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Exodus 20:1-17 

1Then God spoke all these words: 2I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3you shall have no other gods before me. 

4You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, 6but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. 

7You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not acquit anyone who misuses his name. 

8Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9For six days you shall labor and do all your work. 10But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work-you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it. 

12Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you. 

13You shall not murder. 

14You shall not commit adultery. 

15You shall not steal. 

16You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

17You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor. 

	 
John 2:13-22 

13The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14In the temple he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money-changers seated at their tables. 15Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. 16He told those who were selling the doves, "Take these things out of here! Stop making my Father's house a market-place!" 17His disciples remembered that it was written, "Zeal for your house will consume me." 18The Jews then said to him, "What sign can you show us for doing this?" 19Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up." 20The Jews then said, "This temple has been under construction for forty-six years, and will you raise it up in three days?" 21But he was speaking of the temple of his body. 22After he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this; and they believed the scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken. 

 


	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Every once in a while, in the Bible, we get a glimpse of Jesus that may not be so flattering.  The story of Jesus throwing the money changers out of the Temple….or more precisely out of one of the outer courts around the Temple is one of those moments.  Jesus is supposed to be perfect and a display of anger like this calls into question if he was perfect.  Wouldn’t maturity call for handling this a different way?  He might try talking to those in charge of the Temple about the practice.  Maybe get a petition together…organize a protest or maybe he could begin teaching those who are money changers etc. why this might not be the greatest practice.  He might have tried any of those, I don’t know, but what he finally did is arresting because in doing what he did he seems to have actually broken some of the Commandments.  It may be a stretch but I think you can make a case that this display was not only unseemly but was against sacred law.  First he certainly did not make his parents proud.   Making such a spectacle he clearly did not honor his parents.  If in fact this was the act that lead to his arrest, or one of them as the synoptic Gospels suggest, then this had to be most shameful to his parents.  He also seems to have broken the Commandment not to steal.  Yes, he was not stealing per se but he did do damage to people’s property which is much like stealing and certainly not right in most contexts.  He did throw gold all over the floor according to Matthew.   I am sure that it probably wasn’t all recovered. If we wanted to stretch it a bit we might be able to make a case that he was also bearing false witness against his neighbor.  What you probably don’t know is that the money changers were essential to the Temple.  In Israel at the time, because it was at the crossroads of many trade routes, many different types of money flowed through.  It was hard to know the real value and comparative value of any of it.  That is why there were money changers in Israel.  The money changers at the Temple had the specific task of changing pilgrim’s money into Temple money.  There was a kind of money minted money that was permissible for Temple transactions.  People could pay their Temple tax with such money and they could buy different sacrificial animals with the money.  If there was no one there to serve this money changing function the Temple would not be able to do what the Temple was there to do.  Jesus in attacking this particular institution, money changing, that was well accepted and rather important could be seen as bearing false witness against neighbor.  He is accusing these people of not doing the will of God which was not doubt “false witness” according to the Temple authorities.  The Temple authorities thought they were doing God’s will exactly.
This is what makes something like the Commandments kind of tricky.  The Commandments were given to the Hebrew people, as a gift, from God.  Besides the deliverance from Egypt giving the law may be the most gracious act that God bestowed upon the ancient Hebrews.  And those ancient people understood it to be so.  Go to any synagogue and the central part of the service is bringing out the Torah or the law and opening up and reading from it.  And it has always been so. Yes, the Torah is much more than just the Ten Commandments but the reverence toward the Torah does illustrate how sacred the law is.  It is sacred because the law was given to the Hebrew people by God so that they could live.  It is actually a wonderful understanding of law.  I think it is far superior to our sometime cynicism about the law.  The law to the ancient Hebrew was so sacred that it was understood to be a gift, given so that people might live, and so it was to be obeyed.
That is the tricky part.  It would be nice if the Commandments were as clear and concise as they seemed.  It would be nice if they were easily applied to one’s life and then indeed gave us life, a special quality of life.  The trouble is that when we try to follow the Commandments it is not long before it becomes very, very complicated to do so.  It should be easy right? However if you just begin to consider some of the Commandments it becomes obvious how difficult it is.  Thou shalt not kill is in my eyes a really good idea but what does it mean if the armies we support with taxes kill?  Have we transgressed or kept the Commandment?   Honor your father and mother.  Excellent idea but there is a lot of messy stuff when it comes to growing up that is developmentally important but couldn’t fit into the category.  As we get older we are supposed to move away and sometimes that moving away will not honor our parents.   Don’t covet?  Great idea except the basis of almost every advertisement we see or hear is covetousness.  It is really hard to escape in a consumer society.  The Sabbath day? well we are Christians and we don’t hold to the Sabbath that is on Saturday.

It does not take long before you have so many loop holes or rationalizations that it is almost silly to even consider the Commandments.  However, I am not of a mind that would suggest that they go the way of the proverbial baby and the bath water.  I believe in the rule of law.  I believe in these Commandments.  There is not one here that I would not want to keep for the most part.  I think it depends on how you approach them.  If you try to cling to them literally they can be, as Paul suggested, deadly.  It is true with any law or rule.  If we try to follow the letter of any law without considering the spirit of the law even sacred law becomes less than holy.  What we Protestants often forget it the flip side.  The spirit of the law can lead us astray too.
I wanted to give you two examples of what I mean.  The first comes from a wonderful book which I may have already told you about, it is called The Brother’s K by David James Duncan.  I bring it up here because one of the main characters grows up in a really terrible situation.   Her father is a mean and abusive drunk.  They are desperately poor.  She has no mom.  And really there was no hope for her and her sibling.  Fortunately she is saved by a church.  This church provides housing and foster parents and really gives her life again so she can go on and have life.  The trouble was that this church was a particularly conservative and fundamentalist church.  That was no problem when she was young.  She was just so grateful for what they had done.  Over time though and especially when she had a family the ways of the church became very constricting in her life.  They followed the letter of the law.  Her husband and kids couldn’t get far enough away from the church.  She understood their feelings kind of but it got to a point that she had to choose between the church that saved her and their strict laws and rules that really weren’t good for her kids and her family.  She could not give up on that church because what they had done for her they saved her but the way of life that they offered wasn’t really life.  The law can rob us of exactly the life that it promises to enhance.
The other story I wanted to share is more disturbing in nature.  It comes from a book called Under the Banner of Heaven by John Krakauer.  It is a nonfiction book.  One of the main characters that Krakauer follows in that book is a man named Dan Lafferty.  Dan Lafferty committed a most heinous crime some twenty five years ago.  He killed his sister in law and his fifteen month old niece for one reason and one reason only,  “God told him to do so…”  Evidently to this day he believes it to be true.
This is the other side of the law.  He believes that he did nothing wrong because in his mind God ordered this event.  So it cannot be wrong. In his mind he was following the spirit of the law.  Following God no matter what.
This is why in the Presbyterian Church we not only take the law seriously but we also take the spirit seriously, together.  Neither is separate from the other both need to be considered in order to approximate the will of God.  The law is enlivened by the spirit but also the spirit is anchored to a long tradition of laws and rules given by God.  You can’t go kill someone so easily if you know that the law of God prohibits such a thing no matter what the voices inside your head might be telling you.  The Presbyterian Church also has a long history of Confessions that add to the traditions about God.  This too adds wisdom to our journey.

It is very telling that when Jesus throws the money changers out he quotes scripture at least in Matthew and Mark and in John his disciples quote scripture when remembering what he had done.  His act of course is quite passionate so it is obvious that he is passionate but Jesus and his disciples want to make it known that this was not just some rash act of anger.  It has Biblical support.  Acting passionate for God is not enough scripture or the law must be a part of it too.
It seems that the teaching is clear from this scene to follow God we need the law, we need scripture, we need the Confessions and a most lively spirit to bring all this wisdom to life.  In Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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