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Have you ever been part of an effort that began with the best of intentions but 
went wrong?  Perhaps there are activities that seem to be unjust at present but, 
when we study their history, we learn that they are nothing like their originators 
intended.  Today’s Gospel Lesson describes practices that were necessary but had 
become unjust and were far from what they were created to do. 
 
Each of the four Gospels describes Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple in Jerusalem.  
John’s account is much different than the other three.  The major difference is the 
placement within the Gospel.  Matthew, Mark, and Luke tell of Jesus chasing out 
the moneychangers during the time between the first Palm Sunday and his 
crucifixion on Good Friday.  In John, Jesus does this very early in his ministry.  In 
the preceding verses, he had turned water into wine at Cana in Galilee.  There 
have been no other teachings, healings, or anything else at this point. 
 
There has been a lot of discussion and arguments over the centuries about this 
apparent discrepancy.  The inevitable question arises: Which account is correct?  
Perhaps the question misses the point; or it’s the wrong question.  Maybe the 
correct question is: What is the author trying to tell the readers by telling the 
story this way?  Let’s try to remember that the Gospels are not history or 
biography.  They may contain elements of both, but that is not why they were 
written.  The Gospels are theological documents intended to tell us something 
about the God we encounter in the Person of Jesus Christ.  With that in mind, let’s 
try to see what we learn about God in today’s lesson. 
 
On this third Sunday in the Season of Lent, we are also looking to see what the 
passage might say about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus.  Two weeks ago, 
we looked at temptation.  Last week we focused on sacrifice and taking up one’s 
cross.  Today’s lesson has a different emphasis. 
 
To set the stage, let me explain a bit about teaching and worship practices in 
Judaism in the First Century.  There were many places throughout the nation 
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where the Hebrew Scriptures were read, studied and taught and where prayers 
were offered.  These were the synagogues.  The word “synagogue,” means 
“gathering” or “assembly.”  While synagogues were places for learning and 
prayer, they were not centers of worship.  For Jews to truly worship, there had to 
be a sacrifice involved - sacrifices of animals or plants.  There was only one place 
in the entire nation where that could occur - the Temple in Jerusalem.  Sacrifices 
were offered throughout the year; but were especially significant during the 
Passover. 
 
In today’s lesson, Jesus is in the Temple around the time of the Feast of the 
Passover.  He witnesses a lot of commercial activity.  Cows, sheep and doves are 
being sold for use for the required sacrifices.  In addition, Roman coins and other 
forms of currency are being exchanged for shekels, the only money allowed to be 
used to pay the annual temple tax.  When Jesus sees all these business 
transactions within the confines of the Temple, he goes ballistic and drives the 
merchants out.   
 
We might read this and think the sale of animals and currency exchange were 
great evils that should never occur.  That’s a little too simplistic.  These practices 
started out to meet legitimate needs but became corrupted.  Following these 
changes might help us see some things in our faith practices that have 
degenerated without our being aware.  This will take some time, but I think you 
will be able to see some parallels with our current practices. 
 
In the centuries before animals were sold in the Temple and moneychangers had 
their tables there, the people would bring animals from great distances to be 
offered for sacrifice.  They would spend months and years raising these animals 
and taking care to ensure they were unblemished in order to meet the 
requirements for the sacrifice.  After raising them, they would have to be taken to 
Jerusalem.  This meant a journey of up to 100 miles.   
 
This may sound like quite a hassle.  Raising animals for sacrifice was a lot of work.  
What we might not understand is that the farmer took great pride in presenting 
the best of his herd or flock as an offering to God.   
 
There were a number of risks.  The animal might become injured in such a way as 
to be unacceptable.  It could die on the journey.  The animal might have a blemish 
about which the owner was unaware.  All of these circumstances would leave the 
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worshiper with no animal to offer in order for him to meet his obligation under 
the Law.  
 
To allow for some of these eventualities, the worshiper might raise several 
animals to take to Jerusalem at the same time.  The hope was that one of them 
would be acceptable.  This caused greater hardships for those farmers who were 
barely able to live on what they raised.  An alternative was needed. 
 
Some enterprising farmers near Jerusalem began raising animals which they could 
sell to the pilgrims coming from great distances.  This meant the pilgrims could 
raise and sell their animals locally and bring the money from the proceeds to 
purchase animals near Jerusalem for sacrifice. That meant much less effort and 
stress for them.  The farmers near Jerusalem also created a new revenue stream 
for themselves.  So far, so good. 
 
There was one immediate downside.  The sacrifices no longer came from the best 
of the flock or herd of the pilgrim.  The work of raising and caring for an animal on 
the long journey was replaced by a simple financial transaction.  The sacrifice was 
cheapened. 
 
This process started to degenerate.  Realizing that the pilgrims coming from afar 
were at their mercy, the farmers near Jerusalem raised their prices; sometimes to 
as much as five to six times the normal prices for cattle, sheep and doves.  The 
pilgrims were being squeezed.   
 
It was time for the pilgrims to go back to raising their own animals to bring to the 
sacrifice.  That had its problems; as I mentioned earlier.  In addition, the farmers 
around Jerusalem conspired with the priests in the Temple to ensure that animals 
brought in by the pilgrims somehow always seemed to have blemishes or other 
reasons for which they were rejected.  Pilgrims were forced, out of desperation, 
to buy the animals raised near Jerusalem for the inflated prices.  In the meantime, 
the pilgrims’ animals, which had been rejected, would be taken by the local 
farmers in trade and offered to the next pilgrims whose animals had been 
rejected by the priests.   
 
The sale of animals for sacrifice originally took place on the Mount of Olives, 
across the Kidron Valley from the Temple.  This did not interfere with any 
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teaching, prayer or sacrifices that occurred in the Temple.  There still was a sense 
of the sacred on the Temple grounds.  
 
For any number of reasons, the sale of animals was moved to the Temple.  There 
were then more animals concentrated in this part of the Temple than any other 
location in all of Israel.  The sale apparently took place in the outer court, known 
as the Court of the Gentiles.    
 
Many non-Jews, including Roman soldiers, were attracted to Judaism, with its one 
God instead of many.  The Torah provided wise guidance for living, which was also 
attractive.  Gentiles who had not converted to Judaism were only permitted to 
pray at the Court of the Gentiles.  They could be executed if they tried to enter 
the inner courts.  Now, these Gentile seekers had to offer their prayers in the 
midst of a marketplace.  The noise from the animals, the merchants selling them, 
and the moneychangers plying their trade would have destroyed any sense of the 
holy in that court. 
 
Let me say something about the moneychangers.  They performed a necessary 
service.  Originally, they made it easy for persons with Roman or other coins to 
exchange them for the half shekels required for the temple tax.  As I mentioned 
earlier, they were originally on the Mount of Olives, a half mile or so from the 
Temple.  Like the local farmers with their animals for sacrifice, the 
moneychangers realized they could make a hefty profit by raising their rates.  
They were the only act in town; so they gouged their customers.  They set up 
shop on the Temple grounds and made a killing. 
 
This is the situation that Jesus found in our Gospel Lesson.  Only John tells us that 
Jesus made a whip of cords and drove out the merchants and animals.  In 
addition, he upset the tables of the moneychangers and scattered their coins.  
John tells us that Jesus’ main objection to the activity was WHERE it was 
conducted.  He essentially said, “Get out of here;” which could mean, “Take your 
business somewhere else.”  Until Jesus’ death and resurrection, the sacrificial 
system was still in place.  Jesus was apparently angry because commerce had 
replaced sacrificial worship as the primary activity at the Temple.  This hadn’t 
happened all at once.  The commercial activities, when they began, served a 
useful, honest purpose; but they were out of hand by this time.  The result was 
worship that did not truly focus on giving glory to God.  
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Let’s fast forward to our time.  Think about our worship practices.  There are 
several elements to a typical worship service.  I will focus on only one - the 
offering.  I am NOT going to make a pitch for money.  I want to use this element of 
worship to explore how we might have diminished our worship over the years.   
 
Remember, in the Jewish system of worship, the sacrificial offering was the center 
of worship.  Persons who had not made an offering were not considered to have 
worshiped properly.  Of course, with the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD, 
animal sacrifices were no longer made.   Monetary contributions will have to 
suffice. 
 
From visiting synagogues in the past 10-15 years and from conversations with 
rabbis, I learned that monetary contributions to support the work of the 
synagogue are made by persons who are members of the synagogue.  The 
equivalent of our finance committee learns what the member does for a living, 
makes an estimate of their income, and sends a bill for annual synagogue dues.  
The amount varies by member.  From what I understand, there is no appeal 
regarding the amount.  If you wish to be a member in good standing, pay up.  
Since synagogue income is dependent on payment of annual dues, there is no 
offering taken during Sabbath worship.  In other words, there is no obvious 
element of sacrifice in contemporary synagogue worship. 
 
Let’s consider the means by which the receiving of monetary offerings may have 
changed and perhaps diminished the quality of our worship over the years.  This is 
not necessarily a reflection on the amount of money raised.  It has to do with why 
and how we give. 
 
I am old enough to remember when ushers passed offering plates and most 
people contributed by placing cash in the plate.  When the plate came to you, you 
felt shame or embarrassment if you had nothing to offer.  Almost without 
exception, everyone contributed something.  I believe that when we gave cash, 
there was more of a sense of the magnitude and the immediate impact of our 
offering and the level of sacrifice involved.     
 
In my last appointment, I observed something I have seldom seen in most 
congregations during the time the offering is collected - joy and gratitude.  In 
many cultures, giving to God is the high point of the worship.  On one Sunday, the 
members of the congregation from Ghana asked if we could receive the offering 
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as they do in Ghana.  In Ghana, very upbeat music is played while the 
congregation dances down the aisle to place their offerings on the altar.  The idea 
of presenting an offering in this manner has a Biblical basis.  
 
This joy associated with giving to God was evident in some of the other ways in 
which offerings were made by the members from West African nations.  When 
many of those members recovered from a serious illness, the first thing they 
wanted to do was present a special monetary offering of thanks to God for their 
healing.  The same was true when a baby was born, a couple were married, 
someone started a new business, a family moved into a new home, and at other 
special times when celebration was in order; like birthdays and wedding 
anniversaries.  God was the first to receive thanks, praise and glory. 
 
This does not mean that the congregation did not have money issues.  We did.  
Each month was a struggle to make sure all the bills were paid.  My point is that 
giving was joyful.  The offering was an important part of the worship service. 
 
Let me share just one other experience with that congregation.  On any given 
Sunday, there were about a half dozen Muslims who worshiped with us.  They 
had a similar attitude with respect to giving.  In fact, they would usually come in 
the building about the time the sermon was ending.  They knew the next 
elements of worship were the offering and pastoral prayer.  That’s why they 
came.  They would put an offering in the plate and would fill out a prayer request 
form so I would include their concerns in the pastoral prayer.  You see, for a 
Muslim to believe he/she has worshiped, that person must pray and give an 
offering.  That’s what they did.  By the way, two of those Muslims accepted Christ 
and became members of the congregation while I was there.  That was certainly a 
high point of 25 years of ministry. 
 
In my preaching class at Divinity School, I was taught that the best sermons are 
the ones the listeners have to finish for themselves.  That said, I leave you with a 
challenge.  If Jesus were to observe you in worship, would he think that what you 
do gives glory to God?  What about our practices as a congregation?  Do we have 
the proper focus or have we, like the merchants and the moneychangers, turned 
something sacred into a meaningless routine with a focus anywhere but where it 
should be?  Amen.   


