B. 3rd Sunday of Lent #3                                                  

     Jn 2: 13-25

Scene

Jesus expels the merchants and moneychangers from the Temple and predicts his own resurrection to replace it and all it represents.

Background

The story of the expulsion of merchants and moneychangers from the Temple is treated differently by the Synoptics and by John.  Possibly both accounts draw on a common source that they have adapted for their purposes.  In the Synoptics, the scene occurs in Jerusalem just before Jesus died.  It is presented as the last straw, the precipitating event in the plot to kill Jesus.   Jesus’ wrath is directed against the dishonesty of the traffickers who were extorting the worshippers.  It was portrayed as a prophetic protest against the profanation of the Temple by fraudulent practices.

In John, the scene is placed at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry (which gives at least three visits to Jerusalem to the Synoptics one visit).  John places the story of the raising of Lazarus where the Synoptics put the story of the Temple Cleansing, thereby using that as the precipitating event for Jesus’ death.  Instead of Jesus destroying the (old) Temple, John has the Jewish authorities destroying it – by their hypocrisy.  Jesus’ wrath is directed against the very institutions of Judaism- cult, Law, priesthood, etc..  He attacks the whole idea of the Temple and its sacrificial system.  He objects to the outward show of piety that insisted on “pure” coinage without the corresponding purity of heart.  For John, the cleansing signifies the end of the old cultus and the beginning of worship “in spirit and truth.”  Jesus is insisting that they, especially the priests, are destroying the Temple (representing authentic religion) and that he will replace it shortly with a Messianic Temple of (as yet) unspecified nature. The believing reader already knows what the inspired writer knows, namely, that the new Temple will be the resurrected Lord.  This emphasis on the resurrected Jesus as the Temple is clearest in the Johannine works.

Text

v. 14 Temple precincts: Literally, Gk hieron, the outer court or Court of the Gentiles where mundane business was at least tolerated.

coins:  Imperial or pagan images on Roman denarii and Attic drachmai had to be exchanged for Tyrian coins, coins without images,  for “purity” sake.  The trader would make a profit on this exchange.  The person could then use this coin to buy “cultically correct” animals at another booth for acceptable Temple sacrifice.

v. 15 whip: Since no weapons were permitted in the Temple, Jesus seemingly used rope available to handle

the animals to drive them out.

v. 16  marketplace:  Literally, “a house of market,” making a play on words with “house of prayer”.

remembering:  This was a technical term in the early church for the process whereby they came to see 

Jesus as the fulfillment of scripture.  This really took place after the resurrection.  In remembering what Jesus said and did in the (now) past they gained inspired insight into the present.

v. 17 zeal...consumes me: In remembering, the word “consume” takes on a deeper meaning.  It no longer

means merely the burning intensity of enthusiasm or devotion, but the literal sense of “consuming” the life of Jesus.  It will destroy Jesus and bring about his death.

v. 18 the Jews: This is a good example of Johannine usage.  Whereas the Synoptics specify that it was the chief priests, scribes and elders of the people, i.e., the bigwigs, John has the more general term “Jews”.  Unfortunately, this became an excuse for Christians to justify hatred for all Jews.  It was not meant that way.  The author was writing for people who would not have understood the subtle distinctions.

What sign: They mean a miraculous apologetic proof for Jesus’ presumed authority in cleansing the Temple.  If it was okay with the priests who was he to interfere?  Jesus never obliged such a request.  He would never perform a miracle on demand.  His position was that miracles do not cause one to believe in any authentic sense.

v. 19 Destroy: It would have been impossible to understand what Jesus is saying here without the

perspective and benefit of his resurrection.  They misunderstood and thought Jesus was referring to the historical Temple.  Taken that way, his statement is absurd.  The Temple, begun in 20 BC was not even finished until 64 AD.  The 46 years referred to here would place the date at 26 AD.  If Jesus were born in 4 BC, he would now be 30 years old.

three days: a short definite period of time, not necessarily three 24 hr. days.

v. 21:  The new Temple will be the resurrected Jesus himself.

v. 22 after the resurrection: The NT states 19 times that the Father raised Jesus from the dead.  But in

John it has become clear that the Father’s power is also Jesus’ power.  Thus John insists that Jesus rose by his own power (10: 17-18).

remembered...believed:  There is the technical meaning of “remember” again.  Remembering fosters belief.  Notice in the Liturgy, after the consecration, how frequently the notion of “remembering” comes up.  It is not merely recall of the past.  It makes present.  It means a heightening of awareness.  This results in an increase of faith.

v. 23:  Historically, the pilgrimage feast had been that of Unleavened Bread, but Passover was amalgamated

to it to form one feast.  John does not speak of the Feast of Unleavened Bread, as do the Synoptics.

signs:  We are never told what these consisted in, but obviously they are miraculous.

vv. 24-25:  These verses should really follow v. 13.  The story of the cleansing was inserted between them.

They are a link between the Sign at Cana and the discourse with Nicodemus.  They are similar in structure and purpose to the summaries in the Synoptics.  They show us that the faith produced by Jesus’ signs in v. 23 is not satisfactory.  It is better than the hostile blindness of the “Jews” in the Temple scene, but it is not equal to the faith of the disciples at Cana in 2:11 who are brought, through the sign, to see Jesus’ glory.  Here at Jerusalem, there is a willingness to see the sign and be convinced by it, but all that is seen through the sign is that Jesus is a wonderworker.  Because Jesus comes from God, however, and remains united to God, he has God’s power to know people’s inmost thoughts, needing no confirmation from any other source.  This gives him complete command of any situation.

Reflection

We might be surprised that Jesus got angry and expressed it. When we reflect that Jesus is fully human, it should not surprise us. Anger is an emotional reaction to injustice, whether it be a real injustice or merely and wrongly perceived as an injustice. People who are angry all the time may simply be perceiving reality wrongly. However, there is a legitimate place for anger and a legitimate way to express it.

We would call Jesus’ anger here “righteous anger.” It is anger as a reaction to injustice or unrighteousness.

The Temple rules were that the animals offered in sacrifice had to be approved by a priest before they could be so offered.  Few people wanted to risk dragging an animal for miles to get to the Temple and find it rejected for whatever reason. So a “cottage industry” grew up in the Court of the Gentiles, the outer Temple court, the one least “holy” because Gentiles could assemble there. Animals (and not always fine specimens) sold there were assured of being approved. Animals that would otherwise not be considered desirable for anything were sold at top dollar, with the profits being shared by both the merchants and Temple officials. A great kickback scheme! Jesus was reacting to this injustice, especially as it exploited the poor.

That’s not all! In order to buy the animal one had to use “politically and liturgically correct” coins. People would have to use Roman coins, complete with an image of Caesar (offensive to Jews whose first commandment forbade such images of gods - which the Caesars claimed to be). In order to exchange these “secular” coins for the “holy” ones (Tyrian coins without any images) an exchange fee would be charged.

Jesus was reacting to this injustice as well, especially as it doubly exploited the poor.

But, the injustice, as presented in John, went deeper than even that. (Remember that the author of Jn writes on two levels at the same time.)Jesus was reacting to the injustice of the whole religious system of the Judaism of that day. The marketplace values that had crept into the Temple are but one example of a general and widespread problem. Jesus believed that the religious officials, by their hypocrisy, had emptied their worship of all reality. It was as much a sham as the practice of exploitation. The merchants would be expelled, but would return the next day. It had become accepted as “traditional” to carry on business at the entrance to the holy place. People had gotten used to it and did not question its propriety. Jesus knew this but used the opportunity to say that the whole religious cult would be replaced. His anger was directed at the fact that God was not really and justly worshipped. His anger was directed at not the Law and cult as such, but what the religious leadership had reduced them to. Only a complete replacement would undo the injustice. Jesus would be that replacement. The Temple would be none other than himself. As recorded in Mk2: 21-22, Jesus had not come to put band-aids on a small wound, but to perform radical and major surgery on an all but dead relationship. 

As is the case with all reformers, the officials challenge his authority to do so. They believed they had the power, not Jesus. They ask for signs. He refuses. He simply predicts what eventually happened. He would be put to death (and according to the Synoptics - for this very reason, namely, expelling the merchants) but he would rise from the dead and enable people to truly worship God in the spirit God wants to be worshipped.

Official religion is rarely open to criticism of its practices and typically destroys the messenger in an attempt to destroy the message. The expulsion of the merchants from the Temple was the only sign Jesus would give at the time that it would be they who would be expelled from God’s presence, not he. The irony, so typical of Jn, contains the revelation.

Key Notions

1. Not all “religious” traditions have divine approval.

2. Because a practice is old, has been repeated many times, and “feels” right, does not make it divinely approved. Sin enjoys those same characteristics.

3. Original revelations have deeper and broader meaning as time goes on and their truth seen in the light of later experience.

Food For Thought

1. The “Fuller Sense” of Scripture: Tracing this text from its OT roots through its Synoptic version all the way into Jn provides us with an example of the “development of Scripture,” the very model for the later notion of the “development of dogma” in the Church. By “development” is meant the ever-deepening and broadening understanding of both the implications and applications of an original sentence or scene from Scripture. The original sentence or scene occurs, of course, in historical time and is, at first, interpreted in the light of eternity, but also in the light of the historical context. That’s the basic meaning and no further “development” or interpretation can contradict that. The next step, however, is that the historically conditioned interpretation gets “lifted” out of that context and applied to a new context (having similar but not exact characteristics), a contemporary context. New information, comparison with other revelatory statements, and new experience acquired between the original statement or scene and the present moment allow for yet deeper and broader insight into its meaning. Catholics call this process a movement from the “literal sense,” the sense the inspired author intended to convey, to the “fuller sense,” a sense present at first but hidden, not able to be seen or sensed until later. If revelation did not have this power, Scripture would be merely a history book rather than a mystery book whose meaning is guided by the Holy Spirit.

2. Scripture Develops the “Fuller Sense” Within Itself: Scripture itself contains this process. Our Temple Cleansing story is a good example of it. Jesus’ actions in the story apply what he originally read in Jeremiah and Zechariah to his present moment. Jeremiah had warned the priests of his day that, thanks to them, the Temple had become a den of thieves (Jer7: 11). Zechariah had promised that on the ideal “Day of the Lord,” when the Messiah would enter and take possession of his Temple, all would be holy in Jerusalem and no merchant would be found in the Temple (Zech14: 21). By his actions Jesus was applying these words to the present moment, correcting abuses, being a reformer in the great tradition of the prophets, making the word alive, present, “enfleshed.” But the process of “development” continues in Jn. In the Synoptic accounts Jesus’ enemies claim that he said he would destroy the (historical) Temple (Mk14: 58) and this was undoubtedly the way they (mis)understood his words. But in Jn the imperative, “Destroy,” is used (in the sense of “Go ahead, keep on destroying”) to indicate that it is the Jewish religious authorities who are destroying Jewish religion. Jn also changes the verb for “rebuild” (Gk oikodomein in Mk 14:58) to “raise up” (Gk egeirein), a word that means both to “build a building” and also “to raise up” a dead body. Thus the author clues in the reader that his interpretation exceeds, but is not inconsistent with, that of the scene as it historically occurred.. Other clues are found in v. 17 and v. 22 wherein the disciples “remember.” They are clearly looking back on this historical event in the light of other information, namely, Scripture and the resurrection, and coming up with a “fuller” understanding. The revelation, what God wants us to understand by this scene, has moved from its literal sense (found in the Synoptics) to its fuller sense whereby we see Jesus as the real and new Temple, the real and true locus and focus of the presence and grace of God. Christians will expand this notion to see themselves as temples of the Holy Spirit and the Church collectively as both Christ’s body and Temple. Strictly speaking, there is no new revelation outside of Scripture, but there are new insights into and expansion of the original revelation as the implications of the original are more fully understood and the applications are more authentically “enfleshed.”
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