15th March 2009

The Perfectly Balanced Man
Reading: John 2: 13-22
 13When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money. 15So 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. 16To those who sold doves he said, "Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father's house into a market!" 

 17His disciples remembered that it is written: "Zeal for your house will consume me."[a] 

 18Then the Jews demanded of him, "What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?" 

 19Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days." 

 20The Jews replied, "It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?" 21But the temple he had spoken of was his body. 22After 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.

On this day 2053 years ago one of the most famous acts of violence took place. The greatest Roman leader of all time was stabbed to death by his own senate. Yes, Julius Caesar was killed today, on 15th March 44BC – the infamous ‘Ides of March’.
This morning we are looking at another violent act that took place 74 years later. The astounding thing about this violent act was that it was carried out by the most peace-loving person in all history. It seems so out of character that a number of people don’t think the story could have happened.  But there is little doubt that it did – the facts are there in all four gospels. 

Here is the setting: every April Jews came to Jerusalem to take part in the Passover feast. (This celebrated the time 1400 years before when the angel of death ‘passed over’ all the houses of the children of Israel but struck down the first born son of every family of the Egyptians.) By the First Century over 2 million Jews would come up to 100 miles for this week-long celebration. To get the best possible picture we ought to look at the scene from the point of view of a first-hand witness. 

Just imagine Michael King lived in the 1st Century. He was a faithful young Jew who wanted his sins forgiven so he planned to make a sacrifice every year at the Passover in Jerusalem to give him peace with God. 

Depending on how wealthy you were you would bring a cow, a sheep or a pigeon to be sacrificed. Michael didn’t have much money so he bought a pigeon.  He’d just passed his driving test so he drove up to the Temple and parked his father’s car. As he approached with his pigeon he saw the doors were open; so he walked in. He’d been there before so he knew pretty much what to expect. But he was astounded by what he found. 

As he entered he was deafened by the noise of men shouting and the din of animals. The animal smell was overpowering. Right by the door, at rows of tables, were the money-changers who exchanged cash for the Temple tax. The tax had to be paid in shekels. Michael had brought Roman money and he knew from experience that the rate of exchange would be harsh. He recognized one of the money-changers from the previous year. His name Marty. He thought he might possibly get a preferential deal from him. Michael offered him the same as he had paid last year. Marty leaned across the table, “Are you serious? Times are hard. Priests’ pay has gone up and the Temple needs redecorating. I want three times what you are offering me.” Michael was shocked. He knew that most of it would go into Marty’s own pocket. But he also knew there was no arguing. Three times amounted to two days’ pay. He dug deep and handed over the money. Marty smiled, took the Roman money and handed over the shekels.

Next, Michael took his pigeon to one of the inspectors of animals. Before sacrifice every animal had to be seen to be perfect. Nervously Michael handed over his pigeon for inspection. It certainly seemed alright to him. The inspector looked at it for about a minute, “No, no this won’t do. There is a feather missing on this wing. I’ll tell you what I can do. I can sell you a good one for a reasonable price”. The “reasonable price” turned out to be 10 times what Michael paid for his pigeon outside the Temple. To his horror he realised he hadn’t got enough money.
But just as he was searching desperately in his pockets there was a tremendous crash behind him. He span round and saw that Marty’s table was on its side. Coins were rolling all over the floor. Marty was on his knees, scrabbling around trying to grab the money. Standing over him, was a man with a whip. “Get out, get out” he shouted at Marty. Marty knew he was beaten. He crawled towards the door and then got on his feet and ran out. Down the row of tables the man went, turning them all over and driving the money-changers out of the Temple. Michael stood transfixed with wonder. All the time the man was shouting at the money-changers “Get out. How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market.” As Michael watched, the man then started on the animal inspectors. “Get these animals and yourselves out of here”. He raised the whip above his head. Within 10 minutes all the animals and traders had gone. The Temple was quiet. Only the lingering smell of the animals remained.
We need to ask 3 questions about this story.  First, what do we learn about Jesus’ character?

We’ve all heard from our parents’ knee about “Gentle Jesus, meek and mild”. This makes us surprised by Jesus’ behaviour here.  He was certainly gentle; especially with damaged people. Just look how gently he treated the woman caught in adultery. He was certainly meek. Just look at the way he meekly went to the Cross. But he was never mild. What he did and said cut like a knife through the hypocrisy of his day. If we follow Jesus we follow a very strong man; not mild in any way.

And Jesus  at times got angry. 9 times out 10 we get angry for the wrong reasons and we show it in the wrong way. We lose our temper and do things we regret. Jesus didn’t do that. He only got angry for a very good purpose.  He got angry with the religious leaders for misleading their 
people.  He got angry with the disciples for their lack of faith.

I understand the Manchester United players live in fear of what they call Sir Alex Ferguson’s “hair-dryer “  - his fury when any player steps out of line. Maybe this respect for the Manager is the reason that  the team is currently 4 points clear at the top of the Premier Division.

Here we see Jesus’ very real anger. When he said “Get out” he meant it.  But before this episode we see him doing an act of kindness to a family who’d run our of wine.  Then after he left the Temple we see him talking quietly and kindly to Nicodemus, a Pharisee who was a genuine seeker.

So what do make of Jesus’ character? We look at him and we see the perfectly balanced man. He reacted in  totally different ways to every situation – totally the right way each time.
Secondly, what do we learn about the church?

After Jesus had cleaned out the Temple a number of Jews challenged him, “Who do you think you are? What miraculous sign can you give us to prove your authority to throw these people out of the Temple?” And he gave them an answer no-one understood for another 3 years. “This is the miracle I’ll give you. Destroy this Temple and  in 3 days I’ll build it up again”.  That certainly confused the Jews.  “But the Temple has already taken 46 years to build; and you’re going to raise it in three days! You must be mad.”

Only later did the disciples realise what he meant.  He was saying that, in future, his body  would replace the Temple. His body would be the key to worship. It was his body that would be destroyed but in three days it would come back to life.
But, we ask, what happened to his body? Surely it went up to Heaven when he finally ascended? Where is it now? Well, I’m looking at it! In a few moments Jo is going to lead us in the Peace. She will say, “We are the body of Christ”. All of us gathered in his name represent his body on Earth.
But, as the body of Christ, we face a challenge - to keep that body clean and pure, just as the Jews should have kept the Temple. The Book of Revelation contains letters to 7 churches warning of internal dangers. They had many good points but all these places are under Muslim rule now. The World got into these churches and destroyed them.

Our own church, the Church of England, is at a crossroads. We see sexual practices which were illegal 40 years ago now condoned and accepted in the Church. Last month I read that the Church has elected a bishop who calls himself an Anglican Buddhist. How does this fit with the First Commandment, “You shall have no other gods besides me”? 

One of the main objectives of the Church of England these days is to be “inclusive” . And we certainly should be “inclusive” to all types of people; but not inclusive to all types of behaviour. The body of Christ is called to be different from the rest of the World, not just another social club.

One of the interesting things about this story of Jesus and the Temple is that this building was the only area of the Temple grounds where Gentiles were allowed. In fact it was called the Courtyard of the Gentiles. It was a chance for the Jews to show what a wonderful God they worshipped. Gentiles should have expected a warm,  quiet, welcoming place to meditate. And what did they find? – a greedy, noisy, immoral shambles!

What does a visitor experience when he comes into our church? Hopefully something a lot better than that! That’s the challenge for us in this passage – to present the pure, warm welcoming body of Christ to the outside World.

Thirdly, what do we learn individually about ourselves?

I’ve got a good friend called Jonathan who is an enormous man; well over 20 stone (280 pounds). It’s not surprising. He’s got a huge appetite for food and drink. He’s been known to start a business meal with 6 sherries! And he’s a great meat-eater. However he doesn’t like anything sweet. So, when offered a biscuit he’ll always use these words, “No, no, I couldn’t possibly. My body is a temple.”
I don’t know where he learnt this expression but, if he was a Christian, he would be right on the mark. We are now in the season of Lent when we traditionally give up things, like chocolate, which are bad for us. But if we take Lent seriously we should look deeper into our habits, our behaviour, and see what should be cut out. Because it was the Apostle Paul who first said that each of our bodies is a temple – a temple for the Holy Spirit to live in.

God, in his kindness, has given us instructions as to how to live our lives. They were summed up by the 10 Commandments in the Old Testament and the Sermon on the Mount in the New Testament. But we’ve got to be careful with lists of dos  and don’ts. The Biblical ones are completely reliable. But I remember a vicar friend of mine telling me that on the night he became a Christian he was handed a list of things he wasn’t allowed to do as a Christian. One of them was that he should never go to the cinema!
Speaking on this New Testament passage one preacher has said this: “What is your body? – is it just a hotel with people coming and going and passing through it? What is your body? – is it just a library, stuffed with books and knowledge? What is your body? – is it just a bank, a place for gathering money? What is your body? – is it just a playhouse, simply used for pleasure? What is your body? – is it just a pigsty where swinish passions lie? – or is it a temple where God lives by his Spirit?”
Two weeks ago I took a couple of days off to do some spring cleaning in the garden. One of my favourite garden tools is a power-washer. It makes a dreadful noise but squirts out water at high volume and high pressure. It’s fantastic for cleaning stonework!

Lent is a time for spring-cleaning our lives; to say “get out2 to things that drag us down. But we don’t have to grit our teeth and do it all ourselves. God gives us all the equipment we need He gives us an instruction manual on which to base our lives. He gives us a power-washer, his Holy Spirit, who will wash us inside and out and leave us gleaming white. He even gives us a dumping-ground for all our rubbish – at the foot of the Cross where Jesus says, “Leave that with 
me. I’ll look after that.”
This is the time to take action - not action based on the sort of jealousy and revenge that killed Julius Caesar but based on what’s good for God’s church, his body, his temples. Because our aim should always be to become more like our example, our saviour, our Lord – that perfectly balanced man.           
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