
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Third Sunday in Lent

Year B

RCL

Exodus 20:1-17
Psalm 19
John 2:13-22

Almighty God, you know that we have no power in 

ourselves to help ourselves: Keep us both outwardly in 

our bodies and inwardly in our souls, that we may be 

defended from all adversities which may happen to the 

body, and from all evil thoughts which may assault and 

hurt the soul; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives 

and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for 

ever and ever. Amen.

1



Exodus 20:1-17

• Then God spoke all these words: 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.

• You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in 

the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that

is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under 

the earth. You shall not bow down to them or wor-

ship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous 

God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, 

to the third and the fourth generation of those who 

reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thou-

sandth generation of those who love me and keep 

my commandments.

• You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the
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LORD your God, for the LORD will not acquit 

anyone who misuses his name.

• Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six 

days you shall labor and do all your work. But the 

seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; 

you shall not do any work-- you, your son or your 

daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock,

or the alien resident in your towns. For in six days 

the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all 

that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore

the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated 

it.

• Honor your father and your mother, so that your 

days may be long in the land that the LORD your 

God is giving you.

• You shall not murder.
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• You shall not commit adultery.

• You shall not steal.

• You shall not bear false witness against your neigh-

bor.

• You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you 

shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or fe-

male slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that be-

longs to your neighbor.
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Psalm 19 Page 606, BCP

Caeli enarrant

1 The heavens declare the glory of God, 
and the firmament shows his handiwork.

2 One day tells its tale to another, 
and one night imparts knowledge to another.

3 Although they have no words or language, 
and their voices are not heard,

4 Their sound has gone out into all lands, 
and their message to the ends of the world.

5 In the deep has he set a pavilion for the sun; 
it comes forth like a bridegroom out of his chamber;
it rejoices like a champion to run its course.

6 It goes forth from the uttermost edge of the heavens
and runs about to the end of it again; 
nothing is hidden from its burning heat.

7 The law of the LORD is perfect
and revives the soul; 
the testimony of the LORD is sure
and gives wisdom to the innocent.

8 The statutes of the LORD are just
and rejoice the heart; 
the commandment of the LORD is clear
and gives light to the eyes.

9 The fear of the LORD is clean
and endures for ever; 
the judgments of the LORD are true
and righteous altogether.

10 More to be desired are they than gold,
more than much fine gold, 
sweeter far than honey,
than honey in the comb.

11 By them also is your servant enlightened, 
and in keeping them there is great reward.
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12 Who can tell how often he offends? 
cleanse me from my secret faults.

13 Above all, keep your servant from presumptuous sins;
let them not get dominion over me; 
then shall I be whole and sound,
and innocent of a great offense.

14 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be acceptable in your sight, 
O LORD, my strength and my redeemer.
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1 Corinthians 1:18-25

The message about the cross is foolishness to those 

who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is 

the power of God. For it is written,

“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the dis-

cernment of the discerning I will thwart.”

Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? 

Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made 

foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wis-

dom of God, the world did not know God through wis-

dom, God decided, through the foolishness of our 

proclamation, to save those who believe. For Jews de-

mand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim

Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolish-

ness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both 

Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wis-
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dom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human

wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human 

strength.
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John 2:13-22

The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up 

to Jerusalem. In the temple he found people selling cat-

tle, sheep, and doves, and the money changers seated at 

their tables. Making a whip of cords, he drove all of 

them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle. 

He also poured out the coins of the money changers and

overturned their tables. He told those who were selling 

the doves, “Take these things out of here! Stop making 

my Father’s house a marketplace!” His disciples re-

membered that it was written, “Zeal for your house will 

consume me.” The Jews then said to him, “What sign 

can you show us for doing this?” Jesus answered them, 

“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it 

up.” The Jews then said, “This temple has been under 

construction for forty-six years, and will you raise it up 
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in three days?” But he was speaking of the temple of his

body. After he was raised from the dead, his disciples 

remembered that he had said this; and they believed the 

scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken.
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SERMON

My cell phone has a Global Positioning System app 

that can locate me anywhere on the face of the earth to 

within a few feet. I'm a bit creeped out about that but I 

have to admit that it's handy. If you want to get some-

where, the most important first question is where you 

are now. If you don't know that, you're not likely to get 

to where you want to be. The GPS app on my phone an-

swers that first question for me.

It's the Third Sunday in Lent, and Lent is the time in 

which the church takes stock of where we are, so we 

can make corrections if we have drifted from the right 

course. For Christians, that right course is toward the 

cross, so Lent is our time to consult our CPS app – our 

Cross Positioning System. Unless we know where we 

are, we can't possibly find our way forward.

Last Sunday, we spoke a bit about what I see as the 
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contemporary efforts to “dumb down” our faith tradi-

tion so that it fits nicely into the vision of the world and 

thereby causes no one any discomfort. My reading of 

history is that you can’t “tame” the Gospel in that way. 

The Gospel is uncompromising, and our church teach-

ing is designed to allow us to understand and follow our

church's understanding of the Gospel rather than some 

convenient variant of it.

 It's important to acknowledge that all churches do not

read from the same page. The issue of faith, in particu-

lar, is understood differently by different churches. In 

that connection, we spoke a bit about Paul’s letter to the

Romans last week.

The promise that he would inherit the world 
did not come to Abraham or to his descendants
through the law but through the righteousness 
of faith. If it is the adherents of the law who 
are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise
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is void. For the law brings wrath; but where 
there is no law, neither is there violation.

In that little paragraph, Paul sets out an essential theo-

logical issue that is with us to this very day. Are we to 

live law-full lives or faith-full lives? Many would say 

that God set out what is required of us in the Ten Com-

mandments. The Presbyterian Church counts its begin-

nings within the Reformed Tradition, and the Reformed

Tradition sees things very differently.

The story of the Reformed Tradition is historically 

fascinating, intellectually challenging, and virtually ig-

nored today by everyone but clergy. A full discussion 

of the Reformed Tradition is better suited to a discus-

sion or study group than to a sermon, so we'll leave that

for another time. The principles toward which our CPS 

app is leading us are what we should focus on today. 

The first of these principles is the place of God in re-
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lation to each of us. You may know the African Ameri-

can Spiritual, “Sinner Man”, which goes:

Oh, sinner man, where you gonna run to?
Oh, sinner man, where you gonna run to?
Oh, sinner man, where you gonna run to, all 
on that day.

Run to the rock. Rock won't you hide me?
Run to the rock. Rock won't you hide me?
Run to the rock. Rock won't you hide me, all 
on that day.

It goes on like that as the sinner man tries, unsuccess-

fully, to find someplace to hide from God. The first 

principle of our Reformed Tradition is this: In every 

moment of our lives we are in the presence of the living

God. “In life and in death we belong to God1”, as our 

Brief Statement of Faith puts it. We are never beyond 

God’s purview and never beyond God’s grace. Since 

we are in the presence of God every moment of our 

1 From A Brief Statement of Faith (10:1, line 1)
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lives, our task is to live as persons of faith every mo-

ment of our lives. The Reformed Tradition speaks of

• sola gratia “By grace alone”. The basis for Chris-
tian salvation is solely the grace of God and not any
human achievement. It is God’s initiative and ac-
tion which is the agent of salvation.

• sola fide “By faith alone”. Justification of the sinner
(salvation) comes only to those who have faith and 
is not achieved through any “good works.”

• sola scriptura “Scripture alone”. The church’s au-
thority is only the Holy Scriptures and not ecclesi-
astical traditions or human opinions. 

The basis for Christian salvation is solely the grace of 

God and not a reward for any human achievement. It 

comes in consequence of the gift of faith, and is not 

achieved through any good works. The church’s author-

ity comes only from the Holy Scriptures and not eccle-

siastical traditions or human opinions. Being a person 

of faith means acting faith-fully within God's grace, as 
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instructed by Holy Scripture.

That's a tough sell. I'd bet that if you put those three 

principles to a random group of people you meet, you'd 

get a lot of push-back. My fear is that the dumbing 

down of the Gospel I spoke of has been so successful 

that the common understanding of the Good News to-

day is something like the contracts I learned about in 

first year law school. If you do this, then I'm bound to 

do that. If you do the right things in your life, God has 

to let you go to heaven when you die and if you don't, 

you are going to get yours, so you better be good. 

Reformed theology resists the urge to control
God (as if we could) or to box God in. Any 
attempt to tame God, to define God accord-
ing to humanity’s finite knowledge and de-
sires, is idolatry and must be repudiated.

If we claim to know God completely, if we 
claim that our understanding of God is the 
right one and all others are wrong, then we 

6



have created our own idol. Likewise, if we 
worship money, or if we worship fear—being
afraid to speak out, for example—then 
working for justice will not be on our agen-
da. If we worship God, then we must work to
bring about justice in the world.2

That's why we need to check our CPS during Lent. 

We need to know where we are. But that said, why in 

the world would we want to turn toward the Cross? 

Didn’t Jesus do it all as the bumper stickers say? It 

doesn't seem to make any sense, but in Lent we are to 

correct our course toward the cross. Seems foolish, yet 

Paul wrote candidly to the Corinthian church that:

The message about the cross is foolishness to 
those who are perishing, but to us who are be-
ing saved it is the power of God. For it is writ-
ten, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and
the discernment of the discerning I will 
thwart.” Where is the one who is wise? Where 
is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? 

2 https://www.pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/youngwomen/pdfs/nnpcw_reformedtradition.pdf
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Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the 
world?

If, as Paul pointed out, the followers of the law were 

to inherit the Kingdom, if all that matters is that we live 

law-full lives instead of faith-full lives, then we’re pret-

ty much at a loss to understand Jesus’ actions.

In the temple he found people selling cattle, 
sheep, and doves, and the money changers 
seated at their tables. Making a whip of cords, 
he drove all of them out of the temple, both the
sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the 
coins of the money changers and overturned 
their tables. He told those who were selling the
doves, “Take these things out of here! Stop 
making my Father’s house a marketplace!” 

That doesn’t sound lawful to me, and indeed, those 

witnessing these actions were pretty upset as well.

The Jews then said to him, “What sign can you
show us for doing this?” 

The ex-cop in me starts thinking about handcuffs, too.
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That’s pretty disruptive. AND he’s armed! Those who 

seek a non-disruptive faith which only follows the law 

and never confronts the evil we encounter in the world 

are going to be pressed to explain Jesus’ actions.

Lent is our time to evaluate our actions in light of the 

Scriptures. Lent is our time to remind ourselves that our

salvation arises from God’s grace. In place of the calls 

we hear from time to time to make an idol of the Ten 

Commandments at which we might worship a law-full 

life, I’d suggest cultivating a faith-full life by keeping a 

note in your pocket containing the words of Micah

He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
   and what does the Lord require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
   and to walk humbly with your God? 

AMEN
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BENEDICTION

With thanks to my friend, Rev. Lauri Clark Strait, I'd 

offer these words from Fr. Richard Rohr:

We worshiped Jesus instead of following 
Him on his same path.

We made Jesus into a mere religion instead 
of a journey toward union with God and ev-
erything else.

This shift made us into a religion of “belong-
ing and believing” instead of a religion of 
transformation.3

Our CPS leads us toward union with God and every-

thing else. Those of us called to the task are to proceed 

faith-fully within God’s Grace, as directed by Holy 

Scripture. Let’s keep that in mind during Lent.

3 Richard Rohr, O.F.M. is a Franciscan friar ordained to the priesthood in the Roman Catholic Church in 1970
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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