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Sermon for March 7, 2021—“The True Temple” 
Third Sunday of Lent, Year B—Texts: Isaiah 56:1-8; John 2:13-25 

As we’ve recently been reminded, security is very important to us. There are things in our 

lives, some very large, some small, perhaps insignificant, without which we feel totally 

lost—kind of like the Peanuts character Linus with his ever-present security blanket. It 

may be our home or family or something smaller, like an old pair of slippers, or an old 

bible.  

Most of us love our churches. Most of us love this church—especially the sanctuary. I 

know I do. I remember my first time in it. I walked into this magnificent sanctuary, 

seeing the windows, the organ and the pipes and I felt my knees buckle. My first thought 

was something like, I have definitely traded up! 

So, I recognize what this place means to people. I get how much you miss worshipping 

here. I get how intense that feeling must be, if your family’s worshipped here for many 

years or for many generations. I get that—truly. 

Many of you have been married or have had children baptized here. Many of you have 

been baptized or were confirmed here. There’s a sense of pride—even ownership—when 

it comes to the stained glass windows or the organ, having made donations for their 

upkeep or pews, having sat there all your lives.  

To others—newer to the church—it may be special because in symbolizes a newfound or 

restored faith. So it won’t be a stretch for us to believe that to a first-century Jew, all that 

sentiment and value was centered on one single building—the Temple in Jerusalem. It 

was a bit like a combination of the Capitol building, the Smithsonian, and the National 

Cathedral in Washington DC, only much more so.  

In actuality a huge complex, not just one building. It sat on an area of 36 acres, roughly 

1.6 million square feet. It was slightly larger than the Kenwood Town Center. The 

Temple was the center of Jewish life and central to their identity.  

It stood on the site of the original Temple that had been built by King Solomon and 

which had been destroyed centuries earlier, heralding the beginning of the Exile, when 

the Jews were conquered and carted off to Babylon in chains. They believed that God had 

abandoned them, this was because God was said to dwell in the Holy of Holies, the 

innermost portion of the Temple.  

Over time, the belief that the Jews were God’s “chosen people” had deteriorated into 

nationalism—an excess of pride in who they were, which today we call “exceptionalism.” 

The point was that Israel was special. They had indeed been chosen and called by God. 

But being chosen—set apart, holy—was never intended to justify nationalism. It stood 

instead as a reminder to Israel of its calling to be a light—an example—to the nations 

around them.  

Ultimately, nationalism—and the pride it fostered, instead of reliance on God’s care and 

keeping—led to their destruction and that of the Temple itself—as mentioned in 587 BC, 

then again in 70 AD. In its place today, built 692 AD, stands the Dome of the Rock, an 

Islamic shrine.  
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In today’s gospel reading, John paints a picture of an angry Jesus. We see Him entering 

the temple—whip in hand—driving out those who’d turned God’s “house of prayer...” 

into a “...den of thieves.”  

But what does that mean exactly? Was Jesus angry that someone had opened a gift shop 

in the temple courtyard to get people to spend money on t-shirts and souvenirs? Not 

exactly. The Temple was built as a holy place, a place of prayer and sacrifice; be it in the 

form of wheat or grapes, doves or lambs, depending on the purpose of the sacrifice. What 

Jesus encountered was actually quite clever.  

When bringing a sacrifice to the Temple, it had it inspected to make sure it was 

acceptable quality—that it was without blemish. 

Frequently, it was not. But don’t worry, substitutes were available at a much higher price. 

Then, you’d offer your payment and “oh, I’m sorry, you’re carrying Roman money. I 

know you’re forced to, but the Torah forbids buying for the sacrifice with Roman money. 

You’re going to have to exchange them for temple coins.” Again—at a marked up price.  

If you’ve traveled abroad, you know how annoying it is to change US dollars into foreign 

currency and lose big on the exchange rate. So, you see what’d happened? The entire 

temple system had become corrupt. And Jesus was not happy about it—not one bit! 

There’s no “gentle Jesus, meek and mild” here. 

He overturned their tables, drove out their animals, telling them to “take these things out 

of here! Stop making my Father’s house a market place!” It wasn’t long before “The 

Jews,” as John calls them (that is, the Jewish leaders), probably more than a bit upset 

themselves, confront Jesus. They ask him, in effect, by what right do you do this? Jesus’ 

answer about the Temple being destroyed, its true meaning incomprehensible to them, 

still struck at the very heart of all they held dear—at the very symbol of national security 

and faith.  

Was God going to abandon them again? Indeed, some believed God hadn’t truly 

returned. How ironic that God himself was making this declaration in that particular 

place. 

Of course, we know that Jesus was referring to himself. We know that he would become 

the sacrifice, that soon birds or animals, would no longer be needed—that sacrifices 

themselves would no longer be needed. John is reminding us of something we already 

know all too well—that Jesus knew He would die and rise again. The Temple to which 

Jesus referred, the one that would be destroyed and renewed, was his own body.  

Jesus was—and is—the true Temple, beyond anything built by human hands. We believe 

and understand this. Don’t we? I mean, we’re nothing like the Jewish leaders who 

remained fixated on the building, in all its grandeur, who didn’t get it at all. Are we? 

What am I talking about? Well, starting pretty much with the moment that the Roman 

emperor Constantine converted to Christianity in 312 AD, along with the entire Roman 

empire, Christians have built church and shrines, each one seemingly bigger and grander 

than the next. 
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They are—without doubt—important symbols of God’s presence; places intended to 

foster faith and help us focus it. It was part of their design. But such is not always the 

case. Bigger is not always better, despite our best intentions. I mean, they exist, yes; but 

to what extent—if any—were they built as monuments to anyone other than God, or to 

suggest that those who’ve built them or who worship in them are “special” people—

better than others—or have greater faith than those in the church down the street? 

If anything they’re intended to remind us of the greatness of God, and that we’re people 

set apart, called and charged with a mission—God’s mission—to restore all things in 

Jesus Christ, to restore all Creation to its former grandeur.  

Two weeks ago, in the context of a discussion about the Transfiguration, I said that God 

cannot be contained, certainly not by anything built by human beings. In fact, the only 

thing that is able to is what God himself has built. The most common being the human 

heart.  

So, how’s that working for us? Is the church more than just the building, the “brick and 

mortar” as they say? Is faith more than just a cover of respectability, while ignoring the 

opportunities to serve the community in the neighborhoods where our buildings reside? 

Jesus actions in the temple that day were all about tearing down what had been corrupted. 

This incident is recorded in all four gospels... 

It’s interesting that John places it near the beginning of his, while the others place it at the 

end. It sets the tone for Jesus’ ministry, what it would be about: Challenging the way 

things were. Changing people’s hearts and minds. Changing everything that was wrong 

about the ways in which people had gone about worshiping God and relating to their 

neighbor.  

Back then—those in charge were not happy. They resisted change to the point of wanting 

Jesus dead and going so far as plotting to kill Him. And Jesus knew it! What about now? 

How about us? How are we to help God change the world, if we ourselves resist change? 

Lent exists for that purpose: to see where change is needed, to see our buildings as 

reminders of God’s presence, places intended to foster faith and help us focus it. Lent is 

intended to be a time to clear out all that’s become corrupted and false. So we must ask 

ourselves—which Temple do we serve? One that exists for our own selfish benefit? Or 

one that exists for God? 

What might Jesus say if he were to enter churches today? Would he respond as he did 

2,000 years ago? What might Jesus say if he visit Westwood First? I seriously doubt that 

he’d start driving people out. But what do you think He’d do? What tables might he 

overturn? 

God’s house is, first and foremost, a house of prayer. We heard this in our first reading 

from Isaiah and in the other gospel accounts of what Jesus did that day in the Temple. 

But the building itself must never be our sole focus. It should never become a hinderance 

to our mission. 

We must remain on our guard, conscious of who we are and what we’re about—mindful 

of what we do and for whom we do it. And make changes when and where necessary. I’d 

say that just makes sense? I hope so!  I mean, isn’t that the point of Lent. 
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Brothers and sisters, here’s the thing: the good news is that the Jesus who cleansed the 

temple can cleanse our hearts as well. In cleansing the temple, Jesus actually made it 

impossible for ritual sacrifice to continue. It was a sign that the old way of worship and 

being reconciled to God were coming to an end. It was about worship as a way of 

living—a way of relating to God and one another. It was a sign of the new covenant, the 

promise of new life in Jesus Christ—the true Temple. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 


