Seeing Is Believing #7

“House Cleaning”

John 2:13-25

Some of you may have noticed in last Sunday’s Decatur Herald & Review an article about local churches with coffee shops operating inside.  Tagged with inventive names like the Mosaic Café, Heavenly Grounds Café, and Connection Café, these establishments offer everything from coffee and doughnuts to various flavors of espresso, latte, and cappuccino, and, in one case, even omelets made to order.  The minister of one of the churches quipped, “There is nothing Starbuck’s has that [our] cappuccino bar doesn’t offer.”

Don’t get me wrong: I’m not against having a cup of coffee and a doughnut before or after church (though personally I would prefer tea to coffee).  But as I read the article, the thought crossed my mind, “I wonder what Jesus would think if He were to show up at one of these churches next Sunday?”

Then I came to our text for this morning.
It starts off innocently enough. We read in John 2:13, “When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem.”  It was expected for all Jewish men to go to the Temple for the major festivals of Judaism, and Passover was at the top of the list.

The Commercialism of the Worship

When Jesus and His disciples arrived at the Temple, John records in verse 14 what they saw: “In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money.”  That may surprise us, but it wasn’t unusual in the first century.  Inside the temple walls the priests had established a business of exchanging foreign money for Jewish currency, and also selling the animals needed for the sacrifices.  The annual revenue for this business has been estimated at nearly $150,000 in our currency, with profits in the tens of thousands.
 Dave O’Brien explains,

Many of the people coming to make a sacrifice were pilgrims from far away or city dwellers who had no livestock of their own to bring. So the priests had a captive audience and could charge as much as they wanted. The Mishnah, an ancient Jewish holy book that records incidents of price-gouging for the animals, supports this idea. If the temple charged exorbitant rates for the sacrificial animals, and then charged exorbitant rates for the exchange of secular money for temple money, the poor would be excluded from worship. This justifies Jesus’ accusation that they were turning God’s house into a den of thieves (Matthew 21:13) and is a suitable explanation for His anger.


Another commentator concludes this practice amounted to “bare-faced extortion at the expense of poor and humble pilgrims, who were practically blackmailed into buying their victims from the Temple booths if they wished to sacrifice at all.”
  This became what I am calling the commercialization of worship.  


This has led many pastors and churches to conclude that financial dealings have no place in the church (except for tithes and offerings).  No bake sales, rummage sales, fund raisers, or anything else that smacks of commercialism should be done in the shadow of the sanctuary, they claim.


But is that really the issue here?  Was Jesus objecting to the passing of money from one hand to another, the price-gouging of the worshippers, or is there something more basic and more subtle at stake?


Warren Wiersbe writes, “No doubt, this ‘religious market’ began as a convenience for the Jews who came long distances to worship in the temple; but in due time the ‘convenience’ became a business, not a ministry.”
  

This is the key, in my view.  Convenience had become a top priority in the worship of God, and because people are willing to pay for convenience, worship became commercialized.  Jesus’ objection to this was that “a ‘convenient’ place need not be within the temple precincts.”

If that was true in the first century, it is even more applicable in the twenty-first century!  Our culture is all about convenience.  We want things quick and easy.  (Just think about how many products has one of those words in either their name or their ad slogans!)  


The spirit of convenience has crept into the church as well.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes,

Cheap grace means the justification of sin without the justification of the sinner…. Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession…. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.

In an effort to reach the lost (a worthy goal), many churches have tried to make it easier to follow Christ.  They try to widen the strait gate and broaden the narrow road.  Church services become “seeker sensitive” aimed to entertain instead of God-oriented expressions of adoration and worship.  Convenience has replaced commitment in many modern churches today.

Though this may not be technically “commercial” in that it deals with money, the application is legitimate.  As Keith Green notes,

Our gospel reduces the good news to a “come and get it while you can” sale.  We make every effort to take the bones out—everything that might offend someone, might make him hesitate or put off their decision.

“Quick and easy” may work well in the marketplace, but not in the house of God.

The Condemnation of the Wicked


Jesus’ response to what He saw was instantaneous and intense.  We read of the condemnation of the wicked in John 2:13-17,

So he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple area, both sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables. To those who sold doves he said, “Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market!” His disciples remembered that it is written: “Zeal for your house will consume me.”  

Notice first the anger of Jesus’ actions.  The appearance of Jesus cleaning house at the Temple does not fit in with the “gentle Jesus, meek and mild” image so often associated with Him.  We sometimes forget about the wrath of God (or else we relegate that to the Old Testament alone).  But the divine attitude toward sin has never changed.  

Secondly we see the audacity of Jesus’ actions.  Here comes an outsider who decides to overthrow the status quo.  He didn’t whine or complain about the situation; He did something about it!  As Jesus was overturning tables and driving livestock from the Temple courts, saying, “How dare you…” I wonder how many observers were wondering to themselves, “How dare you!”  This took a lot of nerve on Jesus’ part.

John’s account gives us a glimpse into the emotional side of our Lord.  The word used to describe His feelings comes in an Old Testament passage the disciples remembered: zeal.  The Greek term zelos can be translated either “zeal” or “jealousy.”
  John Stott comments,

It comes as a surprise to many people, even as a shock, that this love for the name of God and of Christ is regularly expressed in Scripture in terms of “jealousy”…. It is certainly strange that the same word “jealousy” can denote an attribute of God and a sin of man. But this is because in itself jealousy is neutral. Whether it is good or evil is determined by the situation which arouses it. In essence jealousy is an intolerance of rivals; it is a virtue or a sin according to whether the rival’s presence is legitimate or not. Thus, competition in business or in sport is per​fectly legitimate. A shop-keeper has no right to resent the success of another retailer who threatens his business, because he cannot claim a monopoly of the local trade. Again, an athlete should not become bitter or jealous when he is beaten at his own game, because be has no personal right to an undisputed victory. His professional jealousy is but wounded vanity. Jealousy in marriage, however, is a very different matter, because marriage is a permanently exclusive relationship. Both husband and wife have solemnly vowed that, “for​saking all other”, they will keep only unto their partner, so long as they both shall live. In their married life there​fore each will (or should) brook no rival. If a third party intrudes into the marriage, the offended person, whether husband or wife, is right to be jealous. In such a case it is tolerance of the rival, not intolerance, which is sin…. If His very name is “Jealous,” it is not because He is Israel’s God, but because He is God, the only living and true God. If He is God and He alone, the sole Creator and Lord of men, He has a right to our exclusive worship and is “jealous” when we misdirect it to idols which are no-gods.
 

This leads us to the authority of Jesus’ actions.  We read in verse 18, “Then the Jews demanded of him, ‘What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?’”  We might concentrate on the request for the “miraculous sign” and miss what they wanted the sign to prove: His authority to do what He did.

Before we get to His answer, a couple of things from earlier in the account point to His authority.  First of all, Jesus referred to “My Father’s house,” not “our Father’s house.”  Throughout the gospel of John, Jesus states His relationship to God the Father in exclusive terms.  Also, the cleaning house itself was predicted as a messianic activity in Malachi 3:1-3, as was the quotation from Psalm 69:9 about the zeal for God’s house.
  These two items both imply that Jesus was the Messiah.

Then comes the dialogue recorded in verses 19-20,

Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.” 

The Jews replied, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?” 

Jesus says the word “temple” and His hearers immediately assume He is speaking of the grand structure before them.  One commentator writes,

This was one of the most splendid buildings of the ancient world. The original temple, Solomon’s magnificent structure dating from the tenth century bc, had been destroyed four hundred years later, and replaced in due course by what was known as the ‘second temple’; it was this one which in the time of Jesus was undergoing a prolonged and thorough renovation by King Herod [the Great], who lavished immense sums of money on it. It was a complex of buildings about a quarter of a mile square, with the actual temple itself at the centre, crowning the city of Jerusalem, which itself crowned a hilltop, so that the temple—much of its exterior plated with silver or even gold, and the rest dazzling white marble—looked from a distance like the snow-capped peak of a mountain.

Try to imagine being in Washington, D.C., standing before the White House, the Capitol, or the Lincoln Memorial.  Now imagine someone boasting, “If you destroy this building, I will have it rebuilt in three days.”  Not even Ty Pennington’s Extreme Home Makeover team could pull that off!  We would immediately conclude that the boaster was out of his mind.  Just like the Jews concluded about Jesus.

But John explains in verses 21-22, 

But the temple he had spoken of was his body. After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the Scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken.
In hindsight, we can easily connect Jesus’ words to His death and resurrection.  But do we appreciate the importance of His words?  By predicting not only His death but how He would die—these same Jewish leaders would “destroy” Him physically—and His resurrection from the dead, He is making a claim that separates Himself from every other religious figure in human history!  Jesus is not merely one of many legitimate religious leaders; He can claim exclusively, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).  The authority Jesus claims is ultimate authority—what only God Himself could claim.

One last truth from Jesus’ words is often overlooked.  When Jesus referred to His body as the Temple, He was doing more than a play on words.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it,

The incarnate Christ is himself the temple of the fulfilment. Similarly Revelation, speaking of the New Jerusalem, says that there is no temple in heaven, “for the Lord God Almighty, and the lamb are the temple thereof” (Rev. 21.2-9).

Think back to the Old Testament: What was the purpose of the Tabernacle and later the Temple?  It was the place where the presence of God dwelled.  During the wilderness wanderings the cloud by day and pillar of fire by night represented God’s presence, and it resided in the Tabernacle.  Years later, when Solomon built the Temple, the presence of God descended like a cloud into the Holy of Holies.  

Fast forward to the New Testament: What did John say about Jesus in John 1:14?  “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.”  I like how The Amplified Bible renders this: “the Word (Christ) became flesh…and tabernacled…among us” [emphasis added].  Now the presence of God resided not in a building but in a Person.

Many Christians even today need to be reminded of this.  They get so caught up about the church’s structure that they forget about the church’s Savior.  While we should honor the house of God as something set apart for His use, we must not elevate the building over God Himself.  Jesus is the true Temple, as Paul writes in Colossians 2:9, “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form.”
The Curiosity of the Watchers

Finally John mentions the curiosity of the watchers in verses 23-25:

Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs he was doing and believed in his name. But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all men. He did not need man’s testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man.

At first this paragraph sounds wonderful.  Jesus performed miraculous signs, and many people believed in his name!  Isn’t that why John wrote his gospel, according to John 20:30-31?  Verse 24, though, begins with that terribly significant word: “But.”  What sounded great turns out to be too good to be true.  Jesus could see right through these people.  He could do that without the help of Freud, Skinner, or Dr. Phil because He was God, who alone knows the hearts and minds of men.

Warren Wiersbe writes,

The words believed in John 2:23 and commit in John 2:24 are the same Greek word. These people believed in Jesus, but He did not believe in them! They were “unsaved believers”! It was one thing to respond to a miracle but quite something else to commit oneself to Jesus Christ and continue in His Word.


This series of messages through the gospel of John is entitled, “Seeing Is Believing.”  Seeing Christ through the eyes of faith will lead one to salvation, but it takes more than curiosity or a desire to be entertained to be saved.


Which brings me back to my earlier point.  So many churches today focus on enthusiasm and entertainment to draw people in, but Jesus would have none of that.  He knew the difference between faith and fad, between commitment and curiosity.  Later in this gospel we will see episodes in which Jesus winnows out the merely curious from the truly committed.  Perhaps we need to rethink our goals and objectives.  Perhaps we need to ask ourselves, “What if Jesus came to our church today?  Would He react the same way He did in our text today?

Leon Morris concludes,

For Jesus, worship is a matter of the gravest importance and as the messianic King he claims lordship over it. A significant proportion of the Bible is devoted to the regulation of worship and we are sadly misled if we imagine that the quality of what we offer in worship services, or the devotion with which we participate, are matters of peripheral importance. If ‘Jesus is Lord’, he claims the temple as a primary sphere of his rule. Modern-day worship which is irreverent, superficial, distraction-filled, cold, lifeless, sloppy, self-indulgent, hypocritical, ill-prepared or theologically inappropriate will likewise receive his censure, as will worship which detracts from the honour and glory of the living God through a concern for performance and self-display on the part of those leading it. “Judgment must begin at the House of God” (1 Pet. 4:17, my translation).


If we are calloused in our worship, Jesus knows our hearts.  If we are curious but not committed, Jesus knows our hearts.  If we are confused about our priorities or our focus, Jesus knows our hearts.  We cannot fool Him.


The good news is that we don’t have to stay that way.  Let curiosity lead you to commitment.  Let a desire to be entertained about become a desire to exalt God.  Let Christ clean house in our church and in our individual lives.
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