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SERMON
Third Sunday in Lent

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, March 11, 2012

Text: John 2:13-22

God’s Passionate Commitment

Whenever someone leans too heavily on the image of the gentle Jesus, meek and
mild, I remind them of the story we heard today from the Gospel according to John.  This is
the story of Jesus, tearing up the tables of the merchants in the temple and throwing them
and their money out.  Here, we see a hard edge to Jesus.  It was evidently a startling thing for
people to witness.  Those who saw it were put in mind of an old line from Psalm 69:  “Zeal for
your house will consume me.”  Zeal.  Passionate commitment.  That certainly is what we see
in the hard edge of Jesus as he storms about the temple grounds, swinging His whip, pouring
out the coins and knocking over the tables.  Jesus was passionately committed to the
worship of His Father, and He couldn’t stand what He saw there.  “How dare you turn my
Father’s house into a market!” He shouted at them. (John 2:16)

There are other times in the Gospel when we see Jesus being angry and saying hard
things.  Jesus was passionately committed to the will of His Father.  Anything that stood
between God and the people He was sent to save stirred Him to action.  Zeal for His Father’s
house consumed Him.  After all, Jesus was the Son of God, and, as they say, He came by it
honestly.  He was a chip off the old block.  In Exodus 20 this morning we heard God laying
down the Ten Commandments.  And the Lord said,

I am the Lord your God.  It is I who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of slavery.  You shall have no other gods before me, for I, the Lord your God,
am a jealous God. [Exodus 20:2, 3, 5]

That word “jealous” is the same word in Hebrew that the psalmist used in Psalm 69
when he said, “Zeal for your house will consume me.”  Zeal.  Jealousy.  I, the Lord your God,
am passionately committed to you.

We cringe a bit when we hear God described as jealous.  When we think of a jealous
God, we think of an angry, vengeful, wrathful God.  In fact, one of the classic heresies in the
church has been that the God of the Old Testament is a God of wrath, and the God of the
New Testament is a different God, a gentle God who loves us.  The second-century heretic,
Marcion, tried to discard the whole Old Testament on these grounds.  But, my brothers and
sisters, it is the same God, the jealous God, who commands us to have no other gods before
Him, and the jealous God whose Son tore about the temple consumed by zeal for His
Father’s house.  It is the same God, whose passionate commitment to righteousness and to
my salvation and yours, who sent His only Son into the world so that no one should perish
but have everlasting life. (John 3:16)
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We wrestle with this image of a jealous God, because jealously can be so ugly in
human beings.  Jealousy in its ugliest human form is prideful, self-centered and destructive.
This kind of human jealousy is motivated by narcissistic concern for ourselves.  But there is
another kind of jealousy, one grounded in love and commitment.

There is a new Christian film out called “Courageous.”1    It is about the duty of men to
be good fathers to their children.  The four men in the story take a pledge to be the kind of
fathers and husbands that God calls them to be.  One of the men has a teenaged daughter
who wants to go out with an older boy.  Her parents refuse to let her date him until they have
had a chance to get to know the boy.  The daughter is upset by their steadfastness, and the
boy wants nothing to do with being interviewed by her parents.

Later in the movie, after her father has taken the pledge with his three friends, he
invites his daughter to go out to dinner with him.  They go to a nice restaurant, as if they were
out on a date.  The father tells the daughter that he wants this night to be special.  He says,

Jane, I brought you here to tell you how grateful I am that God gave you to me.  I see
my daughter becoming a beautiful young woman, and I can understand how any man
would be drawn to you.  But I would also like you to know that as your father, I want
the very, very best for you.  One day, I will give you away to another man; and I want
that man to love God more than anything, because if he does, then he will love you.
And I know how young men think.  They want to win your heart, but they don’t know
how to treasure it.  So I would like to make an agreement with you.  Jane, if you will
trust me with your heart, and allow me to approve any young man who wants to have
more than just a friendship with you, then I promise you I will give you my full
blessing…when God shows us the right one.

The daughter is very touched, and she tearfully agrees.  And the father takes out a ring with
little diamonds formed into the shape of a heart.  He puts it on her finger and says, “This ring
is meant to be worn until it is replaced by your wedding ring.”

This is a father whose “jealousy” is the product of his love and commitment to His
children’s wellbeing.  The reason the movie is called “Courageous” is that it takes courage to
love our children enough to say and do whatever it takes to nurture and protect them.

Let me tell you about a real-life parent who is passionately commited to her children.
Her name is Stephanie Decker, and she lives in Henryville, Indiana.  You probably recognize
the name of that town.  It was ravaged by tornados a week ago Friday.  Stephanie was in her
house with her two children, Dominic and Reese, ages 8 and 5.  She had just gotten the
children home from school when she saw a tornado heading directly for them.  She grabbed
the children and ran to the basement.  There, she wrapped them together in a blanket and lay
on top of them to protect them from falling debris.  The house was completely destroyed, and
the first floor collapsed on top of them.  Stephanie shielded the children, and they were
uninjured.  But a steel beam fell across her legs.

                                                  
1 “Courageous,” a Tristar Pictures production, 2011.
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After the tornado had passed, Stephanie moved the beam aside and saw that her leg
was nearly severed.  Suddenly, Dominic began to scream that another tornado was headed
right for them.  So she put the children under her again, and let the steel beam back down on
her leg hoping it would stem the bleeding.  Sure enough, the second tornado hit their house.
More debris pelted her back, but the children were not harmed.

When the storm had passed, Dominic ran for help, and Reese was rescued by a
neighbor.  But they couldn’t get the mother out.  She waited a long time, bleeding and
expecting to die.  Eventually, she was freed and rushed to a hospital.  She had lost about
40% of her blood, and both her legs had to be amputated.  But she survived to be a mother to
her children.  People have been calling Stephanie Decker a hero, but she wouldn’t call
herself that.  She said, “I call myself a mom.  I love my kids.  I wanted to do anything I could
to protect them.”2

This is a jealous mother.  But her jealousy isn’t motivated by her own selfish desires.
Her jealousy is grounded in her passionate commitment to her two children whom she loves,
and for whom she wants the best.

That is what the Bible means when it calls God “jealous.”  He is the God who created
us.  He knows what we were created for, and what we are meant to be.  He is the God who
loves us and who made Himself known to us, and rescued us and delivered us and provides
for us.  And He knows the surest way for us to go astray to our ruination is to give our
devotion to false gods in place of Him.  And His Son knows that when we make of His house
anything other than a place to worship Him, the only true God, then we will go badly astray.

The witnesses that day at the temple were aghast.  They asked Jesus, “What sign can
you show us for doing this?”  Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I
will raise it up.”  Of course, they didn’t know what He was talking about.  “Are you serious?
This temple took 46 years to build!”  But we know what Jesus was saying.  He meant that His
passionate commitment to God’s will would get Him killed. He meant that He was to be
crucified and rise again from the dead on the third day.

Passionate commitment is not a polite social grace.  It has a hard edge, because the
more committed you are, and the more passionate, the less you are willing to compromise on
what you know to be the truth.  Passionate commitment offends people.  Jesus gave offense
when He threw the money changers out of the temple.  Jesus gave offense when He lashed
out at the hypocritical behavior of the religious establishment.  He gave offense when He cast
out demons.

And because passionate commitment to the truth offends people, the world has
become relativistic.  Laissez faire rules the day.

• We don’t talk about what is right and wrong these days.  We talk about people’s rights
not to be told what to do.

                                                  
2  From USA Today article, March 3, 2012.
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• We don’t say what we believe about God, because we are afraid someone might be
offended.

• Parents don’t discipline their children, because they are afraid the children won’t like
them.

• People don’t take a moral stand, because they are afraid they will be looked upon as
rigid.

We navigate so carefully to avoid giving offense.  But those swirling clouds of niceness
are not what they appear.  Evil is lurking in them.  To borrow from 1 Peter 5:8, the devil
prowls around the world like a raging tornado, seeking souls to destroy.  Isn’t it profoundly
reassuring that, brooding over those ill winds is a righteous God who is passionately
committed to His children?

Doesn’t it make you wonder what the proper response is to God’s passionate
commitment? Well there are two choices.  Either you allow God to wrap you in His blanket
and shield you from destruction, or you stand up defiantly in the wind and try to save yourself.
The reality is that we don’t have what it takes to stand up to that raging tornado.

• What we do have is a jealous Father who wants that not a single one of His children
should perish.

• And we have His Son, whom He sent to save us.

• And we have His Holy Spirit, whom He has given us to strengthen us for such a time
as this.

Turn to the Father and have no other gods before Him.  Turn to His only-begotten Son
and put your trust in Him.  Turn to the Holy Spirit, and let Him be your strength.  For He is a
jealous God.  He is a righteous God.  He is a God of love.  And He is passionately committed
to you.
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