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First Presbyterian Church

Marianna, Florida

February 17, 2008

Sermon by Huw Christopher, Pastor

Scripture Readings: Jeremiah 7:1-15

                                 Mark 11:15-19

Sermon Title: “Jesus Challenges the Business of the Temple and Our

Business”

Sermon Text: Mark 11:17:  Jesus was teaching and saying, “Is it not

written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations’? But

you have made it a den of robbers.”

“What Business Are We In?” and “How is Business?”  Those of you who

have read my article in our church’s newsletter that was mailed last Thursday will

have seen that these are the two questions about which I would like to prompt us to

think today.  “What Business Are We In?” and “How is Business?”  The questions

are not my own.  I was introduced to them at our Presbytery’s Disciplefest recently

when the Rev. Dr. Edward White, a leading church consultant in this country, said

that these two questions had been suggested by a business consultant as the two

basic questions which each business, its Board of Directors, and its management,

should constantly be asking of themselves.  Dr. White went on to suggest that what

was true of the business world is also true of the church.
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As you think about the life of the Church, and the life of this congregation in

particular, how would you want to answer these two basic questions, “What

Business Are We In?” and “How is Business?”  The first very obviously raises the

issue of what we see to be our basic reason for existing.  Another way of putting it

would be to ask, “When you think about the life of the church and all that the

church is doing what is the anticipated result, or to what end are we doing what we

are doing?  It is easy to get so caught up in all of the activities of the life of the

church that we do not stop to ask ourselves some of these basic questions.  It is, of

course, only after we have grappled with the first question and have an

understanding of what business we are in that we can go on to ask the second

question, “How is business?”

“What Business Are We In?” and “How is Business?”  I do not know how

the people of Jeremiah’s day would have answered those questions as they looked

at the temple in Jerusalem.  What is clear, though, from his words is that what the

people saw to be the business of temple and what God saw to be the business of the

temple were two very different things.  In Jeremiah’s day the people had seen the

temple in Jerusalem as their place of security and assurance.  They thought as long

as the temple stood in place they were safe and secure because for them the

business of the temple was to be the symbol of the presence of God with them.

Indeed they thought as long as the temple as the symbol of God’s presence with us

stands we can do just what we would like.  They have made the temple a den of

robbers not by robbing in the temple courts but by coming to the temple after all of

the robbery of property and of people’s rights and dignity that they had been doing

in their daily living. What God makes clear through the prophet Jeremiah is that he

saw the business of the temple in a very different way.  He saw that the worship of

God that took place in the temple should carry over into the actions of their daily

lives, and, in particular, in how they treated the oppressed and marginal people of
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their day, especially the alien, the orphan and the widow.  In their eyes business

was going well.  In God’s eyes the business was failing so badly that it needed to

be shut down.  Just a few years after Jeremiah spoke these words, of course, this is

what happened as the Babylonians under King Nebuchadnezzar in 587 B.C.

attacked Jerusalem and destroyed the temple.

Over the subsequent years the temple had been rebuilt in Jerusalem so that in

the days of Jesus the temple was again a very thriving center of activity in the city

of Jerusalem. The temple into which Jesus entered had been expanded by King

Herod into a very magnificent structure.  This was the only place where sacrifices

were to be offered amongst the Jewish people. This was the place to which people

came on pilgrimage especially at the Passover festival.

Clearly in the way in which Jesus reacted there in the temple he was not

pleased with what seemed to be the business of temple in his day.  It is not clear

exactly what had upset Jesus so much about what he saw there at the temple.  After

his action of driving out those who were buying and selling in the temple, and

overturning the tables of the moneychangers and of those who sold doves and his

stopping anyone who was carrying anything through the Temple he says, “Is it not

written, ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations’? But you have

made it a den of robbers.”  In these words Jesus seems to be answering the

question of what he saw to be the business of the temple, namely to provide a place

not just for the Jews, but for people of all nations to pray, and to enter into a

relationship with God through prayer and worship.  If he had then gone on to ask,

“How is business?” he would have been prompting them to ask how well are

people of all nations growing in their relationship with God through all of the

activities and business of the temple.  The only place in that temple where the

people of all nations could possibly gather to pray and to worship God was in the

outer court, or the Court of the Gentiles.  But instead of being a place for quiet
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prayer, worship and meditation it was precisely in this area that all of the business

of selling and the exchanging money was taking place.

In highlighting what he sees to be the business of the temple with quotations

from the Old Testament Jesus is implying that such business for the temple should

have been very obvious to all of the people. In combining two Old Testament

quotations from Isaiah and from Jeremiah he attacks the use of this Court of the

Gentiles for business purposes.  He also denounces the way in which the structure

of the temple with its different courts for particular people limited the access given

to the people of all nations.  This had meant the temple was being used to promote

a nationalistic and a very exclusive religion which denied what God saw to be the

true business of the people of Israel to be a light to the nations, helping people of

all nations to come to know and to worship their God.

It is very obvious that the chief priests and the scribes saw in the actions and

the words of Jesus an extremely serious challenge to what they had seen as the

business of the temple.  This is made clear as we read that from then on they kept

looking for a way to kill Jesus.

Since 70 A.D. and the destruction of the temple by the Romans there has

been no temple there in Jerusalem. All that now remains is the western wall, often

called the wailing wall, where faithful Jews go to offer prayer and to place prayer

requests between the stones.  Today Jesus would not be concerned about what

people might regard as the business of the temple. As we think about the church,

though, and call it the Body of Christ of which Jesus is the Head we see that he is

even more intimately concerned to help people to see what business the church is

in, and how that business is going.  I do not know how you may have wanted to

answer the question, “What Business Are We In?” as far as the life of the Church,

and of this congregation is concerned.
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The words of Jesus about the temple in Jerusalem combined with the words

of God through the prophet Jeremiah in so many ways give us a good starting point

as we think about what business Jesus would have us to be in as the church.  Jesus

would have the church to be that place, not just the building, but the fellowship,

where all nations, all people, may come to know what it is to be able to pray, to

worship God, and to grow in their relationship with God.  Through Jeremiah God

would remind us that that relationship with God cannot grow unless it also

becomes evident in the fruit it bears, so that those who pray and worship God will

seek to treat other people in the way in which God wants to treat them with justice,

with concern, with care and with compassion.

The experience of the chief priests and the scribes in Jerusalem reminds us

that it is so easy even to use a good thing, like the temple or the church, for our

own ends rather than to be about the business God intends and would desire.  It is

for this reason that not once but over and over again as we share in the life of the

church we need to keep asking ourselves, “What Business Are We In?”  How

would you answer that question?

Silent Prayer and Meditation

 AFFIRMATION OF FAITH AND COMMITMENT                      based on the
               Mission Statement of the First Presbyterian Church of Marianna, Florida

God has given us the privilege of being part of the First Presbyterian Church

of Marianna, Florida, the purpose of which is to worship, to successfully

nurture the spiritual growth of each person in our church family so that we

experience loving fellowship, joy and peace; and share our love and talents

with others in our community.
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From A Singing Faith. Words © 1986 Jane Parker Huber. Used by permission


