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A. A former missionary to Afghanistan reported that at one point the authorities sought to clamp down on Christians. But they were frustrated because they just could not locate their churches. They got wind of an “underground church” that was meeting in a certain building, so they raided the place, but found no church. They then tore the building down and began digging. They were literally trying to find the “underground” church.


Those authorities were making the same mistake that we often do, confusing the church with a building. The church, after all, is the people of God. The Greek term used for “church” in the New Testament is “ekklesia,” literally, “the called-out ones.” The believers in the first couple of centuries would not have made that mistake, of course. There were no church buildings at that time because the church was often counted as illegal and persecuted. 


But God directed our Old Covenant counterparts, the church of the Old Testament, to construct a magnificent building, the Temple in Jerusalem. So splendid was it, that it was counted a wonder of the ancient world (not one of the seven). 


B. What are we to make of the temple in Jerusalem? Should we strive to build great cathedrals to honor the greatness of Christ? Or should we declare that any such investment in buildings is a distraction from the true mission of making disciples of all nations? There is a small cult that is active in our area that makes “no church buildings” a central article of their faith. For them it is a matter of great pride that they only meet in homes, along with the fact that they have no trained or ordained clergy. 

Before we jump to the contemporary application, we need to understand the text and its times. And in this long chapter we find three important clues to God’s purpose in commanding the construction of this remarkable wonder, the opulent and extravagant, extremely costly temple.
I. WE MUST MARK GOD’S TIMETABLE.


A. The chapter begins with an important, telling, time reference. “In the four hundred and eightieth year after the people of Israel 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.”

Two historic events are in view in this reference: God’s deliverance of his people out of Egypt, and the building of the temple, the house of the Lord. So, just as the first marked the beginning of a new era, so also does the construction of the temple. We have noted last time that the building of the temple was truly the capstone of God’s fulfilling his promise to Abraham of a land, a people, and a blessing. The people grew exponentially even in Egypt, even under the hardship of slavery, a mark of God’s blessing. And now they not only were in the right place but had the Promised Land secured so that they could live in both peace and prosperity. 

For nearly five centuries, God had dwelt in their midst in a tent, a portable structure that reminded them of their nomadic days in the wilderness. But now with the land safe and solidly under their control, it was time to build an immovable house for God to dwell there in greater permanence. So, this marked a new era in the life of the people of God, and it was an era of fulfillment. 


 B. We need to know what era we are living in before the face of God. Though God’s purposes are the same, and salvation is the same in all eras, still the details shifted according to God’s revelation and working at the time. The main difference between the Old Covenant and the New has to do with the location and the constituency of God’s people. 


1. Under the Old Covenant, the focus was on a single, specific location on earth. So, with the building of the temple, the right place for worship and to direct prayer was the Promised Land of Canaan in general, the holy city of Jerusalem in particular, and the temple itself, to be precise. Jerusalem was to be a literal, shining “city on a hill” that would draw the nations to the Lord. We will find that this literally happened during the glory days of Solomon. 


2. And the people of God was largely restricted to the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to the people of Israel. Other people could join with Israel as did Rahab the Canaanite or Ruth the Moabite, but it was only through joining with ethnic Israel, God’s chosen people, that others could be saved. 

C. But we live in a different era, the era of fulfillment, the era of the gospel. 

1. Today, the church is new people of God. And rather than the church in one location on earth drawing people to that place, Jesus commanded us to go and make disciples of all nations, starting in Jerusalem, then all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. So, the invitation to “come” is now replaced with the command to “go.” 


2. And the composition of God’s people has also been expanded from the physical offspring of Abraham to include all of his spiritual descendants, all who share in the faith of Abraham, trusting in the, now fulfilled promises of God. This is the biblical way of keeping the testaments together. The global church in all nations are the true, spiritual heirs of God’s promises. All of that has reached its fulfillment in Jesus the Messiah. And if anyone has faith in Jesus, they inherit the whole package. 


D. So, what does this say about the temple? Well, the church is the temple composed of living stones, and the body of each believer indwelt by the Holy Spirit is the temple of the living God who dwells within. It is fitting, I think, as a sign of God’s expanding kingdom, that not just one building, but that buildings everywhere should be built for worship and gathering, wherever the church has sprung up, if possible. My friends from China tell me that their Christian school kept changing locations, whenever the authorities got wind that they were meeting in this or that place. But where freedom of religion is a reality, church buildings stand as a testimony that God is at work in that place. 

From the time element, though, we also discover that God is often not in a hurry. The time from their release from slavery to their securing the land under Solomon was 480 years. That’s almost half a millennium! The US has just celebrated our 250 years as a nation, about half that time! Only a few of you can remember the birth of our nation in 1776, but for most of us that is nothing more than a bit of hazy history we learned in school, not a vital, living reality. About twelve generations of Israel lived in the uncertain time between leaving Egypt and struggling to claim the Promised Land. Some lived their entire lives dominated by the Philistines or other enemies. So, even if our cultural situation is not ideal, we can press on in the knowledge of God’s sovereign control at the helm of history, and the certainty that he will accomplish his purposes. 

We must mark God’s timetable, and…

II. WE MUST DISPLAY GOD’S BEAUTY.


A. The temple was magnificent! For its day, it was quite large and imposing, filled with symbolism, even in its layout and dimensions. And it was beautiful, the work of the best skilled craftsmen using the finest materials, including the costliest of all, gold. Gold was everywhere.  


“14 So Solomon built the house and finished it. 15 He lined the walls of the house on the inside with boards of cedar. From the floor of the house to the walls of the ceiling, he covered them on the inside with wood, and he covered the floor of the house with boards of cypress. 16 He built twenty cubits of the rear of the house with boards of cedar from the floor to the walls, and he built this within as an inner sanctuary, as the Most Holy Place. 17 The house, that is, the nave in front of the inner sanctuary, was forty cubits long. 18 The cedar within the house was carved in the form of gourds and open flowers. All was cedar; no stone was seen. 19 The inner sanctuary he prepared in the innermost part of the house, to set there the ark of the covenant of the Lord. 20 The inner sanctuary was twenty cubits long, twenty cubits wide, and twenty cubits high, and he overlaid it with pure gold. He also overlaid an altar of cedar. 21 And Solomon overlaid the inside of the house with pure gold, and he drew chains of gold across, in front of the inner sanctuary, and overlaid it with gold. 22 And he overlaid the whole house with gold, until all the house was finished. Also the whole altar that belonged to the inner sanctuary he overlaid with gold.” 


So, with all the aromatic cedar covering the walls, the temple was of great beauty and smelled wonderful. And it shined continually with gold, which does not tarnish or grow dull. The amount of gold required to cover the walls and doors and the internal altar is staggering. This has caused some to doubt this reading. The value equivalent today would be in the hundreds of millions, if not billions of dollars. Also, for those who suggest the second commandment forbids all artwork, the decorations of the temple, the image of angels and other creatures in nature speak otherwise, and this all under the direction of and with the approval of God himself. Remarkably, very few would ever see the inside of this magnificent temple, the inner parts restricted. 

B. But we should be careful not to confuse the eras. The church, the temple, is the people of God. And God’s people rightly reflect the beauty and glory of God through holiness of life and character. My grandmother used to tell me, “You’re not very good looking, but it’s what’s on the inside that counts!” (No, she didn’t tell me that.) But, at least the second part is true. Jesus said that all will know that we are his disciples, not by our opulent church buildings or by our glamorous personal appearances, but by our love one for another. This is not “spiritualizing” the text, but rightly, I think, understanding our own era as reflected in the previous, Old Testament, physical depiction of this great truth. 


C. As one example of this, Peter writes regarding Christian wives married to non-Christian husbands: “Likewise, wives, be subject to your own husbands, so that even if some do not obey the word, they may be won without a word by the conduct of their wives, 2 when they see your respectful and pure conduct. 3 Do not let your adorning be external—the braiding of hair and the putting on of gold jewelry, or the clothing you wear— 4 but let your adorning be the hidden person of the heart with the imperishable beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which in God’s sight is very precious.” (3:1-4) I don’t think this absolutely rules out a trip to the beauty parlor, but we do see where the true emphasis lies. And, so…
III. WE MUST REJOICE IN GOD’S PURPOSE. 


A. We find God’s real intent expressed near the center of this text in verses 11-13. “11 Now the word of the Lord came to Solomon, 12 ‘Concerning this house that you are building, if you will walk in my statutes and obey my rules and keep all my commandments and walk in them, then I will establish my word with you, which I spoke to David your father. 13 And I will dwell among the children of Israel and will not forsake my people Israel.’” 


This strongly suggests us that we are on the right track in focusing more upon inward holiness than on outward display in reflecting the beauty and glory of God. The beauty of integrity, of consistent character, of the evident fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control,” these are hard to argue with. And none of that is really possible aside from the inward working of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of the regenerate. So, such a quality of life in the world is both rare and attractive. And it is in this way that the true beauty of God is reflected: in the restored uprightness of his image bearers. 

B. We have seen this already in the wisdom of Solomon. His wisdom was not simply cleverness of speech that would make him an engaging guest on some late night talk show. It was the wisdom of seeing the world rightly, including human nature, and that from God’s perspective and according to God’s law. Biblical morality, especially in the realm of sexuality, has taken a pounding in recent decades. The main reason for this is the flat, two-dimensional atheism that has gripped our culture. If all we are is bodies, then bodily pleasures are at a premium. And any restrictions of the pursuit of the only happiness thought to be available, bodily pleasures, must be seen as the chief enemy of all happiness. It’s really quite sad and pathetic that people could be lulled into embracing such a hopeless and miserable way of life, one that denies God’s clear witness in creation and in their own hearts, all for “a mess of pottage.” 

C. All lawful pleasures of mind and body enable us to enjoy God’s goodness. They are to lead us to know him and to enjoy him. Severed from their true purpose, though, they only become idols, unsatisfying ends in themselves that can only lead to deep disappointment and emptiness. True beauty, true and lasting satisfaction only come from knowing God and being restored to our true and original purpose of delighting in him and reflecting his glory as those created in his own image, bearing dignity and rejoicing in our exalted position in his creation.   
CONCLUSION

We can see these dynamics on display in the writings of Solomon himself. So, on the one hand we have the true goodness and joy of sexual pleasure in marriage as displayed in honest terms in the Song of Solomon. And yet, when we come to the description of the “excellent wife” of Proverbs 31, we find a woman who lovingly, tirelessly, sacrificially cares for her family. Though she has children, so we know that she has been enjoying that benefit of marriage, still there is no suggestion that she is “hot,” a “fox,” “hubba-hubba,” dressing like a prostitute, and so forth, the rather messed up ideal of today. 


God’s purpose is a holy and happy people, blessed by God dwelling in their midst, revealing the glory of his goodness in their contentedness and satisfaction of heart. This is the ideal, the truly blessed life: “13 And I will dwell among the children of Israel and will not forsake my people Israel.” J
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