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Based on Exodus 20:1-17; John 2:13-22 

 

When God speaks, we listen, right?  Well, God has spoken to us today, and has 

given us a lot to think about.  Whatever I say here today about either of these readings 

serves as just a starting point for a larger discussion. 

Many people – religious or not – hear God’s words in a negative way.  We like to 

think of ourselves as independent, autonomous, able to make our own decisions about 

how to live our lives.  When we hear God say, “you shall not,” some of us say, “I will if I 

want to!”  And that only proves that we’re not listening. 

Part of the problem might be that we don’t think these words apply to us.  Since 

when did God bring us ‘out of the house of slavery’? 

We may never have been enslaved in Egypt as the Israelites had been, but before 

we found God, maybe some of us had been enslaved in other ways – by bad behavior, 

maybe, when we were young, or by bad choices or by negative thinking, or maybe by 

things done to us in the past. 

We have all seen politicians and celebrities pursue the gods and idols of power, 

money, status, social standing, even celebrity itself.  Some people are famous for being 

famous.  God’s ten words don’t often occur to them in their pursuit of whatever it is they 

are pursuing.  They don’t live according to the covenant. 

The problem for us, and one we need to solve, is, not everyone is free. 

Anti-Slavery International, which is the oldest human rights organization in the 

UK, estimates that forty million people are trapped in slavery worldwide.  It’s happening 

all around us, but it’s often just out of sight.  One in four are children.  Seventy-one 

percent are women and girls.1 

These people hope and pray that the LORD our God can bring them out of the 

house of slavery, and soon.  They would not take God’s words for granted.  They would 

see that the covenant God proposes is the only way for people to live equitably. 
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Compared with the other Gospels, John puts the Temple  incident early in the 

story, following the wedding in Cana.  Matthew puts it right after Jesus entered Jerusalem 

on what we now call Palm Sunday (21:12-13).  Mark says it happened the next day 

(11:15-18), ‘and when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a 

way to kill him.’  Luke says pretty much the same thing (19:45-47) and the three of them 

quote Jesus as saying his Father’s house had become ‘a den of robbers,’ rather than the 

marketplace described by John. 

Like God’s ten words, we can react to what Jesus did negatively or positively. 

You needed moneychangers to convert pagan Roman money into Jewish money 

in order for people to pay the temple tax.  Animals were sold for sacrifice and it was 

much more convenient to buy them there than to bring them along with you.  This system 

had been in place for hundreds of years and it worked. 

For years, people had been coming to the Temple for the Passover, sacrificing 

animals, and paying their taxes, and now here comes this Jesus, flipping it all over. 

New Testament scholar Bruce Chilton wrote that the trouble started when the 

marketplace was moved from an outer courtyard and into the Temple itself, the public 

part.  Who made the decision to move it?  Caiaphas, soon to be Jesus’ deadly opponent.2 

Jesus may have been reacting to that.  For the chief priests and scribes, what he 

did was an assault not only tradition but also on their concept of who God was. 

Reading past the incident itself, Jesus starts talking about destroying the Temple 

and raising it up in three days – meaning the temple of his body.  Now he’s drawing 

attention to himself and his resurrection, but way in advance of the event itself and it 

colors the rest of John’s Gospel. 

So, Jesus has either decided to poke the hornet’s nest or, more importantly, he has 

claimed authority over the Temple and its role in public worship.  He is calling himself a 

new kind of temple, where one can abide with God (14:20-23).  Jesus, not the Temple, is 

the place where God and humanity come together. 

In the reading from Exodus, we hear everything we need to know about having a 

relationship with God.  This is another form of covenant without actually saying so, 

unlike the one God made with Noah, or with Abraham. 
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Today’s covenant is three-dimensional.  It covenants God with people, and the 

people with God, but is also covenants people with each other. 

Remember, they have only recently been freed from slavery.  In their captivity, 

they had lost all cohesion as a community.  They had no social structure, no organization.  

They were really just a bunch of individuals doing whatever they had to do in order to 

survive.  Now, here they are in the desert wondering – and maybe complaining about – 

what exactly it is that Moses is leading them into.  Some thought it would be better 

simply to return to Egypt.  They had no concept of nationhood. 

So, God said, “Remember I did you a favor once,” and “then God spoke all these 

words.”  These words are what we call the Ten Commandments – the Decalogue – God’s 

Ten Words.  The first four have to do with our relationship with God and the next six 

have to do with relations with our neighbors.  They can be read negatively or positively. 

On the negative prohibition against worshipping other gods, Martin Luther said 

that it was really a matter of positively placing one’s trust entirely in God. 

John Calvin proposed that we look at the subject of each commandment and what 

it’s talking about; then ask what it indicates to us that either pleases or displeases God; 

and then develop an argument from the commandment to its opposite. 

The commandment against stealing, for example, includes the ethic of not only 

making sure you don’t take illegally what belongs to another, but also obliges us to 

protect the goods of one’s neighbor, to be available to safeguard the property of another, 

and to avoid doing something legal that might be harmful to your neighbor.  All of these 

things can be construed as some form of stealing.3 

There is nothing simple about these ten words. 

In the incident at the Temple, Jesus challenged the ways in which people 

preoccupy themselves with rituals and traditions and proper procedures rather than in 

seeking ways to encounter and recognize God revealed in him. 

God’s vocal self-revelation is made clear in Exodus.  When we choose to live 

according to God’s way, we benefit from the unique kind of freedom that God provides, 

which in turn helps us become more fully the people of God. 

Amen. 

*  *  *  *  * 
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1 https://www.antislavery.org/slavery-today/modern-slavery/, accessed 5 March 2021.  The most common 

forms of modern slavery include: Human trafficking, which is ‘the use of violence, threats or coercion to 

transport, recruit or harbor people in order to exploit them for purposes such as forced prostitution, labor, 

criminality, marriage or organ removal’; Forced labor; Debt bondage or bonded labor, which is the world’s 

most widespread form of slavery (People trapped in poverty borrow money and are forced to work to pay 

off the debt, losing control over both their employment conditions and the debt); Descent–based slavery, 

the most traditional form, where people are treated as property, and their ‘slave’ status was passed down the 

maternal line.  Then there is slavery of children, which can include trafficking, forced soldiering, forced 

and early marriage, and domestic slavery. 
2 Bruce Chilton, “Caiaphas,” in David N. Freedman et al., eds., Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 1; Rabbi 

Jesus: An Intimate Biography (New York and London: Doubleday, 2000). 
3 Patrick D. Miller, “Preaching the Ten Commandments”  Journal for Preachers, 2002, 3-10. 
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