
 

Lent 3 Sermon. 7th March 2021. Exodus 20:1-17 and John 2:13-22. Rev’d LC Cornell.  

Our two bible readings today raise the issue of how we might conduct ourselves appropriately to reflect our faith and 

the God we serve. The Ten Commandments are said to summarise the 613 commandments found within the Torah. 

These multiple rules cover many aspects of daily life and these laws, also called the decalogue, offer clear principles 

for the other 603. The words of the commandments are familiar. They are worded like a legal oath to offer a clear 

ethical framework for those living as God’s people. The first four frame our behaviour towards God, and the remaining 

six describe our conduct in society. Eight of the commandments are negative injunctions but two describe positive 

conduct: remembering The Sabbath and honouring our Mother and Father. Atheists excepted who would probably 

struggle with the worshipping God bit; I know of few people who would regard the commandments as anything other 

than good rules; and most of the time these are rules we think we follow. Or do we? The repetition of The 

Commandments in the Lent liturgy reminds us that this is a penitential season when we must examine our hearts with 

honesty. And that’s where things can feel tricky. I can confidently say that I have never coveted an ox or an ass; but I 

probably have at times looked longingly at other people’s luxury cars and houses; appreciated good looking athletes 

and longed to be the person whose dog behaves well in public. I regularly do not keep a rest day; and I have more than 

once talked back to my parents and used God’s name inappropriately. I could continue down the list, but this is a 

sermon and not a confession! 

The Commandments were written some 1500 years before the scene in The Jerusalem Temple. In John’s Gospel this 

scene appears just before Passover and shortly after the miracle at Cana. In the other three Gospels, the incident also 

takes place just before Passover, but at the end of Jesus’ life in the aftermath of his triumphal entry and in the days 

before his arrest and crucifixion. Whichever is true, and it may be there were two incidents of this kind, Jesus’ public 

ministry is having quite an impact and his words and purposes are widely misunderstood. I am very taken by the 

ferocity of Jesus’ anger in this scene and wonder how awkward I might have felt if I had witnessed the events. So, what 

has made Jesus so cross? Jesus was visiting Jerusalem for the Passover Festival meaning his Temple taxes were due 

and a sacrifice of a pure animal expected. On arrival at the outer temple there are chaotic scenes of commerce. Money 

changers are converting local currencies into coins approved for The Temple and taking a cut for themselves. Animals 

for sacrifice are being sold at a huge mark up because most visitors, like Jesus and his family and friends, have travelled 

a long way. Such journeys made bringing their own livestock to offer in sacrifice impossible. These transactions also 

require money to be exchanged, giving further opportunities for traders to make a profit out of others. I suspect Jesus 

was less against the idea of money changing hands but more of the scale of the operation and the profiteering that 

went on. I am guessing the crowds, noise, and animal detritus in what should have been a holy place, would have 

further added to the sense of chaos.  

To return to the Ten Commandments, let us consider how many are being breached in this Gospel scene. Profit is 

being worshipped over God. There is disrespect for those in authority most notably God whose house is being defiled. 

Stealing through pecuniary advantage and possible usuary through unfair exchange rates is in evidence; and the 

misuse of a temple built to raise the status of the local leader more than glorifying God suggests worship of false idols. 

The slaughter of animals also raises questions. Their sacrifice is not murder and clearly legal in the day, but with 21st 

century eyes this mass slaughter for human gain rather than food, feels for me like unnecessary bloodshed. Perhaps 

Jesus’ anger was just and righteous. It is only when the temple courts have been cleared that Jesus reveals the true 

purpose of his message. He has come to be The Temple. When he is brought down and resurrected there will be no 

need for a temple building. He will be the sacrifice once and for all to make our relationship right with God. His death 

will leave The Temple curtain rent in two. Through his Grace, Jew and Gentile alike can be saved through a personal 

relationship with God; and the legalism of The Law will be replaced with two simple principles of faith. To love God 

and to love one another.  

When we combine these two readings and especially when we consider them in Lent, there is much to reflect upon. 

We are called in this penitential season to examine our hearts and minds as well as our actions. As we do this, we are 

invited in quietness to step away from the busyness of the world and spend more contemplative time possibly in 

fasting and most definitely in prayer so that we draw closer to God and align ourselves with his will for our lives. The 

alternative collect for today encapsulates this message, and I would like to close in prayer. Eternal God give us insight, 

to discern your will for us, to give up what harms us, and to seek the perfection we are promised, in Jesus Christ our 

Lord.  Amen 


