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Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, the almighty. Good morning,
church.
Let us pray:

“Have mercy on us, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great
compassion blot out our transgressions. Wash away all our iniquity and cleanse us
from our sin. For we know our transgressions, and our sin is always right there before
us. Against you, you only, have we sinned and done what is evil in your sight; so you
are right in your verdict and justified when you judge. Surely, we were sinful at birth,
sinful from the time our mothers conceived us. Yet you desired faithfulness even in the
womb; you taught us wisdom in that secret place.
Cleanse us with herbs and oils, and we will be clean; wash us, pour over us and we will
be whiter than snow. Let us hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed
rejoice. Hide your face from our sins and blot out all our iniquity.
Create in us a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within all of us.”
This is our prayer today, in anticipation of all that Jesus is about to do with us and for
us. Amen. (Psalm 51 paraphrased)
Seven Days and counting. From triumphal entry to empty tomb, we are on a journey
with Jesus over the coming weeks of Lent diving headfirst and into a deep
understanding of Jesus’ last 7 days of his life and the impact that it has on us even
today.
Throughout lent, we are exploring one day at a time, the last days of Jesus’ journey with
us. What happened, why did it happen the way that it did? Was it all part of a plan, was
it all leading to his death? Why is it important, and why should we spend so long?
One of the ideas that we expressed along our journey of preparing for this sermon
series is that quite often in the church, the last days of Jesus life are often the thing that
we neglect the most - and yet it has a lasting impact on our lives. Pastor Dennis
mentioned last week in his sermon in the traditional service that as much as 1/3 of the
Gospel of Matthew, 1/3 of Mark, 1/4 of Luke and as much as 1/2 of the Gospel of John
focus on the last week of Jesus’ life. What is even more amazing, if you begin to dive
into the Gospel of John 13-19 – is that it’s actually focusing on one day.
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Yet - quite often in the church when we boil it all down to one week between what we
traditionally call Palm Sunday and then come back on Easter - we tend to focus on the
grand entrance into the city and the even grander exit from the tomb. By doing so, we
lose some of the most powerful words from the Gospels and miss a beautiful
opportunity to study God’s word and truth more deeply and hear the true impact that
one week really had on our lives.
Seven Days and Counting. Seven days really changes our lives. God’s glorious
unfolding of our salvation story is taking place right before our eyes and we are
witnesses to it all. Last week we spoke about this entire week. If you remember, I said
that it was God revealing and unveiling his redemptive plan through the life, suffering,
death and resurrection of Jesus.
This week was God’s plan all along. And from Sunday into Monday, slowly the mood
begins to change. On Sunday, there were shouts of Hosanna. Monday the tension
begins to build.
Some would point to Monday being a turning point. Albeit, one of many turning points,
but this one was a turning point for Jesus. Some would say that this was the single
most violent act or aggressive act that Jesus ever performed. We might not get that
sense or that full evocative anger from the Gospel of Luke, but the story of the cleansing
of the temple offers us some insight into who and what he was moving out of the temple
courts and even goes as far as saying that Jesus turned over a few tables along the
way.
Some might not like the aggressive nature, so you might look upon the whole act as
Jesus simply reminding people of what this whole temple was about. He ushered
people out. The image of ushering a child out of a toy section - you nudge them; you
push them along the way in spite of complaints and the objections.
Yet it's hard to dismiss the fact that Jesus drove out those who were selling their wares
and holding foreign currency exchanges for those who were coming from great
distances. The scribes and the Pharisees had turned the place into an establishment of
selling and trading. The smell of the temple was not the fragrance of incense, but the
reek of cattle. The so-called worshippers were not there for prayer and reflection, but to
hawk their wares.
The Gospel of John doesn’t paint an idyllic picture of the story that we read today in
Luke. We read in John, that in the temple, he found men selling cattle, sheep and
doves, and others sitting at tables. Some made whips out of cords, and drove all of
them from the temple area, the sheep and cattle along with them. He scatters the coins
of the moneychanger and overturns tables.
“My house will be a house of prayer, but you have made it a den of robbers.”
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There are so many images that come to mind and especially for Jesus. Along the way
as he is preparing his life for this grand redemptive act, there are so many images that
come to mind for Jesus. It’s like this story of blessing and sin, cleansing and corruption,
covenant making and covenant breaking, relationship building and relationships ending
- keeps playing on repeat over and over again. It's as if the ancient story of God’s
prophetic word is all just deja vu.
And so it is that Jesus goes back into his message vault and remembers a message
that bears repeating. In the prophet Jeremiah in the 7th chapter, the story goes that a
message was delivered for those whose religious practices were not exactly leading
them into a life of righteousness and so the prophet spoke. The temple of Solomon had
become corrupt and false religion and worship was taking shape in the lives of those
who were followers of God. And the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah calling for
repentance, a reformation of sorts. It was a call to obedience. It was a call for us to
place God above all things, to return to God and to return his house to a house of
prayer. Return to me. Walk in my obedience.
I think it’s safe to say in a place like this that when it comes to cleaning or cleaning up, I
tend to get “in a mood.” I don’t know why or what happens, but sometimes I will let stuff
build up or sit around or come together in piles, until a frustration point boils up within
me and I start to clean up.
My desk is probably a good, small-scale picture of what I mean. I might have a week
like this past week where I come back into my office and just begin to pile things up on
my desk. I get to the point when the desk and all of its clutter prevents me from thinking
clearly and thinking straight. And then it will hit me that things are starting to get out of
hand and I just have to spend time putting things away and throwing things out,
recycling things - until my desk is put back into order.
But the house is probably the other image that is less glamorous. My girls might even
remark - watch out, Dad’s in one of his moods. I can’t say that I’ve ever made a whip of
cords, but I have been known to suggest throwing things out to the screams of horror in
the house. Family members rushing to protect that which they wish to save from the
clutches of the recycling bin or worse yet - the 30 gallon trash bag that is getting more
and more full. It’s in those times when I’m in a mood that I live by the adage, “when in
doubt - throw it out.”
I think you could make a pretty clear line between the clutter in your room or in your den
with the clutter that we place in our spiritual lives and even in our worship of God. We
place so many non-essentials in our lives that sometimes it takes a cleansing or a
purging, an overturning. So many things interfere and get in the way of God’s provision
in our lives because we worship our own Baal god’s and believe that the things of the
earth will provide more and better than the one that we confess to believe in.
Psalm 51 is a wonderful hymn of repentance and call for us to enter into time of turning
during lent and even in this week when we remember Jesus cleansing the temple. It is
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a reminder of our sinful nature and a call to be made clean. The psalm was written after
David had corrupted his own life in the adulterous act with Bathsheba and he was
repenting for his wayward life.
Create in me a clean heart, O God. The images that run throughout the entire scripture
call for a deep clean - a move to faithfulness - a removing of barriers to a full and
complete understanding of God. A pure cleansing that will make you whiter than snow.
During Lent - we move into a greater awareness of the things that we need to remove
from our lives and to place ourselves into that place of wholeness. When we repent,
when we turn, when we are ready and receptive because there aren’t the distractions in
our lives - it leaves room for Jesus and his teaching.
In fact - that’s really what Jesus was doing when he removed the barriers to worship in
the temple. Jesus was preparing the way for many of the things that came after in that
week - and much of it was his teaching. So removing things, cleansing things, changing
our lives and moving closer to Jesus allows us to be more receptive to Jesus and his
teaching.
When we remove the barriers and when we strip away the unnecessary - we are able to
ascend the holy mountain of God - to worship God, to give praises to God and to offer
him only our best. When our delight is in Jesus and not the trappings of this world - we
are able to reorient ourselves to the beauty of God in our midst through prayer and
praise.
I love the words from Psalm 24 when it asks - who may ascend the holy mountain of the
Lord? Who may stand in his holy place? The one who has clean hands and a pure
heart, who does not trust in an idol or swear by a false god.”
Last week, as I was leaving - I was asked about fasting and simply removing things
from our lives. The question was “what do we replace it with.” So my example and I
think it bears sharing was that during Lent - I am giving up Facebook and Twitter. And I
have to tell you - there are times when it is driving me nuts. But I decided to give it up
because I realized a few weeks ago just how it was consuming me and how angry I was
becoming because of it.
So I’m giving up Facebook and Twitter - what does that do? Well it leaves room for me
to do other things for one. I’m reading the paper rather than news in 140 characters.
I’m more present with my family. I’m enjoying things like crosswords and reading
magazines. But more importantly, I’m studying more and praying more and allowing
room for the Spirit of God to move in my life.
So you don’t just fast or remove - but you also add more of what matters. Jesus
removed the clutter and the noise - to allow room for more of God’s teaching and spirit
to move.
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I love that old story that many of you have probably heard before. A professor stood
before his class one day with a very large jar. In the jar, he began to place some very
large rocks. When the rocks reached the rim of the jar, he asked the class if the jar was
full. Some of the class indeed thought the jar was full.
And so the professor began to place smaller pebbles into the jar. He shook the jar as
the pebbles began to fall down between the stones, and he gradually filled it in until the
pebbles reached the rim of the jar. One again, he asked the class if the jar was full.
Some of the students were coming to some conclusions, but many of them said - yes indeed it had to be full.
This time, the professor began to add sand to the large stones and the pebbles that
filled the jar, and gradually the smaller grains began to filter their way down through the
stones and the pebbles and increase the contents of the jar. Until the sand reached the
rim of the jar.
Now, depending upon the version of the story - you might have heard that this was
where the professor made the point. But I have also heard it said that the professor
then slowly poured water into the jar and the water filtered its way into the sand and
through the pebbles and into the voids of all the rocks in the jar. The Jar was now full.
But consider what might happen if you were to reverse the story and try it the other way
around? What if you filled an empty jar with water? The jar would indeed be full and
there would be no room for anything else.
And so it was that the professor asked the class, “What’s the point of the story?” One
eager beaver raised his hand and said, "The point is, no matter how full your schedule
is, if you try really hard, you can always fit some more things into it!"
"No," the professor replied, "that's not the point. The truth this illustration teaches us is
this: If you don't put the big rocks in first, you'll never get them in at all.”
That’s a really good illustration, right?
NO! Sure It’s really good if you are talking about getting things in perspective, and
getting things into your life in the right order. But I think it plays into the lie that there is
always more that we can fit in. So just, put it in order.
I have another idea! What if we start with the Water!
Start by emptying everything in your life, cleansing, cleaning, recycling, getting rid of the
things that prevent us from coming to the father. What if we really do start off with the
living water that gives life and put that into our lives FIRST. Then start putting the other
things in. Sure the water will spill out - but isn’t that what we want? Start putting the
water in and then allow that water to spill out as you put things in and it starts to splash
out onto the others in your life.
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Maybe that’s the order that we need to place things. And maybe that’s what upset the
religious leaders of the day.
So what are you filling your life with that leaves no room for Jesus? What do you need
to add more of in your life so that other things can fit in?
This week, we open ourselves to the Spirit of the one who comes to redeem us and to
fill us with his grace.
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