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It used to be quite popular in church circles to ask, “What Would Jesus Do?” - 

WWJD? Maybe you’ve seen the bracelets.

Did they realize that flipping tables and chasing people with a whip were among 

the possibilities?

So what’s going on here? Why is Jesus so angry?

Some people imagine that the moneychangers and animal sellers were ripping 

people off. But I think they were simply collateral damage in a bigger argument.

The first-century Temple was God’s house, the place where God’s promise to 

dwell eternally with his people was fulfilled. The traditional rites and sacrifices 

described the Bible were offered by hereditary priests. Jews were scattered far and wide 

but they all returned to Jerusalem for religious feasts like the Passover. The Temple was 

at the centre of a common identity. But as the Jewish institution, it was also the at the 

centre of religious, political, and economic conflict. Fighting over the Temple was in 

itself a tradition; when Jesus describes the Temple as ‘a den of robbers’ in Matthew, 

Mark and Luke’s version of this story, he is echoing the prophet Jeremiah’s critique from

several hundred years earlier. The temple priests were at the top of a hierarchy that 
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tended to isolate them from the common people and their concerns. Their inherited 

status provoked resentment. Because the Roman occupying powers found it convenient 

to rule through the Temple authorities, they were also the face of the foreign occupation 

while remaining safe from the worst abuses of the occupation.

The moneychangers and animal merchants are central to the Temple system’s 

functioning, because the local Roman coins were not acceptable for the Temple tax, and 

the animals were necessary for the common people to offer their sacrifices. So when 

Jesus upsets the chairs and tables and coins of the merchants, he is engaging in a time-

honoured tradition of religious argumentation. He does not disrupt the Temple because 

he rejects the institution, but because he values and wants to reform it.

In disrupting the Temple operation, he is also threatening the entire domination 

machine that puts the common people at the bottom, rewards the merchants and 

moneychangers and Temple priests and scribes as increasingly-important cogs and 

collaborators, and produces money, power and order in the service of the Roman 

Empire.

Jesus is not the only one who objects. Various other Jews also demonstrate and 

protest against the system, finally resulting in a serious of revolts intended to drive out 

the Romans, achieve justice, and purify the practice of Israelite religion. The Temple is 
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again at the centre of the rebellion as the spark, the central symbol, and the rebel 

headquarters.

Decades later, the revolts finally collapse due to internal division and Roman 

power. The Romans decide that the Temple as a symbol is more trouble than it’s worth, 

and destroy it.

The Temple is gone, and the Jewish people are left hopeless and devastated.

We don’t have a Temple today, but many of us are increasingly worried and even 

hopeless over the devastation of the natural world.

The oceans in particular affect every human being on the Earth. They regulate the 

temperature. They hold the water that evaporates into rainclouds and falls upon our trees

and crops. Our rivers and underground aquifers feed back into them. They provide fish 

for our food and biodiversity for medical research. They undergird our ecosystems.

They are also vast that they seem like the perfect garbage disposal system. If we 

flush our toilets, our waste vanishes. If we pour waste chemicals into a stream, they 

vanish. If we throw our trash in the river, it vanishes. If our boats bleed fuel or noise into

the oceans, it vanishes.

Except of course that it doesn't. It stays there and collects in our oceans—those 

same oceans on which our lives depend. Much of it ends up in the Great Pacific Garbage

Patch, an area three times as big as France where ocean currents have concentrated 
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100,000 tonnes of plastic. As the plastic breaks down into smaller pieces, it is 

increasingly mistaken for food by all manner of marine life, with horrible consequences 

for all stages of the food chain, including human beings.

The oceans are international territory. They belong to everybody. Unfortunately, 

that's sometimes another way of saying they belong to nobody, and if they belong to 

nobody, then nobody has responsibility for nor authority over them.

The economic and political incentives to ignore the problem or to point the finger 

at somebody else is leading to a seemingly hopeless situation.

But the Gospel of Jesus Christ is a message of hope.

“What sign can you show us for doing these things?” the Temple authorities ask. 

In other words, this temple is the dwelling of God; what divine authority do you have to 

pronounce on what is or isn’t proper? What authority do you have over it? And as we’ve 

seen, authority over the Temple is not just authority over bricks and mortar. Authority to 

pronounce on the Temple is authority to pronounce on the location, the nature, the will 

of God, and thus over the religion, economy, and political system of Roman Judea.

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

does not recognize their authority; he does not honour them with a direct answer. But his

response does promise a sign of divine power – his resurrection – and also locates the 

dwelling of God beyond the bricks and mortar of the Temple. The dwelling of God is 
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with Jesus Christ, and those who recognize this will also find that they are siblings with 

Christ: God will dwell with them, also.

This is a message of hope. Into the desolation of the destroyed Temple in 70 AD, 

John speaks the Gospel of Jesus Christ, reminding people that the Romans can destroy 

the Temple but they cannot destroy nor restrict God. All branches of Judaism find their 

own way to this good news: Rabbinic Judaism finds God in the practice of Torah and 

synagogue; the Jesus movement finds God in the presence of Jesus Christ. All find God 

alive and active in the world, just as the Hebrew Bible testifies again and again. God is 

in the whirlwind; God is in the wilderness; God is in the still small voice in the cave and 

the burning bush.

Christians are increasingly reclaiming and proclaiming this insight in ecological 

teachings: God is in the ocean, God is in you and me and the ecosystem – the web of life

that binds us together as siblings. The oceans are the Temple. They are the house of God.

Whether motivated by spiritual insight or not, humanity is coming to this 

awareness of interdependence, and expressing it in movements like the Ocean Cleanup 

Project: an internationally-active nonprofit organization which plans to clean up 50% of 

the Great Pacific Garbage Patch in five years. Giant floating nets collect and corral the 

floating trash, using natural currents. Meanwhile, scientific research identifies the rivers 
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which introduce most of the plastic trash into the ocean, and targets the mouths of these 

rivers to intercept the plastic at its source.

The idea that God and wealth and even justice are the property and domain of a 

few is like a cancer that returns again and again. It must be combated again and again 

with the truth that God is alive an active everywhere, beyond any authority, and that she 

binds all of us and all creation in a web of mutual love, dependence, responsibility – and

possibility.

Thanks be to God!

Amen.
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