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A Homily by         “Rely on Christ himself, not just signs and wonders”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        Lent 3B

Your Church, Not Mine
Exodus 20:1-17

John 2:13-22

The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke all place the cleansing of the Temple

shortly before our Lord’s Passion. Indeed in the synoptic gospels it was Jesus’s behavior

in throwing out the money-changers, among other actions, that provoked his arrest. But

John’s Gospel presents the story at the beginning of Jesus’s public ministry. And in the

4th Gospel, in addition to the obvious, Jesus uses metaphorical language. John’s Gospel,

full of signs and wonders, gave 1st century readers – and gives us –  a wonder–filled

opportunity to explore the meaning of Jesus’s ministry.

The setting was during the Passover when Jews made their annual pilgrimage to

Jerusalem. From all over the world the Jewish people would gather to recall the

deliverance of God’s people from slavery in Egypt. Since the time of Moses the people of

Israel had come to bring their offerings to God in thanksgiving.

Let us experience Jesus at the Temple that warm day in Jerusalem. Squint up your

eyes with me. See the throngs of people making their way into the Holy City. Can you

smell the pungent scents of the crowded courtyard. The caged animals, pure as they were,

still created quite a stench. Hear the din of the traders selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and

money changers all trying to catch the attention of the worshipers who had come to the

Temple to make their sacrifices and offering to God.

Jesus too had made his way to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover feast. And there in

the outer courts of the Temple amidst the throng of people, Jesus took offence at the

marketplace that his Father’s house had become. The disciples must have been as

surprised by Jesus’s actions as the traders. The Temple authorities were shocked. John’s

version of this story is the only one that involves a weapon of sorts. No weapons, no

staves, nor even staffs were allowed in the Temple. So Jesus fashioned a whip of cords

with which he drove out the traders and money-changers. Imagine his swinging his
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make–shift weapon and yelling at the top of his voice: “Get out! Take these things out of

here!  Stop making my Father's house a marketplace!”

When the religious leaders questioned his violent actions, Jesus’s answers appeared

puzzling and even evasive. “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it” (John

2:19). They misunderstood. The disciples misunderstood. We have misunderstood. Even

Biblical archaeologists and scholars have misunderstood, saying said that Jesus was

predicting the fall of the Temple in 70 AD. But Jesus was challenging them – and us – to

replace Temple worship with believing in him. Jesus was telling them that he was the

Temple – that he would die and be resurrected in three days. He was and is the spiritual

temple. The disciples do believe, they do understand, but only after the first Easter. Only

after Jesus was raised from the dead and the disciples remembered his saying these things

did they believe. But the Jews in the courtyard wanted a sign. Show us a sign. Show us a

sign.

Signs and wonders abound in John’s Gospel. This post-Easter account is written for

believers of the very young Christian movement. Misunderstanding Jesus is a common

theme in John. But we must remember that all the signs and wonders of John’s gospel

were written so that we might believe.

Jesus’s first sign was changing water into wine and his disciples believed (2:11). After

his meeting the woman at the well, many Samaritans believed because he told her

everything she had ever done (4:41). And then there was the royal official whose little

son was dying, but who believed along with his whole household when Jesus healed him

(4:48-50). When Jesus opened the eyes of the man who was blind from birth, he said that

he believed in Jesus the son of man (9:38). Jesus asked Martha after her brother Lazarus’s

death if she believed and she said “Yes, Lord, I believe” (11:27). Martha’s sister Mary

believed when Jesus raised Lazarus (11:45), as did many Jews saw the sign and believed

(12:11); even the authorities believed in him (12:42). And when the disciples heard Jesus

“speaking plainly, not in any figure of speech … they believe[ed] that [he had come]
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from God.”(16:29-30). And finally at the empty tomb one of the disciples “saw and

believed” (20:8).

What will it take for us to believe? Do we look for signs? Does our faith rely on signs;

does our faith rely on Temple worship, or does our faith rely on Jesus alone? Have we

made the church – how we do church – the reason for coming to worship? Have we made

an idol of worshipping in a certain manner or a particular church? Or do we come here to

worship the body of the risen Christ?

“King Herod’s Song” in Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice created a tribute to the

signs and wonders in John’s Gospel. When Herod comes face to face with Jesus in the

Broadway smash hit Jesus Christ Superstar he is overjoyed to because our Lord had

gotten quite a name “healing cripples, raising from the dead” and claiming to be God.

Herod sings:

   So you are the Christ
   You're the great Jesus Christ
   Prove to me that you're divine
   Change my water into wine

C’mon King of the Jews…..

   So if you are the Christ
   Yes the great Jesus Christ
   Prove to me that you're no fool
   Walk across my swimming pool

Of course we cannot take the lyrics of Jesus Christ Superstar literally. But taking

John’s Gospel literally is problematic at best. First century hearers of this Gospel easily

could have misunderstood, just as the disciples did and Jewish authorities, as well. We

have the benefit of 2000 years of understanding, we can reflect on history as recorded by

Josephus in his Antiquities, and the Dead Sea Scrolls, and yet we still misunderstand

when we see or hear of signs and wonders. John’s Gospel is the Gospel of the Christian

church. The body that was raised from the tomb at Jesus’s resurrection was his mortal

body, but John also could have been referring to the church, the new Israel, that came
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into being with the resurrection of Jesus. This is Pauline theology, but it is very difficult

for us to separate out beliefs by their sources. The Dead Sea Scrolls refer to the

community as the true temple of God. (I remember a song from my youth – “I am the

church, you are the church, we are the church together” that expressed this same

theology.) But to John Jesus is the new Temple.

Whether we believe the Temple to be a sign of the Christian Church, or the

community, the people of the church, or Jesus himself to be the Temple, we have to look

beyond signs. To John the Temple was the symbol for the body of the resurrected Christ.

John’s Gospel identifies Christ as the true son of God and warns us of the danger of

caricaturing Christ. Our faith must rest in Jesus himself, rather than any institution, or any

church, or any one congregation or community of the faithful. John would have us rely

on Jesus and trust that Jesus is worthy of our trust and faith. Churches will come and go.

(Look at the grand Christ Church Cathedral in New Zealand that has been nearly

destroyed by an earthquake.)  Congregations will change as time goes by (Indeed many

inner city churches have been repopulated by new people – like my urban church during

seminary with parishioners from 66 different zipcodes). But it is Jesus who is constant

and reliable. May we live as people who rely entirely on Jesus, allowing his word – the

word of the Gospel – to keep us alive and open to change.

Lord may it be so.

Amen.


