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Texts: Exodus 20:1-17 • Psalm 19 • 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 • John 2:13-22

This coming Fall marks an anniversary for me. It will be 20 years since I 
began service as a local church pastor. I often recall those early experiences as so 
formative for me, and I enjoy sharing them with you. 

One such experience stands out today in reference to this scripture. My local 
church wanted to hold a raffle contest to raise money for the church. I didn’t feel 
really good about this. It was too close to gambling for my own taste. In the spirit 
of the apostle Paul, I suppose, I didn’t want the church to do anything that would 
cause anyone to stumble. 

I decided that I would make my case to the church’s council as to why we 
shouldn’t hold a raffle. I got my argument together and made it before them. 

They all nodded and smiled and then I took my seat in the front pew so as 
not to see who voted which way. After a show of hands, it was announced that my 
effort had been voted down unanimously! A learning experience for me. We went 
on from there to have a wonderful time together in life and ministry.

Is it this sort of thing that Jesus was angry about? 
Is it about bingo or cake walks or fundraisers?  
Those are usually the questions I get about this passage.
The reality of the Temple life in Jesus’ day is that the outer circle was a 

place for prayer for common people. All parts of the temple were not accessible to 
everyone. 

It was to be a house of prayer for all nations and with the marketplace in the 
way, it wasn’t. 

What Jesus does in the moment is shocking, unsettling, disruptive. It was, I’m 
sure, to those who were there, and it still is to me after all this time.

It’s sort of like a change in seasons. We just got used to the time and whether 
it is light or dark. We just got used to cold weather, and now it’s warmer and colder, 
back and forth, rain and dry, cloudy and sunny. 

But it sounds like life, doesn’t it?
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If you are being intentional about your faith journey this Lenten season, it 
should feel a little unsettling. After all, when you do Spring cleaning around the 
house, you find dust bunnies in the corners, the pair of socks you forgot about 
under the bed — and they stink and smell! It is a little disruptive to life to pray and 
worship and listen to God’s voice in this season and have it uncover our junk. 

As Kierkegaard said, “Remove from Christianity its ability to shock and it is 
altogether destroyed. It then becomes a tiny superficial thing, capable neither of in-
flicting deep wounds nor of healing them.”

Our lessons today shake us in our shoes and remind us that Jesus did not 
come only to affirm us, accept us, and make us feel comfortable with the way 
things are. 

He comes and turns over our tables and exposes us for who we really are.
Jesus was angry in a way that we don’t see in 90 percent of the Gospels. This 

same Jesus was the one who from the cross in what must have been excruciating 
pain forgave his executioners. This is the same Jesus who, before that when he was 
arrested, told his disciple who cut an ear off to put his sword away. He had plenty of 
other legitimate reasons to get angry and didn’t. 

So why here?
And Jesus was angry, in the temple. The temple was not just like the local 

church on the street corner. Most of us would defend our local church from some-
thing we saw as an injustice, but the temple represented more than that even — the 
temple was the place that God promised to dwell in. It was the place that had exist-
ed, was destroyed, and then under reconstruction over years and years and years…

Jesus was angry during the Passover, a time of remembrance of salvation 
and freedom. It was a time with family, for prayer and praise. This was a time to sit 
down at tables, not overturn them. This was a peaceful time, a time of pilgrimage; 
not a time for revolution.

With his sound off at the beginning of John’s Gospel, Jesus gives us two, it 
would seem, competing truths about where to find God.
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The first one is the temple. The second one is in himself — in Jesus, crucified 
and Risen, as he forecasts here.

The temple is the place where people expect to find God.
Our story today from John is set during a Passover season. Unlike the other 

Gospel accounts, John situates the temple cleansing story earlier in Jesus’ ministry. 
The church is the place where people expect to find God.
We have that here at St. Paul’s. Our architecture is a tremendous tool of 

evangelism. 
The most common answer I find among you when I ask how you found this 

community of people is, “Well, I drove by and thought, ‘I want to go in there.’” 
If God lives some place, many of us would like to believe it is right here. It is 

perhaps why some of you drive so far past however many churches to come to this 
temple of God.

The temple of Jerusalem was built as a witness to God, but the danger inher-
ent in Jesus’ own narrative here is that the thing he wants to protect can also be-
come the object of worship.

I wonder sometimes as a church, not just St. Paul’s, but the universal church, 
any church, including ours — I wonder sometimes, what would Jesus come and be 
angry about with the church?  

I think it is safe to say he would be good with some things and not with 
others. 

No doubt it would feel unsettling to we regulars in the temple courtyard.
I have a mixed relationship with the status quo. I love it and I despise it.
At home I like things to be the same, couch on same wall. But in other places 

I like things to change and be dynamic. We aren’t all conservative or all liberal 
about things. We like to conserve in some places and be free in others.

WE have a gift and bedevilment St Paul’s. We have this iconic structure. 
Its gift is its bedevilment. Gift of stability and not blown about with every fad 

and style — this is the gift of our liturgy, our space, this ministry.
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The bedevilment is that we would be so in love with it that we would worship 
the form and not the substance of it. That the bricks and mortar become our idol, 
that we would love our status quo more than the unpredictable Jesus who could just 
turn these tables over.

We must as a people of God have eyesight that sees farther than our own 
preferences for our lives or for being the people of God. Our vision must not only 
be for the now but for what and who will come. We’ll not want to love the apparatus 
and not the One to whom it gives glory. 

Certainly Jesus was unhappy with the status quo of temple life, and we 
would be safe in saying that Jesus is not settled and at peace with mine either or the 
church’s.

Too many of us are satisfied with the status quo. The one in our lives, the one 
in our church, the one in our culture and community. 

What it is, we’d like it to stay the same. 
Zeal, excitement, passion, drive are good, as long as they is for the right rea-

sons. It seems to be all the rage now to name “passion” as one of the great attributes 
of our time. 

About what? 
Zeal for the house will consume.  
Zeal for God first before zeal for the temple — not letting passion about the 

church as a building and institution surpass or overwhelm our passion for Christ.
Where can God be found?
Jesus disrupts everything in the temple, its sin, and ours, too – cleans it out 

and us, too, and calls us to journey with him to a resurrected life, a raised life where 
the temple of God, the presence of God, the holiness of God, the righteousness of 
God, lives forever in us and in our midst as the church, the people of God…wher-
ever that is.

In this sacred space or somewhere else where Jesus might be found. We can-
not contain God in our buildings, in our liturgies, in our agendas, in our sermons 
even!
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And so we are challenged by this at St. Paul’s. 
How does our church look like our community? 
We aspire to be a “cathedral for the whole city,” embodying its diversity. So are 

we willing to clear away every barrier in order for it to be a house of prayer for all? 
We are exhorted by Jesus to have a zeal for God first before zeal for the temple, 

not letting passion about the church overwhelm our passion for God, as one pastor 
friend put it.

Jesus could be in the street, in the apartment complexes, the washeteria, your 
workplace, your home, your neighborhood, in Sunday school and Bible study, in 
conversations in the hallway — Jesus shows up here, yes, and he shows up there — 
and that we can too call the temple of God. That too is worth preserving, and even 
fighting for.

Two of the churches I served in the beginning of my own ministry are now 
closed. Both resided in towns where not many people live anymore, old railroad 
communities. One is a gift shop and the other empty space. For a while I had some 
grief about that, but then I read a scripture like this one and I remember that the 
crucified Lord is alive regardless and some times in spite of the bricks and mortar.

For Jesus’ part, he is singularly minded. His eyes are fixed firmly on what no 
one else can see — the coming reign of God by way of the cross. Along the way, he 
is already righting wrongs, correcting injustices, clearing out, wiping away, doing 
some spring cleaning in his own Father’s House and in yours and mine.

And if this passage and message sets you on your heels, good. But also re-
member how good it feels when your house is clean and when your life is pointed 
in the right direction and when the church is nimble and responsive to the world 
around us. 

Wherever this sort of cleansing is happening, that is where God lives.
In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


