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 “The Heart of Worship” 

 

The story of Jesus cleansing the temple is told by all 4 gospel writers.   

 In the 3 synoptic gospels, the story takes place near the end,  

  and seems to be one of the things that seals Jesus’ fate, 

 but John presents the story as something happening at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 

It’s kind of like that section on IQ tests where you have 4 items and must find the one that is not like the others. 

Its placement here, gives us a chance to look at this story from a different perspective,  

 a story in its own right, not simply as a scene leading to Jesus’ death on the cross. 

 

It also sheds new light on the whole temple as marketplace issue. 

 In the synoptic gospels, Jesus seems to be complaining of dishonesty in the temple market, 

  yet here in John Jesus mentions no injustice in the system, but attacks the system itself. 

 And yet his words, “Stop making my Father's house a marketplace!” simply make no sense, 

  since keeping the law required that the temple be just that. 

 

Let me explain. 

 In Deuteronomy 14, God instructs the people  

  to take 10% of their grain, wine and oil, and all the firstborn from their herds and flocks 

   to the temple in Jerusalem and to throw a party there. 

  And, if they happen to live too far away to schlep all those animals and food,  

   they were to sell their offerings at home, bring the money with them on their trip,  

    and then purchase the equivalent animals and food when they get there. 

 So God’s law in essence required a temple marketplace!   

 Add to that the fact 

  that Herod the Great had established the silver Tyrian Shekel as the official temple currency, 

   which meant that everyone was required to exchange their local currency for these shekels, 

  and all of the sudden, one understands that the temple marketplace was needed 

   if folks were going to keep the laws of both their faith and their country. 

So when Jesus starts cracking his whip, overturning tables, and screaming for people to get out, 

 it must have seemed as if he had taken leave of his senses! 

 

In the midst of a completely dumbfounded crowd, someone finally manages to ask,   

 
18

… “What sign can you show us for doing this?” 
19

Jesus answers them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”   

With classic Johannine misunderstanding, someone replies,  
    20

…“This temple has been under construction for 46 years, & will you raise it up in 3 days?”  

And then John explains:  
21

But [Jesus] was speaking of the temple of his body.  

 

And there it is:  a major revelation, an epiphany! 

 Have you come to temple to find God?  Well, you’re looking in the wrong place.   

  Yes, in the past God had chosen to dwell in the temple,  but now, God is right here in front of you. 

  Yes, God used to dwell in a building, but now God dwells in spirit, in the human heart of God’s beloved. 

 

And this astounding news reframes everything. 

 It’s no longer about keeping the law and making the required sacrifices in order to earn God’s favor. 

 It’s about recognizing what God has done, is doing, and will do. 



\What Jesus was attempting to do for the people that day and what Jesus is attempting to do for us today, 

 is to bring us back to the heart of worship. 

 

There’s actually a song by Matt Redman with that very name – The Heart of Worship –  

 and its lyrics go something like this: 

  I’m coming back to the heart of worship,  

  and it’s all about You, it’s all about You, Jesus.   

  I’m sorry, Lord, for the thing I’ve made it,  

  when it’s all about You, it’s all about You, Jesus. 

 

What happened in the Old Testament,  

 what happened in Jesus’ day, and what has happened about every 500 years since, 

  is that we discover  that somehow we humans have made worship more about us than about God. 

 We have taken the awesome encounter with the Holy and ringed it round  

  with liturgies and laws, symbols and songs, traditions and “truths”. 

 We argue about proper music, proper dress, proper attitudes, proper props! 

 We do our best to please most of the people most of the time,  

  knowing we can never please everyone always.  

 We worry about having enough people to fill all of the many volunteer roles. 

And while not one of these is a bad thing in and of itself, each one of them, and certainly all of them together, 

 can distract us from the one thing that is important – the reason why we’re here:  to encounter God.   

 

What Jesus was doing that day was simply clearing away the distractions 

 and reminding all of us that the consummate action of worship is not our sacrifice of time, talent, & treasure  

  or even the sacrifice of our personal comfort, desires, and opinions; 

 the consummate action of worship is God meeting us with immeasurable love and infinite grace. 

 

What we offer in worship means nothing if it comes from our own effort to obtain grace and favor; 

 what we offer only becomes meaningful as a response to what God has already done for us.   

 

As presented in John, this story of Jesus cleansing the temple becomes an incredible centering exercise –  

  for each of us, and for all of us together.  

 When I have experienced the awesome sense of God’s presence,  

  the tender touch of God’s mercy,  

   or the comforting arms of God’s grace, 

  then I will want to share that experience with others, in whatever way will reach them, 

   whether that way is comfortable for me or not. 

When Jesus shifted the focus from the temple to himself,  

 he reminded us that the place God dwells is not in a building made with hands,  

  but in Jesus, in his body the Church, and indeed, in every human heart. 

 

What is important here are not the words I say, or the music we sing, or the prayers we utter. 

What is important here is the love of God that shines forth from each and every one of our hearts. 

 

Today Jesus comes to cleanse our hearts of all distractions. 

 In baptism we are God’s beloved children. 

 We are called to be disciples,  

 We are transformed from ordinary water into sparkling wine. 

 And we are called to cleanse our hearts that we may experience God’s love,  

  and be filled with a joy so overwhelming that we cannot help but share it. 

That sounds pretty much like our purpose statement if you ask me.   

 May God be with us as we live more fully into that mission day by day.  Amen  


