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It is not easy for most of us Lutherans to accept the Jesus we meet in 

today’s gospel lesson. The picture of the Prince of Peace angrily wielding a 

whip, turning over tables and driving people and animals out the door and 

down the stairs of the temple just doesn’t fit our image of the loving, kindly 

Jesus. Not only that, but with all the anger that is floating around the world 

these days, maybe we’ve had enough of anger and would as soon have 

another lesson today.  

 

We prefer to think of the Lord in chummier, more comforting terms: as the 

Good Shepherd, carrying the lambs in his arms; as the beloved teacher, 

patting little children on the head as he invites them to sit down with him; as 

the concerned wedding guest, turning water into wine so the host won’t be 

embarrassed; as the sympathetic leader, feeding the multitude with a kid’s 

lunch.   

 

Of course the description of Jesus in the gospels is far more complex than 

the sweet Jesus of our imaginations. British mystery writer and poet Dorothy 

Sayers wrote about Jesus,  

 

$ “He assaulted indignant tradesmen and threw them and their 

belongings out of the Temple;  

$ he drove a coach-and-horses through a number of sacrosanct and 

hoary regulations; 

$ he cured diseases by any means that came handy, with a shocking 

casualness in the matter of other people’s pigs and property;  

$ he showed no proper deference for wealth or social position;  



 

 

$ when confronted with neat dialectical traps, he displayed a paradoxical 

humor that affronted serious-minded people, and he retorted by asking 

disagreeably searching questions that could not be answered by rule 

of thumb.  

$ He was emphatically not a dull man in his human lifetime, and if he 

was God, there can be nothing dull about God either.” 

 

In the Bible, especially in the Hebrew scriptures, there is a lot about the 

anger of God. Two weeks ago, you may remember, our first lesson was 

about God - I’d guess you’d have to say - repenting of some of that anger at 

bad human behavior, and promising never again to destroy most of 

humanity in a great flood.  

 

And, to tell the truth, over the centuries, the church has made too much of 

the wrath of God, nearly always aimed at the wrong people. The biblical 

view of God’s anger is  

not a picture of God as a sort of constantly ticked off curmudgeon, or of a 

bad cop hoping to bust law-breakers, but rather, in scripture God’s anger 

always proceeds from and is an expression of God’s love for what God has 

created. It is directed at anything that threatens the community God loves 

and at anything that impedes the justice that God demands. The angry God 

is a loving God.  

 

When I was about eight years old, I learned about that kind of anger from 

my father. Dad was a gentle, even-tempered man, who gave others wide 

latitude in their behavior. 

  

But one cold, winter Saturday morning, I saw a side of my father I had never 

seen before and got a more complete picture of a much more complex man 

than I had known up until that time.  
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At that time my father was a residential building contractor – he built 

houses.  A couple of weeks earlier, he had hired a young man as a 

carpenter’s helper. This man was illiterate, and totally unskilled in carpentry 

or anything else. Dad hired him because this young man came desperately 

needing work in order to support his wife and two small children.  

 

Just before lunch that day, as my brother and I were watching Saturday 

morning cartoons, Dad came storming into the house with this young 

employee and his six-or-seven-year-old daughter. The little girl had been ill 

for a several days, and now her throat hurt so badly that she doubled over in 

pain sobbing every time she tried to swallow. 

 

Earlier that morning, this young father had asked my dad what to do for his 

sick daughter and Dad had sent him to see an ear, eye, nose and throat 

doctor in town. And – very unusually for this time in this small town where 

most doctors treated everyone for whatever pay they could get – this 

physician, unmoved by the little girl’s pain, had refused to treat her because 

her dad could not pay.  

 

When the man drove their beat-up car to our house to tell Dad what had 

happened, and my dad saw this little girl’s obvious pain, my even-tempered 

father exploded. Red-faced and shaking, he settled the two of them in the 

living room, then stomped into the kitchen, slapping his fist into his palm 

looking for the phone book. I had never seen him like this before. My brother 

an I were terrified.  

 

My mother calmed him down enough to make a phone call to another doctor 

in town. Then he put the man and the girl in our 1955 Chevy Bel Air V-8 and 

sped off down the road to the doctor’s office.  

 

As I watched the car disappear in a cloud of dirt road dust, I reappraised my 

idea of who my father was. Even as an eight-year-old, I knew that his anger 
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grew out of his compassion for that little girl and her desperately poor and 

powerless father and it grew out of his strong commitment to fairness.   

 

Just, so, God’s anger – as real as it is, as powerful and terrifying as it can 

be – is always a part of God’s commitment to justice, God’s love for what 

God has made. It is always employed in the service of protecting the 

community that God loves. 

 

The Hebrew scriptures are very clear about that. Don’t interfere with God’s 

design for a world of justice and peace. Don’t forget God’s law and turn to 

destroying the beloved community God has brought together in covenant. 

Don’t mistreat the poor.  

 

God is long-suffering, but God will not allow injustice and harm forever. 

Those who perpetuate injustice, those who don’t care about the people we 

think of as “least” will deal with God’s wrath. 

   

In our gospel reading for this Third Sunday in Lent, Jesus is in the outer 

court of the temple in Jerusalem, one of the architectural wonders of the 

ancient world.  

 

Jewish visitors coming as pilgrims from all over the Mediterranean world 

needed to buy animals for the ritual sacrifices in the temple. Over time the 

temple establishment arranged for pilgrims to buy the animals right in the 

temple. They had turned the outer court - the Court of the Nations - into a 

sort of marketplace, where the prices for animals were high. And since the 

only money accepted in the temple was the shekel, currency exchange 

tables were set up and exchange rates were exorbitant.  

 

When Jesus sees this, he is disgusted. His disgust becomes anger, anger 

for love for the temple, but also anger at how the poor were being gouged 

and anger at how the gentiles, who were not allowed in the inner parts of 
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the temple, were being crowded out of the house of prayer by those 

merchants and moneychangers who were profiting from their religious piety. 

 

There can be an angry side of God. Today’s gospel shows that. And often, 

religious people have used God’s anger to threaten those whose piety 

doesn’t measure up to theirs. But God’s anger is not the threatening anger 

of a bully. God’s anger is always righteous anger. It is kindled whenever 

people and institutions do things that destroy the community God has 

brought together in covenant. God’s anger is kindled whenever the poor and 

the powerless are mistreated. God’s anger is kindled when we who are 

called to pursue justice are content with injustice as long as the injustice is 

not aimed at us.  

   

God is longsuffering, kind, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love. In 

fact, God is love, John says. And it is out of that love that God’s anger is 

kindled at anything that mistreats or hurts or endangers what God loves.  

 

In his “Letter from the Birmingham Jail” Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote, “There 

can be no deep disappointment where there is not deep love.” Commenting 

on that statement in a recent book, Birmingham, Alabama Pulitzer prize 

winning journalist John Archibald points out that when the disappointment is 

great and the love is great, the disappointment becomes righteous anger.1    

 

That Saturday morning when I was eight years old, I learned that my gentle 

father had another side, that injustice and a lack of mercy opened 

something fearsome in him. But I knew him well enough to know that his 

anger was directed, not at destroying, but at making right what was wrong, it 

was an outgrowth of his compassion and mercy.  

 

                                                 
1Shaking the Gates of Hell, John Archibald.  
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In Jerusalem, Jesus’ disciples saw him angry at what he witnessed in the 

temple. They saw him make a whip of cords and chase out the 

moneychangers and merchants in anger.  

 

But the angry God is a loving God, and later, in the same city, these 

disciples would see Jesus go to the cross and die for those same 

moneychangers and merchants - and for you and me and all the rest of 

creation. An act of anger and an act of obedience and submission, both 

motivated by the same love, the love we are called to contemplate at Lent 

and to live every day.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


