Whenever I hear this story about Jesus in the temple, I can’t help but be surprised and a little confused.  This is such a different side of Jesus!  This isn’t the gracious, loving Jesus who takes the little children into his lap or teaches with resolve, this isn’t even the passionate Jesus who argues or debates.  This Jesus seems crazy!  He turns over tables, makes a whip, sends money flying, and deliberately causes all kinds of physical chaos.  What could ever send him into such a fury?

What made Jesus so potently angry was the literal change in purpose from a house of worship into a common marketplace.  In Jesus’ time, the temple was literally God’s house – it is where God resided and where people were welcomed to be in God’s presence with worship, prayer, sacrifice, and scripture.  People came literally from all over the world to be at the holy temple in Jerusalem, the one place they knew God had always promised to reside.

But in Jesus’ time, the house had been turned into a market – and quite a lucrative one, at that.  Since people came from all over to offer their sacrifices at the temple, they had to have their money changed to local currency.  Knowing that these out-of-towners had no other choice, money changers charged an exorbitant fee.  Animals sold for sacrifice were sold far above their actual cost, since they could practically ask whatever they wanted.  People were making a profit off of dedicated worshippers trying to do what their faith demanded of them.  God’s commandments were being hijacked for financial gain.  It wasn’t a house of peace and worship, but of unfairness and rudeness.  In that context, it’s no wonder why Jesus was furious.

Not surprisingly, using God as an excuse to be greedy didn’t go away after Jesus taught us a lesson about it.  Fifteen hundred years later, Martin Luther found himself faced with the same dilemma.  He heard a man named Johan Tetzler chanting, “Every time a coin in the coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.”  These were indulgences, opportunities for people to buy off sins or take years off their punishment after death.  The church was effectively selling the forgiveness of sins to simply build a prettier basilica, and he got upset.  Forgiving sins is God’s business, and to suggest that Christ’s sacrifice wasn’t enough – you should throw a few dollars on top of it – was just ludicrous.  Luther didn’t exactly turn over tables, but he did pound the Ninety-Five theses onto his church’s door, and declare that God’s house was not a marketplace.


Today, unfortunately, we still see the same problem.  Maybe you’ve heard the promises on TV or online.  Just send us $25 and we’ll pray for you.  You can find God if you just buy these tapes from us.  How do you know whether or not you’re going to hell unless you buy this book that will explain it for you.  There’s a price tag on worship, prayer is a marketable commodity, and forgiveness can be traded for a profit.  Looking at the Jesus in today’s text, what do you think he would do about that?


And yet, we take offerings in church.  We encourage people to give.  We even ask that you consider all your gifts, money, time, and talents, and give them joyfully to the church.  How, some might ask, is that different from money changers in the temple, indulgences from house to house, or prayer-for-hire?


It is different because it is not an artificial requirement, but a joyful response.  Jesus talks a lot about money – more about money than anything else, other than God’s kingdom – so we know that using it rightly and wisely are important.  Jesus’ emphasis is always right use of money: giving glory to God and serving the neighbor.  Whenever money is used for power or show or self-interest, Jesus tends to throw tables and make whips.


After all, the work that Jesus did for us, his journey to the cross that we mark in Lent, his death and resurrection that we mark in Holy Week, these are the things that have earned us everything.  We simply cannot buy off sins or save up for forgiveness.  Since we are so freed by Jesus’ good work for us, we are liberated to use our money – and everything else in our lives – to glorify God.  

We do not give because we have to.  If anyone tells you that you have to give the church money, that person is trying to sell the gospel and turn this house of prayer into a marketplace where Christ is bought and sold.  We give out of a response to the question, “Now what?”  We give out of love and service. We give because we can.  We give because God gives.  We give because we are called to use everything at our disposal to be gracious neighbors.  We give because there is nothing we can do to earn our way into God’s good favor.  We give because it is Christ’s gift to us, to be at home in him and to never have to buy our way into his love.  Thanks be to God. 
