Temple Worship
Punchline:  God punished the people because they thought that what happened at the temple and inside the temple was more important than what happened outside.

1) <slide 1> Remember from our previous readings that the temple was seen as God’s dwelling place on earth.  The Ark of the Covenant (where God was thought to sit) was deep inside and only the highest of priests were allowed in there once a year.  Remember all the time and money it took for Solomon’s craftsmen to build the temple  - remember that every stone was crafted at the quarry so that not a single hammer strike would be heard at the construction site.  The temple was the focus of the religious world of the Jews and consequently also the focus of society and culture.
2) <slide 2> Jeremiah stands at the gates of the temple at an important occasion – (we’re not sure which one - one of the major festivals?) and he preaches a sermon as people are streaming in to come to worship.  He challenges two common assumptions of the time regarding the temple

a. That the presence of the temple indicated that God was with them and they were safe from outside attack

b. That worshipping at the temple was the primary or only requirement for righteous living

i. The people of the time assumed that what God wanted most from them was to perform the required sacrifices (burnt offering, grain offering, wave offering, peace offering, sin offering) and attend the required services (Passover, Atonement, booths,…)

Jeremiah preaches in front of all these people and says that neither of these assumptions will save them.  He says that because the people have not truly acted justly with one another, but instead have oppressed the immigrant, the orphan, and the widow, and have shed innocent blood, and because they have gone after other Gods, their whole city and in fact, their whole country will be destroyed.  Jeremiah makes it clear that just having a relationship with God and then going through the motions doesn’t guarantee salvation.

Keep in mind that back then the people weren’t thinking of salvation in an eternal sense in terms of what happened when they died, but they were thinking of it in an immediate sense in terms of whether they were going to be invaded by a foreign country.  And Jeremiah tells them, simply doing the minimum for God will not bring salvation.  He says that just showing up at temple on special occasions is not enough.  They have to bring justice to the oppressed, bring strength to the weak, protect the innocent and most definitely have to stop worshipping other idols.  Jeremiah basically tells them that, contrary to their assumptions, what happens outside the temple is more important to their salvation than what happens inside the temple.

When we talk about salvation today, how do we usually say that we are saved?  By grace, through faith.  If you believe, then you are saved, right?  It’s simple, it’s easy, you can put it on a bumper sticker.  The difficulty is, not only do large parts of the Old Testament disagree with this – all these exiles and discipline and punishments – but large parts on the New Testament also disagree with this.  In Revelation, who does John say will be cast out?  <slide> Fornicators, murderers, idolaters, liars, sorcerers...  When Jesus talks about separating sheep and goats, who does he say will be sent into the eternal fire?  <slide> The people who did not give food to the hungry, did not give drink to the thirsty, and did not welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, or visit the imprisoned.  The point that Jeremiah, John, and Jesus are all making here is that discipleship, obedience, and faith in God have a lot more to do with what we do outside the temple or church than what we do inside the temple or church  Jeremiah warns us that.  They have a lot more to do with our actions than our thoughts and they have a lot more to do with a long term transformation than a single moment decision.
Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that salvation comes through works…salvation comes through faith and faith alone, but the sign that faith is at work in our lives and that God is with us is that NOT that we attend church worship services or fellowship groups, NOT that we participate on a ministry team, NOT that we put money in the plate and it’s certainly NOT that we say “I believe in Jesus.”  The sign that faith is at work in our lives and that God is with us is that we seek justice for the oppressed, we protect the immigrant, we care for the widow and the orphan, we defend the innocent, we visit the imprisoned, and we feed the hungry.  How we live outside the church is a better indication of the maturity and strength of our faith than how we live inside the church. 

I can imagine Jeremiah standing out underneath our portico on the evening of Sunday December 18th, right before the candlelight service starts yelling at people as they come in, “Do not trust in these deceptive words: "This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD." Do not think that you can go on sinning and then come to church on Christmas and say, “We are safe” only to go back and sin again.  Only if you amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another,  if you do not oppress the immigrant, then I will dwell with you in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your ancestors forever and ever.”  I think he would say to all the people coming in, “If worship is the focus of your Christian discipleship for the year, you are doing it all wrong.”  One of my seminary professors once said, <slide> “The devil loves nothing more than a good worship service, because it draws you into the church building instead of moving you out of the church building.”
And the good news of all this, is that seeking justice, helping the needy, protecting the powerless and working in the community is a more fulfilling discipleship.  It will draw us closer to God and will bring us more love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  We will have a better understanding of who God is, why God sent Jesus, and what we are to do.  AND it is also a much more effective way to bring the good news of Jesus Christ to someone who needs it.  We will meet and interact with more people who are far away from God and we will be able to invite them into a relationship with a God who seeks justice for the oppressed rather than a God who enjoys potluck meals.

*We have to spend time with the oppressed and marginalized and with non-Christians.

So brothers and sisters, let us not think that because we say, “I believe in Jesus” that we are safe.  Let us not think that our discipleship is simply a matter of attending church.  Let us not cheapen grace.  Instead let us invest our time and our talents, our relationships and our effort, in seeking justice for the oppressed, in protecting the innocent, and in amending our ways and our doing.  Then and only then will we truly see and understand and experience salvation.
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