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The Word of the Lord from John 2:17: “His disciples remembered that it is written, ‘Zeal for Your 
house will consume Me.” This is the Word of the Lord.  

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. The Zealous Savior 

Godly zeal is a good thing: it is the desire to please God by keeping His commandments. You can 

keep His commandments without a desire to please Him—you can do it grudgingly and resentfully 
instead. Grudging obedience says, “I’m doing this because I have to.” Godly zeal says, “I’m doing this 

because I can, because I get to—because I’m free to.” Such zeal is a fruit of faith: it’s the outlook of the 
one who knows he’s been set free from sin that kills, who understands the price Christ paid for his 

redemption. Grudging obedience is, well, it’s the labor of the old sinful nature at work to get you to 

resent God and leave Him behind.  
 

Our Old Testament lesson gives us the Ten Commandments, God’s holy Law summed up in brief; 
and when you read through the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20, never overlook the verse that comes 

right before them. The Lord begins by saying, "I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Exodus 20:2). Before God gives the Ten Commandments, He 

reminds the Israelites that they are already His people because He has made it so. He doesn’t give the 

Ten Commandments so that they can earn the right to be His people eventually. They already are. Here, 
God is acting like a parent. If you’re a parent, you don’t give rules to your kids and say, “If you keep 

these rules, then you can be my children.” You say, “You’re my kids, and I want you to be safe. I want to 
keep you as my kids, so here’s what you do so that you stay alive and in the family.”  

 

So it is with the Ten Commandments. The Lord declares, “I’ve already made you My people. 
You’re already My kids, but the devil, the world around you and your own sinful flesh are going to do 

their utmost to make you dump the family and run away. You’re always in danger of that, so keep these 
commandments to stay safe and sound in the family, because I want to keep you as My children.” 

 

That’s what God says, but a lot of sinful ears aren’t going to hear it that way. Some will hear it 
with ears of faith. They’ll say, “Look at what God has already done for us! He’s made us His people and 

He’s delivered us from slavery and death in Egypt. He’s taking us to the Promised Land of our 
inheritance, and now He’s warning us of all sorts of sins that would destroy us. Of course we’re going to 

do our best to keep His commandments! Why wouldn’t we?” Others will hear God’s Law far less happily. 
Sinful flesh hates rules, especially God’s rules. Within each sinner is a pride that says, “No one’s going to 

tell me what to do!”, and the “no one” includes God Himself. So many at Sinai will hear God’s Law and 

say, “I knew it! I knew there was a catch! Now that God’s brought us out here in the middle of nowhere, 
He’s laying down the Law and making us His slaves. Meet the new boss, same as the old boss. I guess 

we’d better knuckle under and keep these rules, but that doesn’t mean we have to like it one bit. I’m only 
going to keep these laws to keep God off my back.”  

 

Grudging obedience does no good for faith. Don’t get me wrong: it’s better for the community if 
people are resentfully keeping the rules instead of outright breaking them, but that doesn’t mean it’s 

good for faith. Look at what happens to the Israelites: when grudging obedience says, “I’m only doing 
this because I have to,” then it quickly moves to, “I’m going to do the absolute minimum so that I don’t 

get in trouble.” That’s not very far from the thought, “I wish there was a better deal than all of these 
rules, because I find God’s demands unreasonable.” It’s only a matter of time until people are bowing 



before a golden calf, because the golden calf has laws like, “Thou shalt eat, drink and rise up to play!” 

And by “play,” the calf doesn’t mean a Yahtzee tournament.  
 

Grudging obedience is an exit door from the faith. It comes easy, and remember: it begins when 
people fail to see that God has already delivered them, and that they must earn their way into his favor. 

You can see another example in the New Testament, right around the temple in Jerusalem. The chief 

priests are running the house of God, while the Pharisees are policing society and making sure that 
people are keeping the rules the way they should. (You can bet that there’s a fair amount of resentment 

among the people for that!) Meanwhile, sinners being sinful, those at the temple have reasoned, “As long 
as we’re doing enough to please God, how about we try to make some profit on the side for us?” Thus, 

as people come to make sacrifices at the temple, they’re met by the money-changers and animal 
merchants. After all, if you’ve come all this way to earn God’s favor with a sacrifice, don’t you want to 

make sure that it’s a good sacrifice? Shouldn’t you change your money into temple coinage? Then you 

can buy one of those pre-certified lambs or pigeons, guaranteed to be blemish-free and God-pleasing. 
 

(Sigh.) God dwells in the temple to say, “I’ve made you My people and I am present with you.” 
The leaders have turned it into a marketplace and a religion that says you work your way to heaven. No 

wonder Jesus quotes Isaiah against them and says, “‘This people honors me with their lips, but their 

heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’” 
(Matthew 15:8-9). This religion isn’t about faith that God has made them His people, but faith that 

they’re earning the right to be His people.  
 

Jesus arrives at this temple in our Gospel lesson. Uncharacteristically, He doesn’t preach or work 
miracles. He fashions a whip out of cords and shuts the market down. He drives them out of the temple. 

It’s a violent scene, and remarkable that the temple guard doesn’t stop Him.  

 
As He purges the temple, He explains His actions with a brief sentence: “Take these things away; 

do not make My Father’s house a house of trade.” The temple is not a place of trade. It is not a place to 
scrabble at making a buck and clearing a profit—this is not a place of business, but holy ground. Worse, 

it is not a place to teach that God trades—trades His favor for good works. This is a place to bow the 

knee and give thanks that God has made them His people freely, by His mercy—apart from their works. 
 

His disciples remember Psalm 69:9: “Zeal for Your house will consume Me.” What is Jesus’ 
motivation? A godly zeal to do what is right, to honor God and keep His Law. He isn’t reasoning, “I guess 

I have to do this because it’s the right thing to do;” and He’s certainly not reasoning, “Maybe if I do this, 

My Father will love Me more.” He’s certainly not doing this so that the temple officials like Him more. He’s 
doing this because the temple marketplace misrepresents God and teaches that He doesn’t save by 

grace, and Jesus is zealous to make the truth known to all.  
 

He’s quickly confronted, and the Jews demand, “What sign do You show us for doing these 
things?” In other words, He’d better have a good reason ready, and He’d better have some power to 

back it up. Jesus’ response is a puzzling one: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” 

They respond, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will You raise it up in three days?” 
But He’s speaking about the temple of His body. 

 
That’s profound for a number of reasons. For one, a temple is a temple because God dwells 

there. If His body is a temple, then He is God dwelling among them in the flesh. That gives Him ample 

authority to clean out His other temple—the one made of stone.  
 

Furthermore, He tells them they’re going to destroy Him—they’re going to put the Son of God to 
death. But then He’ll rise again. The fact that He rises from the dead demonstrates that He has ample 

authority and power to drive the money-changers away.  
 



But one more thing: why are they going to crucify Him? Because He lets them. Why? Because He 

remains God who gives salvation freely to all; and in order to give salvation freely, He must pay the price 
Himself. The sign that Jesus gives them—His death and resurrection—is not just to show that He has 

power, but to show that He is full of grace and mercy. He goes to the cross zealously; not because He 
wants to suffer, but out of the godly desire to fulfill His plan of salvation. He endures the cross for the joy 

of saving you. And because He has died for your sin and is risen again, He declares, “I have made you 

My holy people—not by your works, but by Mine. You are My children, and I will be faithful to you 
forever.”  

 
II. Godly Zeal among God’s People 

You are children of God. You’re heirs of the kingdom of heaven. This is God’s free gift to you, 
bought with Christ’s blood at the cross and given to you in your baptism. Now that you’re part of the 

family of God, you’ve got a bull’s-eye painted on you: the devil, the world and your own sinful flesh are 

going to do everything they can to get you to resent and abandon God. So that you might know the sin 
that would destroy your faith, God gives you His Law: He says, “I want to keep you safe. Here are My 

commandments so that you know what sins are out to kill you, so that you might avoid them and repent 
when you commit them.”  

 

That’s why God gives you His Law as His children. He’s already saved you and set you free from 
sin. As a Christian, you’re set free from sin to live as His holy child. You seek to obey His commands out 

of a zeal to please Him, a godly zeal to live a life free from sin. Right? 
 

I mean, you do delight to keep God’s commands and avoid sin, don’t you? 
 

Um, probably not. You’ve still got sinful flesh. You’ve still got a sinful nature that says, “No one’s 

going to tell me what to do, God included.” You’ve still got sins that you like, and so you’re going to 
resent the fact that God forbids them, or else you’re going to avoid them half-heartedly, grudgingly.  

 
That’s not a good thing. For one thing, as we already mentioned, grudging obedience is an exit 

door from the faith. The one who says, “I only keep God’s commands because I have to” is only going to 

grow to resent God and forsake Him; at the very least, he’ll live a life that sees God as a taskmaster, not 
a loving Father. Furthermore, you’re a Christian! You’re supposed to be happy about doing what God 

wants you to do. But too often, you’re not. You do the right thing because it’s what’s expected, or 
because you don’t want to get into trouble. You’re looking around for a quiet place in the shadows where 

you can stop being good for a while.  

 
So what’s the solution? The first thought into the minds of most people is, “Well, then, I’d just 

better work hard at being happier—I’d better be more zealous than I am!” It sounds good, but this just 
adds another rule that you have to keep. It’s like parents saying to their kids, “You’re going to clean your 

room, and you’re going to like it.” (Yeah, that sure helps the kid want to obey!) It’s as helpful as the 
poster that says, “Until morale improves, the beatings will continue.” When your problem is that you 

resent God’s law, adding more law to it isn’t going to make things better. It only builds resentment. 

 
The answer isn’t to build up your zeal level. The answer is to get rid of the sin that makes God’s 

Law a burden to you. In other words, the answer is repentance and forgiveness. You examine yourself, 
you identify the sins that make you begrudge God’s Law. You confess them, and you rejoice that God 

forgives them. 

 
What might those sins be? That’s where your own examination comes in, but I’ll warn you of a 

common one in our time. It may well be that you don’t believe in the depth of your sinfulness or the 
magnitude of God’s wrath. If you don’t believe you’ve been forgiven much, then you will not treasure the 

deliverance from sin; but if you truly know how great the curse of sin and how terrible the condemnation, 
then you will rejoice in how great the forgiveness and salvation—freely given for Jesus’ sake. Plagued by 



the sinful nature, though, you’ll always see yourself as less sinful than you are—and so you’re likely to 

take grace for granted. Repent. Believe the Lord’s Word when He tells you what wrath you truly deserve. 
If you don’t believe what your Father tells you, then it is left to you to learn of the wages of sin from 

experience, and I would have you spared that.  
 

That common sin may be the most dangerous of the bunch. In the meantime, there are sins you 

enjoy—sins that cater to greed, lust, sloth, gossip, excess, disobedience just to show you can rebel, and 
more. Because you enjoy these sins, you want to keep them around; and so, at best, you’ll grudgingly 

avoid them and be miffed at God who clearly doesn’t want you to have any fun. (Clearly, after all, the 
problem couldn’t be that you’re a sinner who likes sin, could it? (!)) Those sins are at work to kill you. 

Confess them; and while you’re at it, confess your resentment toward God and the fact that you enjoy 
those sins. Furthermore, confess to the Lord that you keep His Law grudgingly, not because you’re free 

to. Rejoice in the forgiveness that God has for you. Ask that He might strengthen you from temptation, 

and that He might grant you an aversion to those sins you like. (This, by the way, is where you prove 
how sinful you remain, as you find yourself squirming and saying, “I really don’t want to stop desiring 

that sin.”) 
 

So repent. Confess. Where you find yourself begrudging God’s law, confess it again. And all the 

while, let this be your joy—as you struggle with these sins, your salvation is not in doubt. It is not that 
you are trying to get yourself in order so that you can finally earn the right to be a child of God. You 

already are a child of God, bought by the blood of Christ. You live a life of repentance not to earn God’s 
love—you already have God’s love. You live a life of repentance so that you might remain alive in Him 

forever and not turn to unrepentant sin and die once more.  
 

You’re already a child of God, because Christ went to the cross to make it so. In holy zeal, He 

endured the crucifixion for your salvation. He allowed Himself to be destroyed for your sin, so that He 
might rise again three days later for your salvation. Though no longer visible in the temple of His body, 

He remains just as present with you in His Word and in His Supper. He is not present to say, “If you obey 
Me, I might love you some day.” No, in His means of grace He says, “I cover your unrighteousness and I 

love you even now, because I forgive you for all of your sins.” 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 

 


