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Today’s readings from the both Old and New Testaments concern how we should 

live: what is right and proper in the public arena, and in our worship? They concern 

justice. Our denominational vision calls us to Bold Discipleship; Deep Spirituality; and 

Daring Justice.

So, how do we Christians know what God’s Justice looks like?

In the reading from John’s Gospel, Jesus is in town for the Passover festival. He 

comes to the Temple and finds the Court of the Gentiles full of merchants, who are 

selling doves, sheep and cattle for devout Jews to offer in sacrifice. He also finds 

moneychangers, exchanging the Roman coins used locally for coins from Tyre. Roman 

coins, with their image of the Emperor presented as a god, violates at least two of the 

Commandments, whereas coins from Tyre are blank and thus acceptable. The 

moneychangers enable Jews to pay the Temple tax with the Tyrian coins.

Jesus makes a whip and drives them all out of the Temple. “Stop making my 

Father’s house a marketplace!” he shouts.

Is this about justice? What injustice does Jesus see? Some scholars think that Jesus 

is objecting to an over-commercialization of Temple practices. Some scholars and 
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preachers go further, reading in Jesus’ criticism in the other Gospels that the Temple has 

become “a den of robbers” to characterize the whole Temple system as corrupt and 

exploitative.1 Jesus’ actions then become a crusade for justice. Unfortunately, this not 

only plays into stereotypes of Jews as greedy and corrupt, but also leads directly to a 

claim that Judaism as a whole is illegitimate, and from there to anti-Semitism.

The Old Testament presents the Ten Commandments, handed down by God during 

the Exodus from Egypt to govern the new community that was being formed in the 

crucible of desert wandering.

Until recently, many courtrooms, especially in the US, had a framed copy of the 

Ten Commandments. I remember there was a needlepoint version hanging in one of the 

bedrooms in my grandparents’ house. If you asked, in Western Christendom, “what does 

justice require?” then the Ten Commandments would probably come up. They are both 

an easy summary – don’t cheat, don’t steal, don’t lie, don’t murder – and, if you drill 

down deep enough, a justification: “because God said so.”

And yet. The motto of the Protestant Reformation is, in part, Ecclesia Reformata 

Semper Reformanda: the church reformed must continually be reformed. Humans have 

an uncanny knack for twisting what is simple and good into complicated weapons for 

destruction.

1 Amy-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus (New York: HarperCollins, 
2006), 151.
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“Because God says so” becomes no longer a prohibition against murder, but an 

excuse for murder. God’s justice and God’s commandments are perverted in the service 

of state-sanctioned anti-Semitic violence in Europe and elsewhere, and, more recently, 

homophobic and transphobic violence. Transphobic repression in places as close as 

Alberta create the conditions for transphobic violence, as we see in the death of Nex 

Benedict, a transgender teen, in Oklahoma.

The pursuit of justice is a Christian calling, but it is so easy to get it wrong. What 

principle can we find to guide us?

As I mentioned earlier, the Ten Commandments are based, not on some universal 

sense of justice, but on God as their source. “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.” Everything else flows from this.

Do not make of anything an idol, either images of animals or heavenly bodies, or 

wealth; status; popularity; or safety. Make God the centre of your life.

“Do not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord” – or in the Kings James’ 

language, “Do not take the Lord’s name in vain” – does not mean, “Do not use 

swearwords,” but instead, do not cheat your neighbour, abuse an immigrant, or oppress 

and murder a gay man and call it holiness. Do not do in the name of the Lord what we 
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know to be abhorrent to the Lord, as if we, and not God, were in charge of determining 

what is right and wrong.

Similarly, when Jesus drives the merchants out of the Temple, we may be meant to 

hear an echo of Zechariah 14:212 “There shall no longer be traders in the house of the 

Lord of hosts on that day.” The day Zechariah speaks of is the day on which God will 

finally vindicate Jerusalem, driving off all of its foes and teaching them instead to be 

pilgrims who come to the city for worship. On that, day, God will sanctify the whole 

city, making every pot in every peasant’s home just as holy as the ceremonial vessels in 

the Temple used for sacrifice. The possessions of the well-to-do will bear the inscription,

“holy to the Lord.”

Zechariah doesn’t explain further, but perhaps the merchants will be unnecessary 

because anything, being holy, will be acceptable as a sacrifice: not just the doves, sheep, 

and cattle sold by the merchants.

The Temple officials, unusually in John, get it nearly right: they do not ask, 

“What’s wrong with merchants in the Temple?” but rather, “What sign can you show us 

for doing this?” in other words, why are you acting as if you have authority over the 

Temple? Jesus, who has already disclosed his identity by referring the Temple as “my 

2 Jouette M. Bassler, “John 2:13-22: Exegetical Perspective,” Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common 
Lectionary (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press), 95.
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Father’s house,” replies, “destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up.” Jesus 

is equating his body with the temple: where Jesus is, God is.

So, maybe this is our principle for determining what is just and what is not: 

everything and everyone is sanctified by the presence of God, and justice is acting 

accordingly. As Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote, “the world is charged with the glory of 

God.”

The world is charged in every sense of the word:

The world is energized and sanctified with the glory of God;

The world is commissioned and given a calling with the glory of God;

The world is judged according to its willingness or unwillingness to acknowledge 

this commission and this sanctification.

Every human being, every Nex Benedict (and, yes, every Adolf Hitler), reveals the 

glory of God. Justice is honouring and celebrating their divine worth, and calling 

ourselves to account when we fail to do so.

Let us be public in our love, and daring in our justice.
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