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Psalm 69.1–3, 9–15, 30–36; John 2.13–22

I wonder what church buildings mean to you. Lofty cathedrals, or plain chapels. If you 

would normally be part of a church community week by week, your building.

I live next door to the building of one of the churches where I work. As you know, 

many of us are exiled from our buildings at the moment, for one reason or another. But

mostly for one reason. And over these months the use of our church buildings has 

become quite a controversial topic. Whose decision should it be to stay away, or go back

in? And when should we go back in? And how might we get the balance right if and 

when we go back in. What do these bricks and mortar mean to you?

Does worship have to be in there, or could it be anywhere? Can we pray in our own 

homes, or is there something special about praying in a church building? Does our 

gathering online count as the same thing, or feel like the same thing, as gathering 

together in person, perhaps in a building?

In Jesus’s day, the Temple in Jerusalem mattered. The Temple Jesus knew was a huge 

building which made quite an impression. But it wasn’t the original building on the 

site: massive rebuilding and extending works had been going on for years. But the 

Temple building was controversial too. What was it for, this house of God? In earlier 

years the Hebrew people had had shrines and temples in other places too. But 

eventually there was a great centralisation with all the power in Jerusalem. That was a 

disagreement between Jews and Samaritans, which John’s gospel shines a light on only a

couple of chapters later than today’s reading. And there were groups who didn’t like 

this big centre of power in the Temple, with the aristocratic Sadducees running the 

show, along with Herod the Great who carried out those great building works in the 

Temple to try to curry favour with the people who didn’t quite see him as one of them. 

Jesus wasn’t the only one who didn’t like what he saw in there.

The Temple is important for our story as followers of Jesus. All four gospels have a 

version of this story of Jesus making a bit of a scene in the Temple. The others place it 

at the beginning of Holy Week. Perhaps John makes a point of how important the 

story is by putting it right at the beginning of Jesus’s ministry. Luke tells us stories of 

Jesus being presented in the Temple when he was about 6 weeks old. And of the 12-

year-old Jesus staying behind in the Temple to talk with the teachers there. And both 

Matthew and Luke give us details in the story of Jesus’s temptation in the wilderness 

which include the Temple.

The Temple mattered to Jesus. In those 40 days in the wilderness, with the heat and 

the wild animals and not enough to eat or drink, the Temple comes back to him. In 

those days when he seemed to be almost beaten down with the idea that there might be

another way to the one he was finding himself on, he sees himself on the pinnacle of 

the Temple. And maybe the way out is to throw himself off.
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That’s how important the idea of the Temple is in Jesus’s mind. It’s the place where he 

wonders about throwing it all away. Whether it’s all really worth it. Whether he can 

take it any more. Or maybe it’s the place for prophetic action. Doing something that’ll 

make them take notice. Throw yourself off the pinnacle of the temple and … and what, 

exactly?

The Temple mattered to everyone in the early years of the church. About 40 years after 

Jesus died, there was an attempt to overthrow the Roman occupiers which didn’t end 

well. The Temple was destroyed. And Bible scholars today debate how that event 

shaped the writing of the gospels. How far do they go back to the time when the 

Temple still stood? And how far are they a reaction to the destruction of the Temple?

No one can answers those questions for certain. We cannot tell for sure. But for 

communities which looked to that building as the centre of everything and as God’s 

house, one of the biggest questions they faced was: what do we do now it’s not there? One

answer came probably in part from the Pharisees (who never really got on with the 

Sadducees in the Temple), and this tradition developed into the modern Jewish faith 

with its focus on synagogue and home. Another answer was what developed into the 

modern Christian faith.

And that’s where Jesus is really distinctive. “Destroy this temple and in three days I will 

build it up”. “But he was speaking of the temple of his body”. Jesus’s body is God’s 

house. The Temple mattered to Jesus. John gives us the detail that Jesus went as far as 

making a whip of cords and drove the sheep and the cattle out, and poured out the 

coins and overturned the tables of the money-lenders.

That reminds me of another building where I used to work. I don’t know whether 

you’ve come across the sculptor Eric Gill. He’s perhaps best known generally for his Gill

Sans typeface which became common on the railways and on Penguin books. Or for his 

statues on the BBC’s Broadcasting House. The letters “BBC” you see on their 

programmes are in Gill Sans too. He was an odd and often far from pleasant person, but

he did also produce some interesting religious art. The stations of the cross in 

Westminster Cathedral are his. And he had a proposal for a bronze memorial after the 

First World War but it was rejected by the council in London. But a stone version of 

his idea was eventually commissioned by the Vice-Chancellor of Leeds University. It’s 

not an obvious choice for a war memorial. It shows Christ driving out the 

moneychangers, who are mostly in modern dress. Gill was making a point about what 

he saw as a cause of the war. It was controversial not least in a merchant city like Leeds.

If you heard Simeon last week talking about being agitators with fire in our bellies then 

all this will be ringing bells. Jesus is making a stand. Doing his thing in the Temple 

which would be noticed. Not a forgotten fool who threw himself off the top one day. 

But someone who made a point, who did and said something which makes you think. 

Who threw out the things which stopped people getting close to God. And Jesus’s 

answer to the question “what can we do without a Temple?” is to hint that his body is 

the Temple, the house of God. God is as close as it is possible to be to humanity. And 

where is the Body of Christ today?
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