” says Mary. And so they turn the car around and head back to Jerusalem. When they get there they search all over the place for him and do you know where he was? Do you know where he was? He was in the Temple. He was in the Temple, “sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking questions.” (v.46)

 Like a Mama Bear herself, Mary says, “Where have you been? Don’t you know your dad and I have been worried sick about you?” And listen to what Jesus says. Listen:

 “Why were you looking for me? Did you not know that I must have been in my Father’s house?” (v.49)

Fast-forward 20 years or so and there we find Jesus in the Temple again. The place he had sat and learned and asked questions – perhaps the place where he came to a realization of his special relationship with his Father God. And now look at it! The sacred space had become a side-show! The place where teachers once sat with a boy and taught him the truths of the faith has become a place where common people are taken advantage of and milked for the almighty dollar all to keep the institution alive! And Jesus had seen enough. And he started cleaning house!

 Now of course this did not sit well with the Jewish leaders. “Who is this Jesus?,” they ask “Give us a sign,” they ask, “for why you’re doing this?” In other words, “Who died and left you in charge, Jesus?” And listen to Jesus answer. Listen:

“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”

 But it goes right over the Jewish leaders heads. “Who died and left you in charge, Jesus?” they essentially ask. And Jesus’ answer is , “No one yet, but I will die, And I will rise again, and therefore I AM in charge!” 

Jesus says, “This is my father’s house.” Wherever God is worshiped in spirit and in truth that is the dwelling place of God. And nowhere was the dwelling place of God more clearly seen that in the temple of Jesus’ own body. “He was speaking of the temple of his own body,” John wrote. In Jesus we see what the temple of God - the dwelling of God, the people of God, the church of God, the body of Christ - was meant to be. Jesus came to cleanse the temple then and he will continue to clean house until his Father’s house - his church, his people - is patterned after Jesus himself.

Who is this Jesus? Well maybe our text is saying to us today that Jesus is the one who comes and challenges us to clean up our house. There is no better season to do that than in Lent. It’s what we began on Ash Wednesday coming to worship before the Lord acknowledging that we are sinners in need of grace and cleansing. “Create in us clean hearts, O God,” we prayed that night as we echoed the prayer of King David. 

 Now this is not a comfortable Jesus we are dealing with today. This is the ranting and raving Jesus who comes as a “refiner and purifier” of his people. (Malachi 3: 3). In our day and time we have so often domesticated Jesus to the point that we view him as some kind of candy-coated Prozac. We take a weekly dose of him and he makes us feel better for a few days until we can come back next week and get our next dose. (Consuming Zeal: The Character of God and His People, by Jerry Goebel at http://onefamilyoutreach.com)  But this is not your laid-back Jesus.

· What would the house-cleaning Jesus come at us about with his “whip of cords?” 

· What tables would the bull-in-a-china-shop Jesus comes to overturn in our lives? 

· What message would the in-your-face Jesus have for you, for me, for FPC if he walked in here today?

It makes me shutter to think about it. But this is who Jesus is. It is not all of who he is, but it IS who he is. The good news is this: In John’s gospel, Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple is his first step on his journey to the cross. It’s a first step that shocks us to our senses and beckons us to decide whether we will join him on that journey. But however, disturbing that first step may be, it will ultimately lead to our redemption, our healing, our salvation, in Jesus himself. The temple of his body will be destroyed, and it will be for my sins and your sins, the sins of Caiaphas and the sins of Judas and even for the sins of the entire world.

I want to leave you with some powerful words from one of our Episcopalian sisters, Fleming Rutledge:

“God is not going to let any of us continue indefinitely keeping him on the margins while we pursue our own idolatrous interests. But the good news, the joyous news, the liberating news is that the Messiah with the whip is ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world’ (John 1:29). He has come to his temple, and in his blazing light we see ourselves as the guilty creatures that we are; but his coming in judgment is at one and the same time his offering of body and blood for our true worship.” (Fleming Rutledge, The Undoing of Death, p.57)

May Jesus continue to clean our houses until we bring our best to him. Amen.
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