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TEXT: 1 Corinthians 1:25 “For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s
weakness is stronger than human strength.” 
PURPOSE: To invite us to embrace a faith centered not in institutions, but in Christ crucified, and
to participate in God’s (apparently) foolish ways to save the world. 
______________________________________________________________________________

Jesus apparently had no interest in good public relations.  Instead of starting
his ministry by getting some business cards printed and making get-acquainted
appointments with the religious leaders, he disrupted temple business on one of the
busiest days of the year.  Instead of lodging a formal complaint regarding the
practices of exchanging money and selling sacrificial animals, his one-man assault
on these essential activities probably suspended temple business for the rest of that
day.  Furthermore, John’s Gospel locates Jesus’ disruption of temple activity right at
the beginning of his public ministry, not near the end of it, as recalled in the other
three gospels.  You don’t need the services of a public relations consultant to realize
that this is no way to make a good first impression.  

Let me put the money-changing and animal sales in context.  The official
coinage of the Roman empire bore the images of emperors.  Jews considered those
images to be contrary to the commandment forbidding graven images.  They had to
use Roman money for daily commerce, but they couldn’t use it to pay the temple
tax.  The money changing which took place in the outer area of the temple kept
those offensive images outside the holy place, while at the same time enabling Jews
to fulfill their religious obligations. 

Animal sacrifice was the core activity of Israelite worship.  Look it up in the
Book of Leviticus. Various animal sacrifices had various purposes: thanksgiving,
the birth of a child, forgiveness of sins.  The great feast of Passover, which was
taking place when Jesus did his thing, was a pilgrimage event when, along with the
Passover celebrations, devout Jews could catch up on their sacrificial obligations. 
People could have brought their own animals for sacrifice, but it was much more
convenient to purchase a pre-approved animal in Jerusalem.  So the purpose of the
moneychanging and animal sales was to make it easier for people to fulfill their
religious obligations.  Even so, the scene must have resembled a cross between a
state fair and a casino.  Some interpreters suggest that these transactions were rife
with corruption.  Clearly, John’s version of the incident depicts Jesus as confronting
the system itself, not any alleged abuses of it.  

It’s easy for us to take Jesus’ side in this incident.  After all, it was Jesus who
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imagined the day when true worshipers would worship God “in spirit and in truth.”
(John 4:23)  Such worship would have no need for sacrificial animals; nor any need
for special religious currency.   It only required faithful people gathered to praise
God and learn God’s ways.  I suppose it wouldn’t be nearly as easy for us to take
Jesus’ side if it was our business he was disrupting.  Imagine how we’d feel if a
radical religious reformer busted up our Summer Fair on the grounds “his father’s
house should not be a marketplace” – that’s what Jesus said about the business
taking place at the temple.  If Jesus wanted to be taken seriously as the fulfillment of
Israel’s hope for the Messiah to come and assert God’s reign, his disruption of the
temple’s business was about as wrongheaded and downright foolish as anyone
could imagine. Why would he kick off his public ministry by being so antagonistic
to the accepted religious practices of his day?  

We don’t have a record of Jesus explaining his behavior.  John wrote that his
disciples understood what he did as an expression of zeal, recalling a verse from a
Psalm which acknowledged that “zeal for your house will consume me.”  (Psalm
69:9)  No doubt what Jesus did that day expressed intense zeal.   But we know that
zealousness usually does more to inflame opposition than it promotes
accomplishing its goals, whatever they might be.    I’m sure the moneychangers and
animal sellers just cleaned up the mess, increased security around the temple, and
went back to doing business the very next day.  

It’s the apostle Paul who offers the best explanation for what Jesus did at the
temple without referencing that particular action.  Writing to the church in the
Greek city of Corinth, Paul spoke of “God’s foolishness,” not human wisdom, as
the way God accomplishes the salvation of the world.  “Since the world did not
know God through wisdom,” he wrote,  “God decided, through the foolishness of
our proclamation, to save those who believe.”  (1 Corinthians 1:21)   In other words,
since the world did not, and indeed could not, grasp what God was up to using
worldly wisdom, God decided to use what looked ridiculous to the world to invite
people to receive the salvation God offers.  

Our proclamation continues to be foolish.  You could go so far as to say that,
if our proclamation isn’t foolish, if it presents a faith which can be reasonably
explained, if it is calm and rational and non-confrontational, then it isn’t the gospel
of Jesus and him crucified.   Here’s the core of our foolish proclamation: we believe
that God’s plan to save the world from its self-destructive inclination involves
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sending his Son as an ordinary human being (not a superhero), who would be
rejected by his own people and executed as a disturber of the imperial peace of
Rome and a threat to official religion.  Put it that way, it really does sound utterly
foolish.  Paul agrees: “we proclaim Christ crucified,” he wrote,  scandalous to Jesus,
foolishness to the Gentiles, but a perfect demonstration of God’s wisdom and power
to anyone who dares to believe it.   

In our time, as in many times since the days when Jesus walked this earth, it
remains tempting to accommodate Christian faith to prevailing wisdom.  Often
throughout the history of Christ’s Church, the Church adopted the values of the
prevailing culture even to the point of ‘baptizing’ cultural norms and behaviors, and
consequently benefitted from their allegiance with the prevailing powers.  Think of
the German Church’s allegiance with Nazism and the churches of the American
South justifying the enslaving of Africans.  Often in the recent history of Christ’s
Church, Christians have repackaged Christianity as a collection of recommendations
for doing good and getting along.   We put a safe distance between our life and the
scandal of the cross.  The cross gets cleaned up and turned into jewelry.  Rather than
insisting that following Jesus involves us taking up our own cross, churches avoid
any idea that belonging requires commitment.  Rather than cultivating communities
of faith which look foolish to people on the outside looking in, churches invest in
developing slick websites, installing a coffee bar in their lobbies, and replacing
pews with comfortable theater-style seating.  And rather than risk upsetting some of
our members, we are cautious when it comes to speaking prophetically about
controversial issues like systemic racism and immigration, like climate change and
conspiracy theories.  It seem like our actual practice – and by “our” I mean lots of
churches, not this church in particular – aligns us more with the temple authorities
and their commitments to the status quo than to the disruptive Jesus.  

So where does this leave us?  It leaves us very much in need of grace.  It
leaves us needing to courageously explore in community the extent to which our
live together is near to, or far from, the cross.  It finds us in the season of Lent,
which, more than anything, is the season designed to ready us for resurrection. 
Resurrection, after all, is the most foolish of disruptions.  The ways of our world are
infused with the twin powers of sin and death.  Resurrection completely disrupts
those powers.  Resurrection is the totally unexpected newness which transforms
those who believe in it from the inside out.  Here’s something I learned 
from reading a commentary on the story of Jesus cleansing the temple: this story has
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long been taken as symbolic of the purification which candidates for baptism were
required to undergo.1  Up until a few centuries ago, the only time Christians were
baptized was on the night before Easter.  Baptizing at that time connected the
baptized person’s dying and rising to new life with Christ’s death and resurrection. 
And the cleansing which baptismal candidates underwent in Lent was designed to
get rid of any behaviors or beliefs which got between the believer and Jesus.  

But experiencing resurrection has never been just for individual believers. 
The wonderful contemporary hymn composer Fred Pratt Green wrote this lyric:
 “The church of Christ in every age, beset by change but Spirit led, 

must claim and test its heritage, and keep on rising from the dead.”2  
We are not just the church of Jesus Christ; we are the Body of Christ, his life alive
in the world.  Remember, when the authorities asked him what authority he had for
disrupting the temple business, he said, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I
will raise it up.”  No one could figure out what he meant, but John told his readers
that Jesus was speaking of the temple of his body.  The deep intent of this story is to
shift the focus of faith from the temple, from religious obligations, to him, to the
temple of his body, crucified and raised to new life. 

Jesus still wants his body to be raised up.  Jesus still wants his church to
embody the foolish disruptiveness of resurrection.  Jesus still wants his church to be
raised to astounding newness.  If we are stuck in whatever moneychanging and
animal sales looks like in our time, we can expect Jesus to cleanse his church of
whatever we concoct which gets between us and Jesus.  If we are promoting a
crosssless Christianity, a feel-good, low commitment religion grounded in worldly
wisdom, we can expect him to play the fool in our midst.  But if we risk coming
close to the cross, if we embrace God’s foolishness, wiser than human wisdom, and
embody God’s weakness, stronger than human strength, we will, as individuals and
as a community, participate in the astounding newness of resurrected life.  

1Sloyan, Gerard, John, in the Interpretation series.  Jon Knox Press, Atlanta, 1988. P. 39

2Green, Fred Pratt, “The Church of Christ in Every Age, Hope Publishing Co, © 1971.  In Worship and
Rejoice, p. 623.


