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John 2:13-22  Cleansing

Welcome to the third Sunday in Lent. During Lent, we are encouraged to look within, to examine ourselves in the light of the Scriptures and God’s grace, to repent of sin and to draw closer to him.  
During Lent, our Lectionary readings  lead us to consider themes such as repentance and self-denial. You’ll remember last week we looked again at what it meant to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow Jesus.  (It’s on the website if you missed it.) Today’s Gospel reading leads us to reflect on the theme of cleansing.

Some of you may be aware that Jay and I own a little farm in Kalkite, near Jindabyne.  We found that particular house at the beginning of the year I was appointed to the Snowy Mountains parish.  The bishop was keen for us to move out of Berridale and closer to Jindabyne for ministry reasons, so it seemed like a good idea at the time.  
Settlement was scheduled for the end of January so that we could move straight in when we moved to the parish.  But at the last moment, for reasons I won’t go into, settlement wasn’t able to proceed.  However, as the movers were already booked, the owners of the house gave permission for us to move our belongings in.  Finally, after seven weeks, the matter was settled, and we were able to move in and join our stuff.

But… while we we’d been staying elsewhere, waiting for legal wheels to turn, there were others that took up residence in our new house.  A family of mice! What a MESS.  There were droppings everywhere.  That distinctive smell…and then we found their nest. They’d found a cosy little nook in the back of my grand piano! The little blighters had found a way to squeeze in behind the mechanism, had chewed up the felts, added some shredded paper and were in mousy heaven!
You can imagine I was less than pleased at this discovery, and of course flew into a cleaning binge.  We took the piano apart, slid out the key bed, and totally cleaned out the nest. Unfortunately it needed some major repair work, which we duly commissioned, at great expense.
What has this to do with today’s Gospel reading?  Well probably not much – except that Jesus and I were both bent on cleansing something! Jesus motives however, were quite different.

Today’s reading is actually quite a disturbing story for many Christians.  It upsets them to see a picture of an angry Jesus, who has gone on a violent rampage, wielding a whip, overturning tables and creating absolute havoc – all quite pre-meditated.  The story says that Jesus ‘made’ a whip of cords.  That means he actually took the time to find the materials, weave the fronds together and attach them to a stick.  That would have taken a while.  Long enough to think through what he was doing. His action was not a spur of the moment outburst.
So what was going on here?

A bit of background will help us understand. At this point in time, this magnificent structure of the Jewish temple was in its fourth rebuilding. It was begun by Herod the Great in 20 B.C.  It was the most incredible building of its day.  The temple area covered 35 acres. Can you imagine that? It was extremely lavish and even more beautiful than Solomon’s temple had been. 

From the very beginning of the Hebrew people, sacred places had been important to them. In the early days, there had been a traveling shrine – basically a tent – which housed the Ark of the Covenant, and was the center of the life of the Hebrew community. 
However, just as the people longed for a monarchy with a throne as the surrounding nations had, they also wanted a permanent shrine. The most popular of all their kings, David, gathered the materials, and ultimately his son Solomon built the first temple.  The holy site was Mount Moriah, where Abraham had offered to sacrifice his son Isaac. 
The temple had always symbolised for the people that their most holy God, Yahweh, was with them. That is why it was so important that each time the Temple was destroyed, it was rebuilt and restored, so that once again it would proclaim that the Holy One of Israel was still among them.

So, the temple was the focus of Jewish life and worship.  Their whole lives revolved around it. The people were entrenched in the laws and rituals of their religion.  It had got to the point where it seemed that the true centre of their worship – God himself – was squeezed out.
At the time of the incident in our Gospel reading, it was the beginning of the Passover Festival - a very holy time for the Jews. Pilgrims flocked from everywhere to make the required sacrifices at the Temple. 
Smack in the middle of this holy festival was a rigged business operation that had been woven into the holy requirements and was controlled by the high priest. Every Jew over nineteen years of age had to pay his yearly temple tax of a half-shekel, which was the equivalent of two days' wages. The coins from Rome, Greece, Egypt, and even Palestine were considered too unclean for this "sacred" tax, so they had to be exchanged for a half-shekel. The hidden cost of this exchange was equal to another day's wages.
Then there was also the cost of purchasing a sheep, ox, or dove for the sacrifice, which had to be without blemish. These came from the temple herds or flocks and were outrageously overpriced. Little wonder the temple coffers were full and overflowing. 

You can imagine the shock waves that ran through the Temple - and in fact the entire city of Jerusalem - when this controversial rabbi strode into the thick of the crowd with a homemade whip of cords, striking out wildly at people and animals, shouting and overturning tables!

Why did Jesus do it?

In a sense, Jesus’ reason is explained clearly by his words. “How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market.”  or as other translations say, “a den of thieves.”

Cleary, Jesus was incensed that a compulsory holy festival had been used to exploit the worshippers.   

But there was more to it than this.  Jesus was also making a bold statement.  Symbolically, Jesus was driving out the old sacrificial system.  He had come to replace this sacrificial system of the Hebrew covenant, by making his once-for-all sacrifice on the cross. Jesus’ anger was directed at sin – not just the sin before him in the crooked temple trading, but at all sin that enslaved and destroyed.

Jesus came to set us free from empty ritual.  He came to fulfil the law, so that we no longer have to strive to do that, and to labour under the guilt of breaking it. He came to give us life, and to give it to us in all its fullness.

Jesus cleansed the temple to make way for the gift he was to bestow on his people.  He cleaned out the muck and decay to make way for his gift, which was pure and life giving.

In certain parts of Indonesia, there are groups of people called the ‘dump dwellers’ -   people who make their living sifting through the garbage dumps outside the cities, gleaning what they can from the refuse of the affluent and selling it to eke out an existence.  

Attempts have been made by well meaning church groups and other philanthropic organisations, to provide these people with better housing and clothing, but inevitably, they return to the dumps to continue gleaning.

Sadly, sometimes God’s people return to the muck and decay – though we don’t see it as such.  We do it when we allow ourselves to be bound again by ritual and law – even as Christians.

I fell into conversation with a lady some time ago, and we got talking about spiritual matters. She told me that she was happy with her religion.  She believed in God, and she’d made a set of rules for herself which she was able to keep. She went to church occasionally- mainly special anniversaries, and Christmas and Easter. She made a point of trying not to hurt other people.  She gave to the Sallies when they knocked at her door, and gave one day a month to the op shop – without pay of course.  These were her ‘rules’ – she could keep them, and because of that, she was satisfied that she was a good person – good enough to make it to heaven.

But her rules weren’t life giving rules.  They were rules which would not lead to eternal life – because her trust was in her own ability to keep them and not in Jesus.

Then there are some of us – God’s people -  who by his grace do understand that eternal life comes through trusting in Jesus and not in what we do – but yet still fall into the trap of making ‘rules’ for ourselves to keep.  We berate ourselves if we don’t measure up to what we think a good Christian should be.  Perhaps we think we don’t pray enough, or read the Scriptures enough.  Perhaps we haven’t written enough letters or made enough phone calls. Perhaps we’ve not been diligent enough in attendance at community functions.  We can live with guilt that comes from rules we impose upon ourselves.
Jesus set out to purify the temple – to cleanse it of what defiled it – but also to point the way to a new and better covenant - a covenant of grace, not of rules and rituals.

As part of our Lenten self-examination, let’s ask ourselves some questions in our prayer times this week.

Let’s be really honest with ourselves and ask:
‘Lord are there sinful practices in my life that I need to be cleansed of?’   - a question we should ask not just in Lent, incidentally. If so – repent and ask God’s forgiveness.

But then let’s also ask:

‘Am I placing too much trust in the things I DO for God - my spiritual practices, my church attendance, my service for the church, or my keeping of rules or standards?
If so, repent, and ask God to strengthen us to trust in him alone.

Let’s allow God to cleanse our hearts today.

Shall we pray?

