
1 Kings 5:1-5; 8:1-13, John 2:19-21  

Today we mark 500 years since the Reformation. On the 31
st
 October 1517 Martin Luther 

put forward his 95 theses which proved to be a milestone in the life of the Church of 

Jesus Christ on earth. All the Protestant churches originated from that defining moment.  

Today’s reading is on the first Temple, the one built by Solomon. It was a pivotal 

moment in the life of the Israelite nation as it solidified who they were and what or who 

they were gathered round.  

I’d like to briefly discuss both of those milestones and then see where we are today.  

Let’s start with the Temple as it was first chronologically. It was a huge achievement of 

King Solomon, one that was denied his father David who, according to Chronicles, had 

too much blood on his hands. The building of the Temple marks also a major shift in the 

theology of the people who built it. Originally their God was invisible. They tried to 

make him more visible in the desert when they built themselves a golden calf to worship 

but this didn’t go down very well with either God or his servant Moses.  

For a good while the Israelites experienced God in his provision for them, in the exodus, 

the cloud or pillar of fire, in the Ark of the Covenant. Their God’s presence was mobile 

the same way they were – the holy of holies was a tent symbolising the itinerant presence 

of God. David hears that God has no need of a house to dwell in. God finally concedes in 

the times of Solomon and the Temple is built in 7 years.  

This all seems good and well. However, Brent Strawn in his commentary on the passage 

describing the building of the Temple writes very perceptively: ‘Solomon instates an 

immense “work gang” (CEB) to carry out the labor in Lebanon (5:15). The term that is 

used for this workforce in Hebrew (mas) occurs elsewhere of Israelite workers only in 

Exodus 1:11, where the Israelites are subject to a brutal and tyrannical pharaoh and his 

taskmasters (see also Exodus 5:10-14). It is thus very hard to not see in the use of this 

particular term an extremely negative judgment on the labor in question as well as on 

how Solomon has gone about his temple building project. This suspicion is confirmed 

later, when the nation divides immediately after Solomon’s death: clearly, the Israelites 

were not pleased with this forced labor and with their “supervisors” (1 Kings 12:18; 2 

Chronicles 10:18). It all seemed a bit too Egyptian, if you asked them.’
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Solomon himself was a very controversial figure. Apart from using forced labour and 

heavy taxation to build the Temple and his own palace (which took 13 years to build by 

the way), he was known for his great wisdom, peace in Israel during his reign and a 

thousand women in his harem – some of whom were recognised as wives, some as 

concubines. He eventually dies worshipping the foreign gods, having been seduced by the 

foreign women.  
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His legacy doesn’t last long then. The wives and concubines last only his lifetime, the 

kingdom splits immediately after his death too; the Temple makes it 300 years before it’s 

destroyed by the Babylonians. His life and reign remain a milestone in the history of the 

people of God despite the transitory nature of Solomon’s legacy. 

Reformation was a very definite turning point in the history of Christianity too. Luther, a 

Catholic monk, originally wished to reform his mother Church which by then fell into 

disrepute. Luther despised the sale of indulgences and lack of morals among clergy in 

particular. Indulgences are a way of reducing punishment for the sins committed. It 

became a way of raising money for the great building project in Rome where the great St 

Peter’s Basilica was being rebuilt. Luther felt the indulgences – paying for the 

forgiveness of sins – made mockery of God’s grace and Jesus’ death on the cross. 

It started very innocently with 95 theses pinned to a door to be discussed by the 

academics. It caused an avalanche though that we now know as the Reformation. Various 

people jumped on the bandwagon as they saw the need for reform too. Both the Roman 

Catholic Church and the many strands of the Reformation underwent profound 

theological and practical transformation. The Church of Scotland is itself a result of that 

movement. The sale of indulgences was abolished, the office of elders introduced which 

in Scotland took the form of lay people of greatest knowledge of the Bible and cleanest 

life who assisted the minister of Word and Sacrament in maintaining the discipline in the 

Church and the community.  

The intentions were good and lots of changes introduced were desirable and noble. What 

Reformation started though is the time of greatest division in the Church of Jesus Christ 

on earth the world has ever seen. We learned to argue with one another on every point of 

doctrine and practice and split as soon as we can. Since then whenever two churches 

decided to unite, there’s three new churches in their place – one united and two 

remainders of those who did not want to unite from the original two.  

Some say that a major shift occurs in God’s church roughly every 500 years or so. One 

can but wonder whether we’re on the brink of yet another major transformation. We are 

still stuck in Christendom ways but that Church world we have known is falling apart 

quicker than we can keep up with it. Something new is emerging – but what?  

Both Bible readings Colin read as well as the Reformation we mark today point us in one 

direction. Whatever shape the Church will take in the future, it will need to be focused 

around God and our worship of him. Jesus will need to be the centre of whatever we do in 

the future – not our man-made traditions, not our buildings, not our denominations which 

are broken and in need of healing. But Jesus alone.  

Ultimately reformation of God’s Church is Christ’s work. His activity is about reshaping 

the institutions that we create in each new generation. Sometimes he reshapes us gently 

but it feels like whatever he’s doing now is major. Our task is to realign with what God is 

already doing. He’s creating a vibrant centre from which the future of his people will 

unfold.  



Paul Bellan-Boyer on his website City Called Heaven writes thoughtfully: ‘We might 

desire the conventional types of strength, success, and victory. But, God knows, that is 

not where we live all our lives, and that is not where we most need help. God’s kingdom 

– as Jesus knew and as Jesus lived – is built not with the biggest, strongest, most enduring 

stones, but with the living stones of God’s people, who are connected by something more 

fragile and yet stronger than mortar.’
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Thanks be to God for that endless ability of God’s Church to reform and reform again. 

Amen.  
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