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“A Time to Tear Down”

“Take these things out of here!  Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!”

Heritage Canada – The National Trust is a national non-profit organization that seeks to preserve historic
buildings, landscapes, natural areas, and communities across the country as it “inspires and leads action
to save historic places, and promotes the care and wise use of our historic environment.”  Programs like
Main Street Canada help communities revitalize their downtowns, and Doors Open Canada helps
communities preserve buildings of architectural or historic significance to the public.  Heritage Canada is
widely known for its Top Ten Endangered Places list, which includes the Cooper site here in Stratford,
which it describes as “an extraordinary industrial site and important cultural heritage asset … at close to
16,800 square meters, it would be an environmental travesty to send it all to a landfill.”

Whatever your opinion may be on the future of the Cooper site, there is great value in preserving historic
buildings from the wrecker’s ball.  Many of these buildings include architectural features that make them
significant, and were built by artisans whose skills are no longer used in newer construction.  Rather than
send these old buildings to already overflowing landfills, it can make both environmental and economic
sense to look for ways to preserve these structures and retrofit them so that they can find a place in
modern society.  On the other hand, there are times when a building is beyond preservation, when it has
served its usefulness and must be torn down to make way for a replacement that is more relevant.  As
the words of Ecclesiastes attest, there is “a time to break down, and a time to build up.”

By all accounts, the Jerusalem Temple that Jesus visits in today’s Gospel lesson was a large and
impressive structure that would certainly qualify to be listed as a site worth preserving.  This was Herod’s
Temple, begun in 20 BC as a replacement for the Temple of Solomon that had previously stood on this
site (the Wailing Wall is the last remaining vestige of this first Temple).  It was built by Herod the Great to
appease the Jewish people and to lend legitimacy to his illegitimate reign as king, and Herod spared no
expense in constructing a building that would inspire awe in all who visited this holy site.  It was a
pilgrimage destination for Jews from throughout the known world, who would come to the Holy City to
visit the place where God was believed to dwell in the Holy of Holies in the midst of God’s people.  One
of the occasions when Jews would make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem was during the Passover, the
celebration of their liberation from slavery in Egypt, which God commanded them to celebrate “as a
festival to the LORD; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance.”
(Exodus 12:14).  Jesus is among the Jewish people who travel to Jerusalem for this celebration, and
when he arrives at the temple “he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money
changers seated at their tables.” (John 2:14).  The cattle, sheep and doves were required for the burnt
offerings in the Temple (“If the offering is a sacrifice of well-being, if you offer an animal of the herd,
whether male or female, you shall offer one without blemish before the LORD.” – Leviticus 3:1).  Since
pilgrims who had traveled great distances to Jerusalem would not have been able to bring such animals
with them, there were merchants available for them to purchase animals suitable for such sacrifices. 
There were also merchants available to change currency for monetary offerings, because the Temple tax
could not be pain in Greek or Roman coinage because of the image of Caesar on the coins, extolling him
as divine, which was a violation of the commandment against worshiping other gods or making idols of
them (“… you shall have no other gods before me.  You shall not make for yourself an idol… you shall
not bow down and worship them” – Exodus 20:3-5).  While there were certainly abuses within this
system, there is no indication in John’s Gospel of widespread corruption or corruption among those who
provided these services for pilgrims to the Temple.

But when Jesus enters the Temple and sees these merchants and what they are selling, his reaction is
swift and violent.  In one long complex Greek sentence, John’s picture of Jesus in the Temple is large



and dramatic, as Jesus herds animals and people out of the Temple court, pouring out money and
overturning tables:

· “Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle. 
He also poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables.  He told those
who were selling the doves, ‘Take these things out of here!  Stop making my Father’s house a
marketplace!’” – 2:15-16.

Jesus’s disciples, who had accompanied him to the Temple, have no active role in this story, but function
as interpretive witnesses: “His disciples remembered that it was written, ‘Zeal for your house will
consume me.’” (2:17).  Psalm 69:9 functions as a prophecy of the time when Jesus will be consumed;
but it will soon become clear that what is being consumed will not be the Temple but Jesus’ himself, for
the Temple story in John is ultimately about Jesus’ fate, not the Temple’s.

Understandably, those who have witnessed their businesses being destroyed by Jesus are quite upset
and demand an explanation: “What sign can you show us for this?” (2:18).  Their demand for a “sign” is
in reality a question about Jesus’ authority, which will be asked several times by those who demand an
explanation from Jesus as to “by what authority are you doing these things?  Who gave you this authority
to do them?” (Mark 11:28).  Jesus responds to their request with a saying about the destruction and
rebuilding of the Temple: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” (2:19).  Jesus’
audience finds this statement absurd, since “this temple has been under construction for forty-six years,
and will you raise it up in three days?” (2:20).  But as Nicodemus will not understand the full meaning of
Jesus’ statement that “no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” (3:3), the
Jews at the Temple only understand the surface meaning of Jesus’ statement, which hinges on the
meaning of the word “raising” (egeiro), which will be used in other parts of the Fourth Gospel to speak of
Jesus’ resurrection, his being raised from the dead:

· “Indeed, just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, so also the Son gives life to
whomever he wishes.” – 5:21.

· “So the crowd that had been with him when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him
from the dead continued to testify.” – 12:17.

· “This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the
dead.” – 21:14.

Jesus’ statement about the destruction and rebuilding of the Temple has nothing to do with architectural
renovation or structural rebuilding, but refers to the purpose and function of the Temple in Judaism as
the locus of God’s presence on earth.  Since Jesus is in the Incarnate Word of God that “became flesh
and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and
truth” (1:14), the “temple of his body” is now the locus of God’s presence among God’s people.  “Jesus
has the authority to challenge the temple system because he is the locus of God’s presence on earth.”
(Gail O’Day).  The disciples will remember this episode after Jesus’ resurrection, which leads to faith and
deeper understanding of the past in the light of the resurrection with the aid of the Holy Spirit: “But the
Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind
you of all that I have said to you.” (14:26).

The Cleansing of the Temple is found in all four Gospels; but in Matthew, Mark and Luke (the Synoptic
Gospels), the story is located during Holy Week, in which Jesus’ act condemns the corruption in the
Temple system which in turn inspires the authorities to look for a way to kill him:

· “And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who were selling and those who were
buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those
who sold doves, and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple.  He was
teaching and saying, ‘Is it not written, “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations?”
But you have made it a den of robbers.’  And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they



kept looking for a way to kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was
spellbound by his teaching.” – Mark 11:15-19.

Only John’s Gospel locates the story near the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, in which the Temple
cleansing completes the inaugural event begun with the miracle at Cana (2:1-11), which revealed the
grace and glory of Jesus as the abundant new life that he offers (“Jesus did this, the first of his signs, in
Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.” – 2:11).  The Temple
cleansing highlights the challenge and threat that this new life offers to the existing order; Jesus is not
interested in reforming the Temple system or eliminating corruption within it, but of completely tearing it
down and replacing it with a new locus of God’s presence among God’s people – his own self, his
eternal presence among those who confess Jesus as Lord.  Even as Jesus speaks of tearing down the
old Temple system, in which people had to make arduous journeys and invest in expensive ritual
practices in order to atone for their sins, he speaks of building up a new system in which all will have
access to God not through what the offer to God but through what God has offered to all people through
the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  It is this “message of the cross” that is “the power of God and
the wisdom of God,” (1 Corinthians 1:24), the means through which God reconciles all people unto
himself and institutes a new creation in which God is present wherever people gather who “proclaim
Christ crucified.” 

· “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of
Christ.  For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down
the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.  He has abolished the law with its
commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the
two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups into one body through the cross, thus
putting to death the hostility through it.” – Ephesians 2:13-16.

While the Temple and the system it represented once served a useful purpose, preservation of this
system was no longer an option now that Christ has appeared, “bringing salvation to all, training us to
renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled,
upright, and godly, while we wait for the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our great God
and Saviour, Jesus Christ.” (Titus 2:11-13).  Christ came not to renovate the old Temple and its system
but to replace it with a new relationship in which we are the living stones that have been built into a
spiritual house with Christ as the cornerstone, the means through which God will build up his body so
that it might serve as the place where God’s love will be known and God’s Word proclaimed:

· “Come to him, a living stone, thought rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight,
and like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to
offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ… 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 marvelous light.” – 1 Peter 2:4-5, 9.

The Church is “God’s house of living stones, built for his own habitation.”  The Church is where our Lord
Jesus Christ dwells in the midst of his people, the place where he gathers his children as a shepherd
lovingly gathers the sheep.  The Church – wherever it gathers around the Word of God and the
Sacraments – is now the place where we have the assurance that God is with us, where God will bless
us, where God will empower and strengthen us so that wherever we may be when we leave this place,
we will continue to be that Church which our Lord instituted to be a blessing to others.  In the old Temple
system, there were priests who served as intermediaries between God and the people; in this new
system into which we have been incorporated in Holy Baptism, all of us are called to be priests as we
share the love of God and serve others in the name of our Lord.

· “The priesthood of Christians flows from the priesthood of Christ … The priesthood means: We
stand before God, pray for others, intercede with and sacrifice ourselves to God and proclaim the
word to one another.  Luther never understands the priesthood of all believers merely in the



‘Protestant’ sense of the Christian’s freedom to stand in a direct relationship to God without a
human mediator.  Rather he constantly emphasizes the Christian’s evangelical authority to come
before God on behalf of the brethren and also of the world.  The universal priesthood expresses
not religious individualism but exactly the opposite, the reality of the congregation as a
community … For Luther, Christ’s priesthood and the Christian’s priesthood belong together, as
reconciling faith in Christ and the community of saints together constitute the nature of the
church.” – Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther.

·
While Christ came to tear down the old system so that he might institute a new system in which our Lord
is present among us so that we might also make Christ known in every place among ever people, at the
same time he preserves the teachings through which God made known to God’s people how they could
live together as a liberated people chosen by God to be a blessing to all peoples.  As the Ten
Commandments were given to the people of Israel through Moses so that they might know how to live
after they had been freed from the bondage of slavery, Jesus teaches us that he has come not to abolish
these teachings but to fulfill them so that we who are God’s house of living stones might know how to live
as a priestly people:

· “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish them
but to fulfill them.  For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one
stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished.  Therefore, whoever breaks one
of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in
the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the
kingdom of heaven.  For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and
Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.” – Matthew 5:17-20.

The Ten Commandments continue to teach us how we are to live in relation to God and to one another:
worshiping God alone, respecting God’s name, and honouring the Sabbath as a day that is holy to the
Lord.  They teach us how to live together as a priestly people: honouring our parents and others in
authority, respecting the lives and property of others, cherishing and being faithful to one another in the
bonds of holy matrimony, and preserving and protecting the name and reputation of one another.  They
teach us what it means to be a people called by Christ and built into his house of living stones, a people
who both fear and love God so that all that we do is a living testimony to what we believe and to the one
to whom we belong.

· “Jesus does not abolish the Torah but, on the contrary, fulfills its promises… Jesus’ new teaching
brings to realization that which the Torah prophesied.  And that realization does not set the Law
and Prophets aside.  Fulfillment rather confirms the Torah’s truth … Jesus, instead of abolishing
the Law and Prophets, fulfills them, [and that] is consistent with their lasting until the new creation
comes.” – Dale Allison, The Sermon on the Mount 

Whatever your opinion may be on the future of the Cooper site or other local projects such as the future
of Market Square, the wisdom of Ecclesiastes continues to guide us: there is a time to tear down, and a
time to build up.  Jesus tears down the Temple system not merely to destroy it but to replace it with the
new means through which God dwells in the midst of God’s people: in Christ himself, crucified and risen;
in the Word that is proclaimed about him to all nations; and in the Church which is the house of living
stones where Christ is present among us and wherever the Church abides throughout the world.  May
we, like Heritage Canada, preserve this great heritage that has been entrusted to us, so that through this
house our Lord has built God’s holy Word may be heard and proclaim now and for all generations.
Amen.


