The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Third Sunday in Lent, Year B
The Text: John 2:13-22    


Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ,
Not everything that happened in the temple belonged in the temple. What a surprise! That shouldn't shock us in the least. No, not everything that happened in the temple belonged in the temple. Jesus came and saw and he had had enough.
John's gospel describes this event quite briefly, so it might be difficult for us to think how this might have happened. However, there are a few clues. We can be pretty sure that Jesus didn't just walk into the temple courts and then suddenly blow his top. No, we get a sense of the powerful deliberation in his action. 
In our mind's eye we might be able to see Jesus come into the temple courts as part of the crowd. Even before he entered, he would've been able to smell and hear the animals, as he'd done several times before. At the time of the Passover there would be thousands of sacrificial animals there.  
As Jesus looked around he would've seen crowds of people going about their business. There would've been pilgrims, from near and far, changing money to the required, acceptable currency in order to pay the temple tax. These pilgrims would have been buying the proscribed, acceptable, sacrificial animals from the providers of such services. No doubt a fee for such noble services was part of the exchange rate and price. Jesus would've taken it all in, and the zeal for his father's house led to action. 
He was upset by what was going on, as if, indeed since, something precious to him was being ruined. He took the time to make a whip from cords that somehow came to hand. Then he let his passion loose, and drove them all out of the temple, the sheep and the cattle. He poured out the coins of the money changers. Wow!  Finally, he yelled at them “Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace.” Not everything that happened in the temple belonged in the temple.
However, we might still be scratching our heads and wondering what Jesus was really so worked up about. Didn't the people need the animals for the sacrifices according to the Jewish law? Why not use this wonderful open space at the temple; there wasn't a law against that and that's where the animals were needed? If it was just that Jesus was upset that some individuals were exploiting others, then he could have tried inviting them into a life of fellowship, or visiting them for a meal, like he did with Matthew and Zacchaeus.
There was something more fundamental and important taking place in Jerusalem that day. Something precious to Jesus, his Father's house, and also his Father's presence, was being misused. It's something like the way we might feel when someone borrows something that we hold dear, maybe a gift from someone, perhaps our favourite chair or pen, and then they treat it in a way that tramples on and damages what makes it special to us. Jesus was reacting to the abuse of a precious gift.
Let's try and hear the message that Jesus was trying to get across with his dramatic zeal. Let's be attentive to the message John's gospel is presenting to us by recounting this episode here. Jesus was acting to protect the precious gift of worship. In John's gospel this episode forms part of a larger pattern around true worship and particularly the contrast between what people do and what God does.
In John's gospel, Jesus cleared the temple shortly after the wedding at Cana and before Nicodemus came to visit him at night. In the other gospel accounts, we hear about Jesus clearing the temple at the end of his ministry, as a kind of climax of the conflict with the authorities and as the thing that really sealed his fate at their hands. John's gospel is different. John is making a different point than the other gospel writers. John's gospel puts the clearing of the temple in a particular context, after Jesus' first miracle in Cana where he turned water into wine, and shortly before his conversation with Nicodemus that unfolded the secrets of being reborn.
On one side we have a wedding, where Jesus filled the huge jars used for purification rituals with wine. Jesus turned huge wash tubs into super decanters. It makes one wonder if they felt clean when they next washed from them. On the other side Jesus told Nicodemus about rebirth. Jesus told about a new birth that we can't achieve ourselves, that has to come from God. Only water and the Spirit will do it, since God is the one who gives spiritual life.  
In between these two events came the celebration of the Passover. At this most important festival, which was a celebration of God's saving love, when the Jews remembered who they were and why they existed, Jesus found business, as usual, in the temple grounds. He found people going through the motions, ticking the boxes. He found people who put more energy into haggling over a pigeon than into praising God for his presence, mercy, forgiveness, goodness and saving love. So, he took to them with zeal and vigour.
We people get so caught up in what we're doing, and in what we think we ought to be doing, that we forget what God is doing and has done. Isn't that so typical?  Indeed, not everything that happened in the temple belonged in the temple.  
Business as usual didn't belong.  Going through the motions didn't belong. The temple, worship, access to God and his blessing, this was all pure gift from God that they were trampling on with their marketplace attitudes. God's goodness and blessing had effectively been pushed aside and forgotten as the masses had their minds filled with what they needed to do.
When we think about worship, do we think most about what God does or about what we do? This is a vital question. Christian worship can be summarised by a downward pointing arrow; that's to remind us that the main thing that happens in worship is that God comes to us. God comes, to be present in our midst, with forgiveness, favour and blessing. Now, of course, we respond with praise and loving service, but that is just our response. We prepare and we respond since God comes to us. If our actions take over, and we forget the first bit, that God comes to us, then it will all be wrong.
God comes to us in worship, which is a precious gift. God's presence, life and goodness are made available to us in God's Word and Sacrament. God gives freely and, like beggars, we receive. We respond to what God has done, just as the soil becomes warm to the touch of the sun. It's God who forgives our sin, shows mercy, gives freedom and life, warmth and meaning. What God does is the main bit.
God's people have always been asked to live in response to God's creating and saving goodness. That's what the ten commandments are all about. They're not a measuring stick to gauge if I'm good enough or if I've done enough. They're an invitation to enter into God's goodness and live a certain way. They're an invitation to a life of trust, a life that responds to what's most important - God's action.
When the Jews asked Jesus why he thought he could upset their worship, their business as usual, Jesus predicted his death and resurrection. John's gospel picks this up and points us to God's saving love, which takes away our sin and sets us free, and which also forms the basis for true worship. God's saving love craves our attention, fuels our response and actively opposes our self-interest. 
Not everything that happened in the temple belonged in the temple. Only those things that flowed from God's creative desire to save and bless belonged. May God keep on disturbing our business as usual so that we remain receptive and responsive to the love that gives eternal life.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
