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Ruth 3.1-5, 4.13-17; Psalm 127; Mark 13.1-8 

“Unless the Lord builds the house, their labour is in vain who build it.”  

Prayer 

The opening words of today’s Psalm really resonated with something I heard earlier this week. The 

Psalmist says “Unless the Lord builds the house, their labour is in vain who build it.” I was listening to a 

podcast where a story about nearly this exact situation was described. I’m going to tell it to you as the 

person of the podcast did—I did a little more research and found that a couple of stories were combined 

but his story is powerful as it is. He tells a story about travelling with a group from his church to what is 

now Turkey to visit a well-known ancient church. While he was marvelling at the beauty of this church, 

the tour guide told him a little about its history. This church was one of the seven wonders of the 

ancient world before it was destroyed. The emperor at the time wanted to put a statue of his wife in this 

beautiful and awe-inspiring church. The bishop in charge of that church put up a huge fight and, as a 

result was banished. The emperor, with the bishop now out of the way, made plans to have his way and 

install this statue of his wife in this church—but the people revolted. Before the statue could be 

installed, the people, in support of their bishop and in a brazen act of defiance to the emperor burned 

the building down. The emperor had miscalculated, as the story-teller explains. “These people believed 

in something.” Though this building was destroyed and one of the seven wonders of the ancient world 

with it, the people had made their point: this place of worship would not be desecrated. Their God 

would not be displaced by the vanity of a mortal ruler or his wife. 

The podcast I was listening to is called The Rise and Fall of Mars Hill. It’s a very popular podcast at the 

moment which describes the rise and fall of Mars Hill Church in Seattle. You may have heard about this 

church and its lead pastor, Mark Driscoll, who received a lot of press from the mid 1990s right up until 

the church folded in 2014. At the height of its popularity, Mars Hill Church had nearly 15,000 weekly 

worshippers in many different campuses across multiple states. They had huge numbers of conversions, 

baptisms, lives changed—and lives damaged through the spiritual and emotional abuse that was 

rampant in the leadership of the church. Things unravelled very quickly. Even years later, largely 

because of the impact that the church and its pastor made on so many people, we are still trying to 

understand what happened and to learn from that whole debacle. 

“Unless the Lord builds the house, their labour is in vain who build it.”  

But neither Mars Hill nor this ancient-wonder-of-the-world church in Turkey were the first places of 

worship to collapse, figuratively or literally. We heard in Mark’s gospel Jesus describing the future 

events of the temple in Jerusalem to his disciples. As they are marvelling at the size of the stones that 

went into building this impressive building, Jesus warns, “not one stone will be left here upon another; 

all will be thrown down." If you know your history well, you will know that this did in fact happen to the 

temple in Jerusalem. Though historians are not certain as to when Jesus lived his life (despite naming 

the years in the calendar after him), they are certain about the year that the temple was destroyed: 

70CE during the First Jewish-Roman war of 66-73. Many biblical historians believe that Mark’s gospel 

was the first of the four gospels that was written—but they are not certain about the year that any of 

them were written. There is some question as to how specifically Jesus predicted the destruction of the 

temple and how well the writers remembered it once they saw the prediction had come true. You may 



be familiar with the similar text in John’s gospel which clarifies that Jesus was referring to the temple of 

his body being destroyed (and raised up again in three days) rather than the actual temple that had 

been built over hundreds of years.  

If you are a history buff, you will also probably know that the temple in Jerusalem at the time of Jesus is 

referred to as the second temple and this whole period is referred to as “second temple Judaism”. After 

the Babylonians destroyed King Solomon’s temple hundreds of years earlier, the books of Ezra and 

Nehemiah describe the process behind rebuilding the temple and the walls of Jerusalem. Although there 

was great rejoicing at its construction, there was also mourning (among those who had returned from 

the Babylonian captivity) as this second temple paled in comparison to the first. This “second temple” 

stood for hundreds of years, until shortly after the time of Jesus. The destruction of that “second 

temple” marked a huge shift in Judaism as the temple of Jerusalem and its ritual sacrifices were no 

longer the focal points in Jewish worship as they had been previously.  

Part of this temple complex still stands in Jerusalem today, though Jews were barred from visiting it for 

centuries. In more recent years, the Western Wall has been called “the wailing wall” by non-Jewish 

observers of the behaviours of Jewish visitors. Standing as it does as a symbol of the temple and holy 

city that once were and the independence of worship and existence that the temple in the city of 

Jerusalem once represented, the Western Wall has become a place where Jewish adherents go to 

mourn everything that was. There are those who hope for the construction of a third temple though 

Jerusalem is still a divided city sacred to both Muslims and Jews.  

“Unless the Lord builds the house, their labour is in vain who build it.”  

When we consider our own lives and how any of this is connected to us, things are a little fragmented. 

Fragmented because we all play multiple roles in this world and are connected to various people and 

organizations in a variety of ways. When we think about the quote from the psalmist, we might think 

about our own lives. Our own houses, so to speak. And what is clear is that God is present in the building 

of our lives. God is with us, and the houses of ourselves can never be built without God. And therefore 

can never be built in vain. We may feel as though our world is crumbling and as though God has 

abandoned us, but God never leaves us alone. A popular phrase refers to God as the “hound of heaven” 

who relentlessly pursues us even when we continue to turn away. 

While God may never abandon us, that does not mean that God will continue this same relentless 

pursuit of all of the structures, systems, and buildings that we are connected to (and, at times, define 

ourselves by). God’s commitment is to us, God’s people. Not a building. Not a process. Not a system. Not 

a government. ALL of those may fail (and many have). We cannot expect God to save them for us. 

Because, let’s face it, some of them have and will outlive their usefulness. They reach a point where they 

are no longer beneficial to God’s people and, when that happens, we can’t expect God to save them, no 

matter how often God’s name was raised in them. Sure, people can work and fight and struggle to save 

systems and structures and buildings and traditions, even to the point of being completely detrimental, 

but we can’t expect God to go down that path with us. —none of that is to say that it may not still be 

incredibly painful to see the collapse of something that has meant so much to us. People still mourn two 

thousand years later over the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. And people mourned over that 

church in Turkey, even as they burned it down. It hurts. We often invest a lot of our time and our 

energies in buildings and systems and structures—often for very noble reasons (we think they will help 

us to better serve God’s people and build God’s kingdom, for example). But our hard work and our 



attachment doesn’t guarantee that God is actually on board. Or that God is still on board and hasn’t 

moved elsewhere when, for example, our megachurch has abandoned its original goal of spreading the 

gospel in favour of fostering growth for the sake of growth. If the gospel has been abandoned, then God 

isn’t going to stick around. And if God has left, maybe it’s time for us to walk away too. But it’s not 

always easy to tell when it’s time to walk away. It’s not even easy to tell if a building or system or 

structure is even still fulfilling its original purpose to serve God and God’s people! 

“Unless the Lord builds the house, their labour is in vain who build it.”  

But take heart, my friends. For God can make good come out of even the most bitter of situations. God 

can make a river flow from a rock. God can provide food in the desert. We saw that for Naomi, even 

when all hope was lost, a new way forward emerged. In this story, the action of God is facilitated 

through the action of people who strive to help one another. But in the end, we see that something new 

emerges. Naomi has a son—by way of Ruth. And, if I understand the way genealogy worked in those 

days, the first son borne to Ruth, the one named Obed who was nursed by Naomi, was heir of Naomi’s 

husband (and not Boaz, Ruth’s husband). God found a way to provide an heir for Naomi—but more 

importantly, Naomi, who struggled and suffered for so long, got to see and care for this child who was to 

become the grandfather of King David, perhaps the most famous of all of Israel’s kings. For Christians, 

Naomi and Ruth are important not only because of their connection to King David, but to another King 

born in that lineage: Jesus. This was the lineage and the house that God built, from the rubble of 

Naomi’s life. 

“Unless the Lord builds the house, their labour is in vain who build it.”  

 

 


