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SERMON, 4 MARCH 2021 – EXODUS 20, JOHN 2 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we were at Theological College one of the newspapers managed to get 
hold of the phone numbers of various students, and phoned round pretending to 
do a poll on the Ten Commandments, asking us if we could list them. When 
most of us failed to reel all ten off, they did a headline about “Trainee Vicars 
don’t know the Commandments.” 

 
Let’s remind ourselves of where we are. The Law starts with relationship – “I 
am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the 
house of slavery” – they are God’s people, he is their God. He is a God of 
freedom, he is a God leading his people to the Promised Land. They are no 
longer bound the rules of the Egyptians, the rules, the punishments, that control 
any group in slavery – whether that is two thousand years before Christ, or two 
thousand years after Christ. Having been slaves, they are now offered a new 
relationship, a new way of living. 
 
A God is definite about his authority. “You shall have no other gods before me. 
You shall not make for yourself an idol” – and that matters. Do not put anything 
higher than God. Humans have been very good about arguing what that means – 
it would be fascinating to know what images were removed from St Edmund’s 
at the Reformation. I spent Wednesday evening visiting the churches of Rome 
with a National Gallery art course, looking at the stunning art. I remember 
going to Rome as a teenager and although we did all the Roman antiquity stuff, 
we didn’t do the art of the churches, my parents were chapel, and these painting, 
these images not only did nothing for them, but were a barrier between them 
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and God. Basically, God is saying worship of me is important, putting God first 
is, not just important, but vital. 1 Peter 2.9 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim 
the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness 
into his marvellous light. 

Yeah, but not today Lord. Church is shut, we don’t do zoom, the sun is shining, 
we’ve got other places to be … we’re in a pandemic, we’re shattered, etc, etc.  

 
And we continue with commandments based on the human relationship with 
God. “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, 
remember the Sabbath”. It’s over 40 years now since the Sunday Trading Laws 
were relaxed – I do wonder how much our Society has benefitted from that 
decision. Is that a reasonable question to ask, or do I just sound like a dinosaur?  
 
Four commandments about our relationship with God, then six about our 
relationship with humans – which all stems from our relationship with God. 
“Honour your father and your mother” (didn’t always find that easy), 
“You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal.” 
Simple and straightforward, unless your benefit has run out and your kids are 
hungry.  
 
“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour” – tell the truth. “You 
shall not covet your neighbour’s house; you shall not covet your neighbour’s 
wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your 
neighbour” – in other words, be content with what you have, your house, your 
car, doesn’t need to be bigger than your neighbours. We’ll gloss over the fact 
we’re told not to covet our neighbours’ male or female slaves – we might like to 
ask God why coveting is not OK, but slavery is … 
 
Then, of course, ten basic commandments get added to and added to and added 
to. You may remember the comment that 

“The Lord's Prayer has 66 words, the 10 Commandments have 179 
words, the Gettysburg address has 286 words, the EU regulations on 
the sale of cabbage has 26,911 words." 

It’s not actually true – but it was all part of the Brexit slogans. 
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This is my copy of “The Law of the Parish Church” – 256 pages. It’s actually 
the 1989 edition – no one has bothered to produce a more up-to-date version, 
everything is now online. I had an idle flick through, and ended up reading the 
bit about “The Maintenance of Order” and the duties of the churchwardens. “To 
the churchwardens belong the duty of maintaining order in the church and 
churchyard, particularly during the performance of divine service” (page 104). 
You’ll be glad to know that, even though no one had invented Zoom in 1989, it 
does say that “If the minister himself is ‘guilty of any act grossly offensive’, the 
churchwardens and even private persons may interpose to preserve the decorum 
of public worship” – so Matt has the legal authority to turn me off! (In fact there 
are pages of guidance notes about zoom and youtube and live-streaming on the 
Church of England website – so we have guidance for most eventualities).  
 
While I’m mentioning churchwardens – and you know what is coming – a 
reminder that St Edmund’s only has one, and she steps down in May. This book 
does not tell me what happens if there are no wardens, what the legal position 
is. At some point I probably need to phone the acting Archdeacon and ask him, 
but to be honest I don’t want to have to admit that a church the size of ours’ is 
unable to find anyone. I keep hoping and praying that people will step forward. 
Please do! The future has all sorts of challenges, in both churches – there is 
work to be done by us all. 
 

  El Greco, National Gallery 
Then the gospel is the cleansing of the Temple. Interesting that in John’s gospel 
it is at the start of Jesus’ ministry – which must have coloured what the temple 
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authorities thought of him through the three years of his work. In the other 
gospels, Jesus takes his whip into the temple after Palm Sunday – he enters the 
temple then to drive them out. Yet these people were there because of the Law. 
The Law laid down rules for sacrifice, what you had to do, so they were 
providing what you needed. The Law said that you couldn’t use unclean 
coinage, so you couldn’t use the Roman coins in daily circulation, you had to 
change them for temple money. All above board and legal. The Temple 
authorities, the people in charge, doing their job. 
 
But doing your job, providing what people need, making people obey the Law, 
it’s a very good vehicle for making money, benefitting from your position, 
helping your friends to get rich, increasing your power, using your power to 
your advantage, etc, etc. The Magnificat tells us that the Messiah will  

put down the mighty from their seat: and exalt the humble and meek. 

 
That’s easy to sing every Evensong, but do we really want that? When I used to 
process down the aisle in all my Cathedral finery, past the homeless chap 
keeping warm by the radiator at the back – did I really want God to put me from 
my seat and exalt him? 
 
I want a just world, I want a world where – when the courts find our politicians 
guilty – our politicians have the honour to apologise and make things right. I 
want a world where people use their wealth for the good of others, where we all 
pay our taxes, and our Society cares. Where there is a safety net if your job 
goes, your health goes. I don’t want health or welfare to be sold off so others 
can make a profit from it.  
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I am ashamed to live in a country that cuts our foreign aid to the people of the 
Yemen by 50%, while still allowing billions of pounds-worth of arms sales to 
Saudi Arabia.  
 
But I live in an evil world, and human beings do not naturally do what benefits 
others. We call it sin, and if we pretend it doesn’t exist, then we are deluding 
ourselves. The Ten Commandments, the worship of God, the work of the 
temple, the work of our churches – all this is part of God’s plan, God’s purpose 
– healing the dis-ease of sin, building God’s Kingdom. The death of Christ is 
the paying of the price for all human sin, for the sins of creation, the 
resurrection is the promise that God has triumphed. The power of love is greater 
than the power of Law, the power of God is greater than the power of Satan.  
 

 
That power gave the disciples the strength to go on. In the three years he was 
with them, and after the resurrection. That power has kept our churches 
worshipping and working for centuries – that power keeps us worshipping and 
working.  
 
If we’d had communion today, we’d have had the post-communion prayer. 
Instead, let’s end this sermon as we say it together: 
 
LAST SLIDE: 
 

Merciful Lord,  
grant your people grace to withstand the temptations  
of the world, the flesh and the devil,  
and with pure hearts and minds to follow you,  
the only God;  
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  


