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“Managing Expectations” 

 

 The lectionary is a 3-year cycle of weekly scripture readings meant to facilitate 

preaching from the Bible – each week contains an Old Testament passage, a Psalm, a 

Gospel reading, and a portion of one of the letters from the New Testament that are 

meant to contain some coherent theme.  Not only does this help preachers speak on a 

variety of texts and topics that walk us through the church year, but it also means there 

are resources and commentaries to help with studying the passages and how they 

correlate with one another.  Preaching on the same texts allows pastors to discuss and 

unpack the scripture readings to help with their own sermon writing.  I typically use the 

Old Testament reading and Gospel lesson, which is what we read this morning.  And 

again, there is usually some coherent theme that connects all of the readings, which is 

why this pairing of the reading of the 10 Commandments with this scene of Jesus 

disrupting temple worship is a curious combination.  Why these two passages today 

juxtaposed here today? 

 On one hand we have this law that has been given to Moses on Mt. Sinai:  not a 

restrictive, oppressive law, but a gift given for this group of Israelites to know how to 

behave with one another and towards God.  There is freedom in the law, as it hems us in 

and gives us boundaries that enable know how to live our lives in righteous obedience to 
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God and God alone.  Rather than guess and speculate, God has given us what we need 

to do to please God and live right with one another in a community of faith:  the Ten 

Commandments. 

 Then we have Jesus, coming into the Temple at the time of Passover, a high holy 

time of righteous worship, overturning tables and driving out the money changers.  We 

can come to some initial conclusions, assuming that these worshippers were doing 

everything wrong – maybe assume this is like a golden calf scene… Remember when 

Moses comes down from that mountain and the Israelites have stopped worshipping 

God and turned towards the idol of the golden calf?  They were totally disobeying God 

and distorted any sense of right worship; putting their focus and authority on something 

other than the Holy One.  But I’m not sure that is what is actually taking place here.   

 For those of you who have read through the Torah – the Law of Moses – the first 

five books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) – first 

of all, congratulations – there are some really tough, laborious chapters that can seem 

really boring.  For those of you who have read through these books, or even if you just 

know about the first five books, you know that God passes down a lot of laws for the 

Israelites.  Detailed provision of what righteous worship looks like, detailed information 

about which animals are to be sacrificed and how.  God lays out an expectation of how 

these people are supposed to live in daily detail from what to eat to how to sacrifice to 

proper relationships and high holy days.  And while they may not have gotten it 
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perfectly correct here in first century Jerusalem when Jesus comes into the Temple, it 

could be argued that they are giving it their best shot and doing a pretty good job.   

The journey has been made to the Temple in preparation for celebrating the 

Passover and people need to buy the right animals for sacrifice.  They need to exchange 

their currency to give the proper coins.  The scene is set with doves, cattle, money 

changers, all so these proper laws may be followed out and the Jews can worship 

properly.  The scene is set so they can worship in a way that is acceptable and right.  

The structure is in place so all can do as they have been commanded. 

 It’s hard to shake our fingers at these worshippers, when we by and large do the 

same thing; we set the stage for Christians to come to our house of worship to sing 

songs, read scripture, pray, and give thanks.  We, too, maintain a building, pay a staff, 

and balance financial sheets.  In many ways, our scene today is not much different, and 

honestly, we all just doing our best to be as obedient and righteous as we know how.  

This is why this scene is so jarring.  These worshippers: doing what they believe in their 

heart of hearts to be righteous worship, setting up the business of the Temple to enable 

Jews to come and worship as God commanded, and now Jesus coming in and upsetting 

it all. 

 This passage often gets the title, “Jesus Cleanses the Temple”, but I think that lets 

us off the hook too easily, as if there were some obvious idol worship, some golden calf, 

or some blatant scandal going on here.  This is church as usual.  Regular Christians 

coming to worship in the way they know how; Jesus coming in upsetting it all.  He gets 
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us where it counts today.  When we come to worship, we are offering ourselves to God; 

we are admitting our weakness; we are opening ourselves to guidance and the presence 

of the Living Christ; we are sharing with one another the brokenness of our own hearts; 

we are revealing our longings to know God better; we are looking for acceptance and 

approval.  And Jesus comes in and disrupts it all and says it’s not good enough. 

 Jesus has many different roles he plays in the Gospels:  healer, teacher, preacher, 

miracle worker, friend.  He reveals grace, love, forgiveness, acceptance…but also anger, 

frustration, and disappointment.  We may prefer the texts that talk about him as our 

shepherd, leading us with a gentle hand; or the one about having the children come to 

him: a compassionate friend and teacher, performing miracles to feed hungry people, 

eating with outcast, curing the sick.  But this Jesus we read about today is just as 

important as those other images; here, with whip in hand, driving out the money 

changers and the animals for sacrifice.   

 Jesus has high expectations for us, for those first century Jews.  Even in their 

righteous, law-abiding worship, they are missing something.  Even when we do things 

decently and in order, following our Presbyterian Book of Order and its Directory for 

Worship, we are missing something.  While we need these structural parts of the church, 

these ways of doing things, certain songs to sing, certain prayers, an order to our 

worship – our worship is not tied to an institution or a denomination or a ritual or a 

bulletin.  Our worship is tied to Jesus Christ.  These worshippers in our John passage are 

focused on the Temple and right worship in a way that they are missing the revelation of 
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God right there in their midst in the person of Jesus Christ.  One theologian writes, 

“Though we may not be much preoccupied with animal sacrifice anymore, this text 

should challenge all of the ways in which we try to deal with, please, placate, or keep 

God contained, rather than encountering and recognizing the God revealed in Jesus.” 

 Church as usual is not necessarily wrong, but if we aren’t careful, it limits our 

ability to recognize Jesus Christ in fresh new ways.  When we are tied to certain rituals 

or certain songs, to certain order or certain prayers, we miss our call to be tied to Jesus 

himself.  A different theologian puts it this way, “Jesus challenges a religious system so 

embedded in its own rules and practices that it is no longer open to a fresh revelation 

from God.” 

 A more appropriate title for this passage may be, “Jesus Claims His Authority” or 

“Worship Unbound”.  The synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) place this story 

at the end of his ministry; almost as a final straw for the uproar Jesus has created as he 

nears his arrest and crucifixion.  But John places it way in the beginning, right after the 

miracle at Cana where he turns water into wine.  For John, this is central to who Jesus 

is:  our ultimate authority that trumps any authority of the church, our denomination, or 

even the church leaders.  Jesus reveals his power to perform miracles and the abundance 

of God’s grace at the wedding in Cana, then turns around and reveals that he is the one 

worthy of our right worship and he has high expectations that we will be able to keep 

our focus on him and not any other authority. 
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 I have two school-aged children and I’m often trying to manage their 

expectations; you get more easily frustrated when your expectations are maligned, I tell 

them.  Keep your expectations reasonable, and you’re less likely to be disappointed.  I 

wonder if that’s what’s happening here – Jesus is so frustrated that these worshippers 

are more focused on proper worship than they are on serving God and experiencing 

God’s revelation through him.  Jesus has high expectations, that we will get this, that we 

will not let the rigidity and prescribed ritual prevent us from seeing new revelations of 

God right in front of us.  Jesus has high expectations, that we will be willing to open our 

imaginations to new revelations of God in new ways.  Jesus has high expectations that 

we will not get so wrapped up in the way it’s always been done before that we miss the 

presence of Christ in our midst.  Jesus has high expectations that abiding in the house of 

the Lord means abiding in him and not a certain building or a certain ritual. 

 I recently led a Saturday morning retreat for a group of women on this passage, 

and one person in particular wanted to discuss further – what does this mean for our 

churches?  To be bold in our imaginations and not limit ourselves to how we’ve always 

done church in the past?  To see where God may be leading us and being revealed to us 

in a new way?  This was at a big suburban church; close to 800 members, maybe, with 

the facility to match.  What if we sold off all our real estate?, she contemplated.  Our 

church has so much wrapped up in real estate…what if we sold it all and started meeting 

back in homes again or store fronts or something, and use the money for mission and 

ministry?  I was delighted by her imagination, but more fascinating was the other 
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woman standing there with us, putting up roadblocks at every turn.  Who would buy it?  

How would we manage the money?  How could you really worship in houses?  At every 

turn, a roadblock.  It made me wonder if we have lost the capacity to dream big dreams 

for the church; if we limit ourselves and put limits on what God can do through the 

church. 

 This is a bit of an ambiguous challenge that Jesus throws at us today; to worship 

through a person instead of a place; to ground our worship in Jesus Christ instead of in 

the church.  It certainly would be much simpler to follow a book of rules.   Perhaps the 

best we can do is be aware of this tension, as we go about “church as usual,” which we 

all have grown to love; which we each cherish in some ways, for its familiarity and 

warmth.  My own love for the church comes from knowing that when brothers and 

sisters in Christ are gathered together, singing the old songs we love, praying the 

prayers we know so well, listening to the sacred texts of our people that reveal to us 

God’s presence and guidance – when we do this, we can predictably experience the gifts 

of our faith – God’s love and mercy, God’s presence and compassion.   

But we uplift these things we hold dear with this challenge that Jesus pushes us to 

explore in this morning’s story.  We encourage one another to hold up this great 

expectation that we will be able to see new ways that God is being revealed even today.  

We encourage one another to follow off-beat dreams and strange ideas instead of 

throwing up road-blocks of practicality and reasons why things can’t be done 

differently.   
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 As we continue our Lenten journey, preparing ourselves for the outpouring of 

love that comes in the Resurrection, walking with Jesus in the wilderness, may we allow 

God to be in our wandering and our wondering, keeping our hearts open and our 

confidence in Jesus alone; may he be our authority and guide, may he hold our attention 

and our presence, may he be the one where we place our trust.  Thanks be to God.  

Amen. 


