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So, let’s talk, a bit, about the temple.  Both of our Gospel readings, this morning, bring forth the 

centrality of the temple in Jewish life at the time of Jesus, and both in their own ways reframe 

that role of the temple in light of the life and ministry of Jesus.  Before we get into all of that, 

however, we need to take a quick look at the story of the temple itself.  So, there’s a bit more 

history here than we often have in our Sunday messages – but bear with me for just a couple of 

minutes! 

 

The story of the temple dates back 1,000 years before the life of Jesus.  In the hundreds of years 

from the time of Moses to the time of David, the presence of God was marked in a physical way 

by the Ark of the Covenant.  This was the box built to house the stone tablets on which the 

commandments had been handed down to Moses – the ark that the priests held in the middle of 

the Jordan River as the Israelites crossed on dry land – the physical embodiment of the presence 

of God with the people of God.  And, throughout those generations from Moses to David, the ark 

generally moved from one location to the next among the people of Israel. 

 

Under the reign of David, however, when he took the city of Jerusalem and set it as the center of 

the kingdom of Israel, he had the ark moved to the city – uniting the divine monarchy and the 

presence of God into that one holy city of Jerusalem.  It’s with that move, then, that David first 

envisions the building of the temple.  In I Chronicles we are told that David spoke to the prophet 

Nathan saying, “I am living in a house of cedar, but the ark of the covenant of the Lord is under a 

tent.”  (I Chronicles 17:1)  David is thrown by the imbalance of his lavish lifestyle while God is 

still hanging out in some makeshift tent – thus the origin of the idea of the temple. 

 

David, of course, is not given that privilege.  God has other plans, and instead it is during the 

reign of Solomon, David’s son, that the temple is built.  I Kings tells us that, “In the four hundred 

eightieth year after the Israelites came out of the land of Egypt, in the fourth year of Solomon’s 

reign over Israel…he began to build the house of the Lord.”  (I Kings 6:1) 

 

So, after nearly half a century of the journeyed life of the Israelites – out of oppression, through 

the wilderness, across the Jordan, embattled in the promised land, seeking to find their footing as 

a faith and as a people – the culmination of that 5-century journey became enshrined in the 

construction of this building in which their place in the promised land, their identity as a people, 
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and the very presence of their God all came together in one place…in one house…in the temple 

of God in Jerusalem.   

 

That’s the history and identity of this building that comes up in both of our Gospel readings this 

morning.  And, it’s important to note that it wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows from there.  The 

Babylonian Exile led by Nebuchadnezzar II included the destruction of the temple in the 6th 

century BC, at which time it was rebuilt again.  Some 500 years after that, Herod the Great led 

another construction project that lasted nearly 50 years – and it’s that project that we hear 

mentioned in our reading, this morning, from John 2. 

 

When we read this passage from John 2, we get one of those classic moments in which the 

people just don’t get it.  There’s a lot to be said about the manner in which Jesus comes at this 

confrontation.  The changing tables…the treating of the temple as a marketplace…the seemingly 

violent nature of this exchange…these are all things that can lead to all sorts of conversation and 

reflection.  I want to set all of that aside today, however, because it’s really that final exchange 

that speaks to where we are today, and where we are headed in the coming weeks. 

 

“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”  You can almost imagine the people 

scoffing and laughing as Jesus makes this claim.  They look around at this miraculous feat of 

modern architecture that, even with the resources and power of Herod the Great, had been under 

construction for 46 years, and here’s this simple son of a carpenter who thinks he’s going to 

build it in 3 days.  You can imagine how they’d be unable to hold back their laughter and ridicule 

in the face of such an absurd claim.  All the while, of course, they miss the point.  It’s not that 

temple that will be knocked down.  And, it’s not that temple that will be rebuilt.  It is the new 

temple – the temple that is Christ himself – that will take its place at the center of the life of the 

people of God. 

 

Jesus makes a similar claim in Matthew 12.  “I tell you,” Jesus says to the Pharisees, “something 

greater than the temple is here.”  As many of you know, today marks the beginning of a 9-week 

series that we are calling, “A Summer of Sabbath and Song.”  There are three primary exchanges 

about the sabbath that emerge in the ministry of Jesus.  There’s this one here in Matthew 12, 

another in Luke 6, and a third in John 5.  In those exchanges, however, Jesus offers a number of 

different perspectives and responses to questions and challenges he receives in regard to his 

adherence (or lack thereof) to Sabbath principles.  So, mixed in with that handful of hymn-sings 

(and I’m going to put in another plug to seek some requests from you all, because I’ve only 

received a few), we will spend 6 of the next 9 weeks on this concept of the sabbath and, more 

specifically, the manner in which Jesus reframes the sabbath in light of that which is unfolding in 

and through him. 

 

For today, however, we focus on that one line, “I tell you, something greater than the temple is 

here.”  In the context of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, last week we talked about what had 

happened to the Law at the time of Jesus – my suggestion that the Law had increasingly become 

about adhering to the Law and less and less about using the wisdom and guidance of the law to 

grow closer to God.  This exchange in Matthew, I would argue, is a place where we see that play 

out.  Jesus and the disciples are out preaching and serving on the sabbath, and the disciples are 

hungry.  They pluck a couple of heads of grain to eat, and Jesus is immediately challenged by 
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those rule-followers because the disciples have now ‘worked’ on the sabbath.  Now, some of 

Jesus’ response is going to come back around into this series in the weeks ahead, but after talking 

a bit about David, Jesus turns his attention to temple officials, points out that they break the 

sabbath regularly, and then says, “Something greater than the temple is here!” 

 

In other words, to those so focused on the rules of the road and the delineation of the law, Jesus 

responds back and says, ‘There’s something so much more important going on here…there’s 

something so much bigger than those rules…there’s something so much more important than 

sabbath regulation…there’s something so much greater than the temple…’  And, what is that?  

Of course, it’s him.  Jesus is the thing that’s greater than the temple.  In fact, if we harken back to 

our reflections on our reading from John, Jesus really states that he is the temple.  To a people so 

worried about rule and regulation – to a community so devoted to that physical place as the 

center of their lives – Jesus says, ‘There’s something so much bigger than all of that.’  And, that 

something is him! 

 

So, put all of this together.  Remember that history with which we started and the role of the 

temple in the life of the people.  The temple was the place in which their history, their future, 

their identity and their faith had all come together in place.     

• The temple was the center point – the focus – of their lives as individuals and as a 

community. 

• The temple was the place in which they grounded their identity as individuals and in 

which they grounded their identity as a people. 

• The temple was the place in which they could rejoice in God’s providential work in their 

history and the place that inspired within them the hope of that which God had still yet to 

do. 

• And the temple was the place where they came, and sought, and found the very presence 

of God among them. 

 

Just consider all of the things that the temple was to those people of that time, and then consider 

that Jesus is turning to them and saying, ‘That’s me!’ 

• ‘I am the one to be the center point – the focus – of your lives as individuals and as a 

community.’ 

• ‘I am the one in which you can ground your identity as individuals and as a people.’ 

• ‘I am the one that points to the providential work of God throughout your lives lived and 

the one who points to all that God has yet to do.’ 

• ‘I am the one to whom you come to seek and find the very presence of God among you.’ 

 

After 500 years of God’s hope and presence being encased in the Ark of the Covenant, and 1,000 

more of the same being enshrined in the temple as the heart of the life of the people of God, 

Jesus claims his role as the new temple – the new focal point – the new heart of the life of the 

people of God.  After 1,500 years of people looking to their creations as the embodiment of God, 

it is God incarnate, in the form of Jesus, that claims that role in their lives, and in the lives of 

each and everyone one of God’s children who have followed.  The rules still matter.  That 

sabbath still matters.  And, there is no doubt that we will cycle back around to those truths once 

again.  All of that pales, however, in the face of the fundamental conviction that HE is the new 

temple – that he is OUR temple.   
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• He is the one to be our center point.   

• He is the one in which we claim identity as individuals and as a people. 

• He is the one in whom we see the miracles of our past and the promise of our future. 

• And, today…tomorrow…always, he is the one in whom we seek and we find the very 

presence of God among us. 


