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Were roughly halfway through the season of Lent. As we continue to observe this season of 

penitence and reflection, here’s a question to reflect on: Since our opening penitential rite during 

this season focuses on how faithfully we honor the baptismal covenant, what does it mean to be 

God’s people; that is, a people whose heritage is covenant, and whose covenant relationship 

w/God is a result of God’s unfailing promises? 

 

Our passages from the Hebrew scriptures so far this Lent have shown us the obedient faithful 

encountering God in progressively more specific ways. On Lent I, in a creation re-boot, God 

promises that a covenant will be established between the Divine and Noah, his family and their 

descendants, as well as the creatures they have rescued from the flood and everyone who would 

come after. Last week, in conversation with Abram-turned-Abraham, God promises a covenant 

will be established with the patriarch/matriarch and all their descendants. This morning we hear 

how, generations later, God has liberated those descendants of Abraham and Sarah from the 

clutches of Pharaoh. Their identity is still forming, but already they are the chosen people; not in 

the sense that they are better than others, or that God necessarily loves them more but in the 

sense that God has charged them with being vessels of God in the world; that is, they will be 

witnesses to all humanity of what it means to live in relationship with the living God; as God had 

spoken to Abram early on, “In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”1 Now, God 

gives the gift of the Law to this chosen people; what we have come to call the Ten 

Commandments.  

 

These commandments are much more than rules that a fickle God has simply set down 

cavalierly. The key to the commandments, in fact to all the laws in the Torah, are found in the 

first one:  

I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.  

God is setting out the basics for healthy relationships: the first four require respecting, honoring, 

loving the God who made and redeemed them and who, in spite of numerous transgressions and 

rebellions and rejections by the people, continues to call them back in love. The remaining six 

commandments describe what it means to respect, honor, and love their fellow human beings, 

since each and every one has been created in God’s own image. They still hold that authority and 

purpose for us as people of faith. God is a God of promise. God meets us, and we meet God, in 

covenant. God doesn’t give up. God seeks reconciliation with us, and for us. That’s a mainstay of 

the entire canon of scripture – that God is always calling us back until the Divine purposes are 

finally and forever served. 

 

This morning we also hear about Jesus’ outrage at the temple abuses. It’s a story that’s found in 

all four gospels, but Matthew, Mark, and Luke set it right after Jesus has entered Jerusalem for 

the final time, the Palm Sunday event, just before his trial and crucifixion; in fact, this is one of 

the acts that convinces the religious leaders to arrest him. But in John, this temple turnabout 
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happens early on, right after the wedding at Cana. In John, this isn’t the last straw that finally 

gets Jesus arrested; it’s an early sign of his identity; it helps define who he is.  

 

By the time Jesus’ outburst occurs, God’s covenant people, who originally understood that God 

was peripatetic and mobile and would be with them wherever they were, had built a monument 

to try to contain the Divine – scripture tells us that God didn’t really want them to do that. 

Access to God now comes by way of sacrifices that must be purchased with the right coinage – 

hence the merchants selling sheep, cattle, doves; the money changers converting Roman money 

to temple coins. None of that is necessary to find and meet God; and that’s what makes Jesus so 

angry.  

 

The religious leaders (which is who John means when he talks about “the Jews” – he isn’t 

talking about the Jewish people generally), ask him what sign he can give them that will justify 

his violent, disruptive behavior. The sign is that “this temple” will be destroyed and raised again 

in three days. They assume he means the building, of course, and so naturally they are 

incredulous. “But he was speaking of the temple of his body.” Only later will his disciples recall 

his words and understand, and believe.  

 

…he was speaking of the temple of his body. At the start of John’s gospel we are told that Jesus is 

the Word, present from the very beginning, predating creation; and that the Word is God. It’s a 

wonderful, sacred mystery; a new way for God to be present among us and to relate to the 

creation. It’s also a new kind of covenant. God becomes human in Jesus, the Word that became 

flesh and lived, or “tented”, among us – in other words, God on the move, among the people, 

showing them the way, contained temporarily in the physical body of Jesus. But when Jesus is 

raised “in three days”, it isn’t just his physical body that is raised. He brings along a whole new 

community, the “beloved community”, the body of Christ, raised up with him to live into this 

new community that has begun. Look around you, now, at that community – the body of Christ, 

initiated by the death and resurrection of Jesus, and incorporated in the sacramental covenant of 

baptism. 

 

We begin our Lenten Sunday liturgies with a penitential rite base on that covenant. There’s 

another penitential rite in the Book of Common Prayer based on the Ten Commandments. And if 

you put these two covenants alongside each other, it doesn’t take long to notice that they express 

the same basic understanding of what it means to love and serve God, and to love and serve 

neighbor. It’s all there. 

 

The God who created everything out of empty chaos is the God who made the rainbow is the 

God who promised Abram a legacy of descendants is the God who gave the Law on Mt. Sinai is 

the God who sent the prophets is the God who became human in Jesus, who is temple and 

sacrifice and living bread and incarnate Word and whom we promise to serve and follow in 

baptism. We meet the divine Presence in all of those things and places, just as our ancestors in 

faith have encountered God before us in Law and ritual and presence and worship. Like them, we 

are vessels of God in the world. We who claim the faith of Jesus are charged with witnessing to 

the world what it means to live in relationship with God in Christ. Where will that charge take 

you in the coming days, weeks, months? 

 


