LENT 3, B – March 7, 2021
SCRIPTURES – Exodus 20:1-17; 1 Cor. 1:18-31; John 2:13-22

      The Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these things?” Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” The Jews then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?” But he was speaking about the temple of his body. John 2
Two Lutherans died and stood before the Lord at the gates of heaven. One said to Him, “Lord, You know that I went to church as often as I could. And that’s not all. I was a good husband and father. I was an honest businessman. I helped my neighbors, and often served at the local soup kitchen. I strove to do what You said. Do I not deserve to enter?”

The other Lutheran bowed his head and said, “Lord, I remembered that You said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” So, I wore a cross and went to church with my family often. But, I did not trust in that, or in anything else I did. I denied it all and spent most of my time playing golf. I really enjoyed the life You gave me! Do I not deserve to enter?”
Which of these two, do you think, will be welcomed by the Lord into heaven?

God presents us with a quandary. On the one hand, He tells us very plainly that we are sinners, and in this life will always be sinners. “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us,” we are told in 1 John 1:8; familiar words, for we often say them at the beginning of the Divine Service. Isaiah points out the impact of this: “We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.” (Is. 64:6) Even our righteous deeds, the good things we do, are unclean and unworthy before God; for, coming from sinners, they are polluted by our sin! This is why we just sang, “Our works cannot salvation gain; They merit only endless pain.” (LSB #581:12) It is why we began this Service by singing, “[God’s] Law is good; but since the fall its holiness condemns us all.” (LSB #579:5) We are poor, miserable sinners; sinful in thought, word, and deed. And so, it is right that we deny ourselves, reject as poisoned by sin all that we are and do, and don’t trust in our works. Why boast of and trust in what doesn’t save you but actually condemns you?
But: don’t think, then, that you might as well not do anything; or, think that God has no expectations of you. O contraire! “I am the Lord your God… You shall… You shall not…” God thunders forth His Ten Commandments to us, and warns as He does, “I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me… I will not hold him guiltless who takes [My] name in vain.” (Ex. 20) God takes very seriously what you do and how you live. He gives you good to do, and expects you to do it. If you don’t, you will be condemned eternally to hell!
What a quandary: we cannot do, and yet we must do! And this from a God who says He is good and loving. Is this any way for love to speak? This is exactly how love speaks. Love is demanding! What do a husband and wife promise each other? When we were married my wife and I promised each other “to love, honor, and keep you in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others remain united to you alone, as long as we both shall live.” Love gives everything and expects – even demands – everything in return. In marriage you promise more than just your heart, your feelings of love. You promise your very body… and to your spouse, and no one else.

“I will love you with my body… serve you with my body… take care of you with my body… honor you with my body. My very body is yours, as yours is mine. I will do this as long as I live in this body.”
We say this because God created our first parents and joined them together as one flesh. We say what He has directed us to say.
Can we do more than just say this… say it because we have to? Can we do more than just try to obey God? Try… knowing we have to, and yet also knowing that, as sinners, we can’t really do so? Yes. We can say we will obey, and then truly do so, for the God who commands is the God who first promises… who first gives Himself to us. “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of slavery.” God said this before He gave us His Ten Commandments. Think about this: the Lord God, who is so vastly greater than you… who is so immense that heaven and earth cannot contain Him… who is, having no beginning or end, but is eternally alive and active… who is the source of all wisdom and knowledge, and is utterly beyond your understanding… this great and awesome God says He is Your God. He has taken you to Himself and calls you His, and tells you to call Him yours. “You shall have Me, and no other gods.” And He shall have you: your heart, mind, and body; all that you are and have.
This isn’t just talk. Before He demands and expects, God gives. As a good – the best! – bridegroom, He gives His very body to us. This is why God was born among us in our flesh. It is why Jesus drove out of the temple those who were selling animals for sacrifice and those who were exchanging the currency of foreigners.
What was the temple? It was “My Father’s house,” Jesus said. The temple in Jerusalem was the place where the infinite God, who fills all things and is not contained by any, came to offer Himself to His people. It was where they went to meet Him and offer themselves to Him through the sacrifices He had instituted for their forgiveness.
And Jesus went there to end this. When He drove out of the temple those selling animals for sacrifice and the money-changers, it wasn’t because they were cluttering it up. He wasn’t doing a spring-cleaning. Those people no longer had a purpose, for the purpose of the temple had come to an end. God had come in the flesh, and Jesus’ body was now the place where God and sinful men would meet.
· Where God would offer Himself to His people as their Savior who rescued them from their slavery to their sins… where He would hear their prayers for mercy and help… and where He would speak His love to them and give them His guidance as their Father.
· Where His people would offer Him their sins, that they might be forgiven… offer thanks and praise for this great mercy… and then offer their gifts, and ultimately themselves, to His service.
Jesus’ flesh is where God and we sinners are brought together. In His body He took to Himself our sins, and by His death He ended God’s judgment of them by completing His sentence of death and hell for them. He rose in His body so that He might give His living flesh to us and make us alive in Him.
We now come to this temple that we might receive Jesus, and in His flesh. We don’t just receive His words for the renewal of our minds and hearts. We receive His flesh, that our flesh might be made alive and holy. This is why Holy Communion is so important; why it is offered to you every week. Here you are united to Jesus in His body, and so united to God: Jesus’ Father, and now your Father! As a holy Father, He rightly expects holy works of love from you. And we give them, for we offer them to Him in and through the body of Jesus. There our lives and works are not only cleansed; they are united with His works, which fill up and complete our works. You are one flesh with Jesus; your life and all of your works, then, are one, and are holy and pleasing to God. “God made [Him] our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification and redemption,” 1 Cor. 1 assures us. By His Word God confirms what we have – what we are – in Jesus.
Will you, then, after you die, be welcomed by the Lord into heaven? You have already been welcomed into the temple of God: Jesus’ body! Do not fear, then, that when you die and stand before the Lord you will see a whip in His hand. Do not worry about being driven from His presence. He is the Lord your God, who by His death and resurrection brought you out of your slavery! Have Him as your God, and no other. Rejoice in Him and be united to Him in His flesh. He will bring you, in your risen and holy flesh, into your Father’s house in heaven!! Amen.
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