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“Religious Critics”
Jeremiah 7:1-15; Matthew 21:12-13 March 12, 2017

Religion has its critics. Some years ago, against my better 
judgment, I plunged into reading some of the best selling 
modern critics of religion. They gained popularity as the 
so called “new atheists.” I read Sam Harris’s The End of 
Faith and the Future of Reason, Richard Dawkins’s The God 
Delusion, and Christopher Hitchens’s God is not Great: 
How Religion Poisons Everything. Even the titles are enough 
to give you heartburn. Their critiques are not as new as they 
and others might like to think. When I finished, I found 
myself wishing I had spent my time more profitably cutting 
the grass or taking a nap.

If you are looking for something to criticize in the 
church, we provide plenty of raw material: the coffee at 
coffee hour, the decisions of Session, worship service, Bible 
study, building hours, other folks in my space, the color of 
the carpet, the lighting in the sanctuary, and last of all roast 
preacher for lunch. It is like shooting fish in a barrel. 

The harshest critics of religion are found not in the pews 
or in these modern writers, but in the Bible itself. There are 
no tougher critics of religion than the Hebrew prophets and 
Jesus himself. Jeremiah and Jesus were fierce opponents of 
the practice of religion because they knew just how much 
was at stake. Faith is a demanding business. To practice a 
vital faith requires putting the mind, heart, soul in motion 
and the shoulder to the plow. 

Why is Jeremiah so hard on the way the people of 
Jerusalem practice their faith? Jeremiah is saying that the 
temple in Jerusalem will be destroyed if the religious people 
do not change their ways. The very idea of the destruction 
of the temple flies in the face of the common belief that 
the temple will stand forever as the dwelling place of God 
on earth. The word of Jeremiah grates on the ears of the 
people who put their trust in rituals; his word defies the 
teachings of the temple priests who control the worship 
of God; he breathes treason to the King by undermining 
a theology that props up the nation. The physical temple is 
the evidence that God will never abandon the people. The 
popular belief is that as long as the temple stands, Jerusalem 
will never fall to its enemies.

Five hundred years ago, Martin Luther knew how much 

was at stake when he posted his 95 Theses on the Wittenberg 
Castle Church door. He called for a debate on the sale of 
indulgences, by which a person could purchase relief from 
punishment for their sins. Luther believed the church errs 
in selling what God has freely given. The sale of indulgences, 
although quite effective in raising money to build St. Peter’s 
basilica in Rome, undermined true faith in God’s grace 
and sincere repentance for sin. Luther sought debate and 
reform, but he started a spiritual and ecclesial revolution. 
Posting the 95 Theses was as risky as Jeremiah standing at 
the temple gate and preaching his temple sermon.

Like Luther, Jeremiah calls for a total transformation 
of civil religion. He wants to stop people from thinking of 
the temple itself as a kind of visible symbol of security for 
the nation. Jeremiah mocks the priests and people as they 
join in the worship liturgy with its repetitious references to 
the temple. Jeremiah says, “Do not trust in these deceptive 
words: “This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the 
Lord, the temple of the Lord (7:4).” They are to put their 
trust not in bricks and stone, in incense and sacrifices, or in 
word and song, but in the Lord who calls them to practice 
justice, to care for the foreigners among them, to protect the 
poor, and to stop hedging their bets by worshiping other 
gods. In short, they were to keep the Ten Commandments. 
Jeremiah said, “Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, 
swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods 
that you have not known, and then come and stand before 
me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, ‘We 
are safe!’ (7:8-10).”

What is wrong with the way they understand their 
faith? They sever the connection between religious ritual 
and daily life, between worship and moral behavior, 
and between obligations to God and obligations to the 
neighbor. Jeremiah is not saying that faith is nothing more 
than good behavior or a set of rules to follow. Faith in God, 
nurtured and deepened in worship, leads to a faithful life in 
how we live with others. We cannot separate our faith from 
how we run our businesses, interact with friends, use our 
money, live in our families, provide for the poor and seek 
justice for all  The most effective evangelism we can do is to 
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live our lives in such a way that people want to know about 
Jesus and our life together in Christ’s body.

Sometimes we go an additional step in misusing religion.  
Jeremiah criticizes the people not only for not living their 
faith, but also for using the faith as a smoke screen to 
cover sin, moral corruption, greed and injustice. Jeremiah 
asks, “Has this house become a den of robbers?” When 
Jesus enters the temple during the last week of his life, he 
is distressed with what he sees. Many interpreters have 
suggested that Jesus is criticizing the money changers for 
cheating those who change unacceptable Roman coins for 
acceptable Hebrew coins; others say Jesus is angry with the 
businesses for overcharging the poor for their sacrificial 
doves and animals. They say that Jeremiah and Jesus are 
condemning corrupt practices in the temple precincts. 
This may be true, but there is more to it than that.

Stop for a moment and think about what is den of 
thieves.  A robbers’ den is not where thieves go to cheat, 
steal and commit their crimes. No, a den of thieves is where 
the robbers go to hide, seek comfort, eat, drink, be merry 
and count their loot. In other words, religion has become a 
front, a façade, or a hypocrite’s mask. God’s house, which is 
intended to be a house of prayer for all nations, has become 
a safe house for robbers. In their criticism of the practice of 
religion, Jeremiah and Jesus do not soften the blow or pull 
any punches. 

We know how to wear a mask, how to put on a good 
face and how to use our religion to hide the truth about 
ourselves. When we come to worship and are unrepentant 
of the evil we have done, the unjust ways we have treated 
others in the community, the denigrating words we have 
spoken against other races, religions and ethnic groups, 
the bulling we have done in school, the hatred we harbor 
in our hearts, the selfishness that marks our thoughts and 
actions, we are treating God’s house as if it were a den of 
robbers.

What we do together in the name of Jesus for our 
community and world matters. The words we speak, the 
way we live together and the ministry we extend into the 
community can be an expression of true faith or false 
religion. We do not come into God’s house to condemn 
others or whip up anger against those who are different 
from us only to bless ourselves and excuse our own 
shortcomings.  The word of God convicts us and calls us to 
a deeper faith and a higher standard of integrity. We come 
to worship the living God so that we may go into the world 
as people of truth, faith and justice.

The rural church we served many years ago did a 
wonderful job caring for the members, singing the old 

hymns of the faith, joining in projects to spruce up the 
church. They were kind and good folks. Outside of the 
church, summer migrants lived in deplorable conditions 
in camps; good Christian folk acted as if racist comments 
were acceptable. When a member brought up the idea of 
sponsoring a Cambodian refugee family, the uproar was so 
strong that you would have thought somebody had burned 
the church down.  

Jeremiah and Jesus make a clean sweep of the practice 
of religion in order to unleash the truth and the power of 
religion. We come to worship not to have our prejudices 
blessed, not to care only for ourselves, not to reassure 
ourselves that a closed mind and a cold heart are godly 
things.  We come to worship to open ourselves to God, to 
invite the Spirit to work in our lives, to be awakened to the 
truth that everyone is a child of God created in God’s image, 
to hear the word so that we may begin to see ourselves, 
others and the world from God’s point of view. We come 
to worship to confess our sin, experience grace and by the 
power of God live a new life. This Lenten season, we become 
our own harshest critics so that the truth of Jesus may live in 
us and the light of Jesus may shine through us. 


