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Demolition Day 

Reading from the Gospels:  John 2:13-22 

Like a longboard atop a North Shore wave, Chip and Joanna 

Gaines have been riding the crest of success with their Fixer Upper 

empire, accomplishing what many would have thought to be impossible 

along the way, making Waco, Texas a destination. With apologies to all 

Baylor Bears, I think we’d have to agree that living in Waco has seldom 

been on the minds of young professionals dreaming dreams of where 

they aspire to settle down. Yet, by the end of every Fixer Upper episode, 

young couples are locked on to their screen of choice, Googling real 

estate listings halfway between Dallas and Austin.  

One of the running gags on the show is Chip’s excitement about 

Demolition Day, channeling everyone’s fantasy of swinging a sledge 

hammer at something big. Shards of sheetrock flying through the air. 

Cabinets ripped from the frame.  Glass shattering as it crashes into the 

dumpster. Tear it up! Rip it out! Knock it down! Who doesn’t get 

exhilarated just by the thought of it?       Well … maybe the original 

homeowners. Now that would be something wouldn’t it? Watching a 

video feed of the original homeowners as they watch Chip ripping apart 
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the built-ins they installed for their fifth anniversary; Chip tearing out 

the door frame with all those pencil marks charting the children’s 

growth spurts. Our fantasy becomes their horror show.  

We don’t like people messing with our stuff, even when it’s not our 

stuff anymore. Raise your hands with me if you are guilty. You return 

for a visit to the town in which you used to dwell.  Well, you just have to 

drive by the old house, don’t you?  Have to torture your kids with stories 

of their earliest years. But you round the corner and what is the first 

thing out of your mouth?  “O Lord, look at that god-awful color! What 

were they thinking?” “Wow, they really let the yard go, didn’t they? I’ll 

bet the neighbors, even the Garibaldis are missing us by now!” “Oh no! 

They took out the garden! I spent 10 years getting that in perfect shape 

and now it’s gone!” 

We don’t like people messing with our stuff, even when it’s not our 

stuff anymore.  Did you ever go back to visit a church you used to 

attend?  “Lord, have mercy, the idiots painted the pews! They painted 

the pews!  “And what’s this? Look! They changed the Gloria. Well, I just 

won’t sing it. That’ll show ‘em. Next thing you know the preacher will 
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be ditching the robe for a … Oh my god, he did it … a Hawaiian shirt!?! 

Who does he think he is, Chief Tui?” 

We don’t like people messing with our stuff, even when it’s not our 

stuff anymore. And if it is still our stuff, our traditions, our rituals, our 

customs and practices? Pity the fool who challenges them. 

So, John informs us that as the celebration of Passover drew near 

for the Jewish people, Jesus, like all the others pilgrims went up to 

Jerusalem. It was a sacred tradition, a required ritual, a centuries old 

practice that was central to their understanding of their identity as the 

heirs of those escaped slaves, delivered from Egypt and brought to 

Israel by the God whose house stood high upon the hills of Zion. There 

at the temple a lamb or a goat was sacrificed in remembrance of the 

night a lamb’s blood was smeared on the doorpost of each Hebrew 

family to protect them from the death that would visit the Egyptians. 

Well, it stands to reason that if animals were required for the Passover 

sacrifice, they had to be available for purchase by the pilgrims at the 

sight of the Passover ritual.   
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The population of Jerusalem swelled at the time of the Passover 

as pilgrims gathered around the temple and as with any big annual 

event, over time the planning, logistics, and practices take on an almost 

sacramental quality.  

Travel up to Mallard Creek in late October for Mallard Creek 

Presbyterian’s annual barbeque which has evolved into the biggest 

political event in Mecklenburg County, if not the state of North 

Carolina. A one-day event: 15,000 pounds of pork barbecue and 2,500 

gallons of Brunswick stew are prepared and about every candidate from 

here to Manteo shows up. They shred two tons of coleslaw, brew 400 

gallons of coffee, and entertain close to 20,000 people. I’ve never made it 

up there, but I’ve been around churches long enough to promise you 

that good church folk have practices, policies, procedures, and 

organizational structures surrounding that barbeque that shall not be 

questioned, lest ye die.  

This fall will be the 89th annual barbeque. So, what do you think 

would happen if some committee or pastor arbitrarily and 

unceremoniously removed the barbeque from the annual church 

calendar.  Over the years I’ve had my eyebrows singed several times 
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when I questioned church traditions that had been in place for two 

years, so pity any fool who would challenge a church practice 

approaching its centennial. 

Okay, so what do you suppose would happen if you or I challenged 

a ritual practice that had been in place for over a thousand years? “The 

Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14 In 

the temple he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the 

money changers seated at their tables. 15 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. 16 He told those who were selling the doves, "Take these things 

out of here! Stop making my Father's house a marketplace!" 

The cattle, the sheep, the doves, the moneychangers, the whole 

bustle of activity, the negotiating for a good deal, the frustrations of the 

crowded checkout lines; it was all part of a well-oiled system that had 

been in place for over 1000 years at Jerusalem’s temple, the very heart 

of Israel. From the 10th Century BCE and the construction of Solomon’s 

temple to the 70th year of the Common Era when Herod’s temple was 

destroyed by the Romans, the Passover rituals had taken place on this 
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same sacred piece of earth. Even during the period of the Babylonian 

exile following the destruction of Solomon’s temple in 587 BCE, the 

Passover sacrifices were performed by priests in the ruins of the temple 

back in Jerusalem. 

1000 years of faithful, synchronized, and choreographed religious 

ritual. “Making a whip of cords, [Jesus] 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. 16 He told those who 

were selling the doves, "Take these things out of here! Stop making my 

Father's house a marketplace!" What is going on here? Has the 

itinerant, preaching carpenter from Nazareth lost his ever-loving mind? 

I had a student in a youth group back in the 1980’s during the 

dawn of the Hip Hop era. We were walking on the pier down at Holden 

Beach during the Youth beach trip when the student spontaneously 

started demonstrating his break dancing moves. One of the advisors, 

taken aback, asked, “What in the world is he doing?” And without 

missing a beat another advisor remarked, “Where I’m from they call 

that a conniption.” Had Jesus taken leave of his senses? The folks in the 
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temple thought as much, particularly when Jesus said, “Destroy this 

temple and in three days I will raise it up.” 

So, you can imagine how well that goes over. “Dude, I’ve been 

serving on this building committee for 46 years, and you think you 

could do the job in three days?” At this point even Jesus’ disciples are 

filling out the committal papers, remembering the Psalmist’s words, 

“Zeal for your house will consume me.” Yep, it sure looks like Jesus has 

lost it. 

But here, John gives us an important clue to what this chaos is all 

about. He says Jesus was speaking of the temple of his body. Oh … 

okay, so maybe it would help us to talk a bit about temples. Way back in 

the Old Testament book of 1 Kings, we read, “In the four hundred 

eightieth year after the Israelites came out of the land of Egypt, in the 

fourth year of Solomon's reign over Israel, in the month of Ziv, which is 

the second month, he began to build the house of the Lord.” The writer 

goes on to give the detailed specifications and function of the temple.  

It’s important to understand that access to the temple became 

increasingly restricted the closer one came to the innermost portion 
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known as the Holy of Holies where it was understood that God would 

reside upon the mercy seat and where only the high priest was allowed 

to enter and at that, only once a year on the Day of Atonement. 

The general public, including Gentiles, only had access to the 

outer courts. So, it was in the outer courts that Jesus got all Ramboed 

up with the whip of cords and proceeded to literally upend 1000 years of 

ritual and tradition.  

The temple, for the people of Israel signified the presence of God 

and represented their identity as the people of God. So, when Jesus 

justifies his actions saying, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will 

raise it up,” thus, foreshadowing his crucifixion and resurrection, he is 

declaring that God will no longer be restricted to human traditions and 

houses made with hands. Rather, God is present in a person, Christ 

himself, and God is not restricted by walls and borders and class and 

rules and politics and prejudice. Rather, in and through Christ, God 

welcomes all.  

The author of Ephesians does a superb job of translating for us 

what Jesus was doing at the temple and subsequently on the cross: “13 
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But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought 

near by the blood of Christ. 14 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. 15 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, 16 and might 

reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting 

to death that hostility through it. 17 So he came and proclaimed peace 

to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; 18 for 

through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. 19 So 

then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with 

the saints and also members of the household of God, 20 built upon the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as 

the cornerstone. 21 In him the whole structure is joined together and 

grows into a holy temple in the Lord; 22 in whom you also are built 

together spiritually into a dwelling place for God.” 

Matthew expresses the same thing when at Christ’s crucifixion, 

the curtain of the Holy of Holies in the temple was torn in two, 
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signifying that access to God would be open to all, that God’s presence 

would be defined not by a place but a person, Jesus Christ. 

Karl Barth said, “Jesus does not give recipes that show the way to 

God as other teachers of religion do. He is Himself the way” Thus, we do 

not have to conjecture who God is, how God acts, what God wills for us 

and from us, for it is revealed to us in the person of Christ. The 

Confession of 1967 states it well. “The life, death, resurrection, and 

promised coming of Jesus Christ has set the pattern for the church’s 

mission. His human life involves the church in the common life of all 

people. His service to men and women commits the church to work for 

every form of human well-being. His suffering makes the church 

sensitive to all human suffering so that it sees the face of Christ in the 

faces of persons in every kind of need. His crucifixion discloses to the 

church God’s judgment on the inhumanity that marks human relations, 

and the awful consequences of the church’s own complicity in injustice. 

In the power of the risen Christ and the hope of his coming, the church 

sees the promise of God’s renewal of human life in society and of God’s 

victory over all wrong.” 
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It has been said that the one thing that is constant in life is 

change, except as some would claim in the Presbyterian Church. But 

the church is forever challenged to reshape, retool, and reform, not to 

fads, trends, tastes, and new ideas, but to the person of Christ. In word 

and deed, in planning and in evaluation, in worship and in prayer, in 

service and in relationships, in every experience we share both here and 

out there, the goal, the point, and the model are to be none other than 

the person of Jesus Christ. People are always asking me, What’s your 

church’s mission statement? What’s your organizational structure and 

culture? What’s your 5-year plan? They ask these questions and you 

know what I’m thinking?  Man, I don’t know, but I just hope and pray 

that it will look something like Jesus. Amen.  

  

  

      


