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A. Every people, every nation, would be wise to remember and even celebrate the high points of its history. Now, I haven’t been in school for a long time, but back in the day, students were required to learn American history, government, and the state I was in even required learning about state history. There is or at least was a general sense of agreement regarding important moments in the American story: the Boston Tea Party, the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the Revolutionary War with Washington crossing the Delaware, the First Continental Congress, the drafting of the US Constitution. We know, or should know, about our history. For many, thinking about these events brings a stirring of patriotic sentiment and a recommitment to the original ideals of freedom and unity. 

And Old Testament Israel was no exception to this dynamic. If anything, Israel had a greater urgency in recalling its own history, for it was the one nation chosen by and blessed by God, the light to the nations, the shining city on the hill. It had a divine destiny to bear salvation to the lost of the world. 


B. There were certain highlights in Israel’s history that the people recalled, that the Lord himself kept before them through the rituals and festivals he had commanded they keep. They would all remember the father of the faithful, Abraham, responding to God’s call. They would remember the nomadic portion of their history as Abraham sojourned in the Promised Land without taking possession of it. They would recall with bitterness of the captivity portion of their history, enslaved and being exterminated in Egypt. They would recall their deliverance, the Exodus under Moses. In fact, this Exodus was the event remembered throughout all the Old Testament as the true founding of their nation, superseded in Scripture only by the coming of the Christ. They would remember the sad time of wandering in the wilderness because of their unbelief. They would recall the hundreds of years of conquest as they struggled to possess the land. 


C. And now they had come to a time of consolidation. The borders had been secured. The people were united as one. And now the temple had been founded, built, and established. God was coming to his resting place where he would dwell in residence in the midst of his chosen people. More than just a worship center or meeting place, the dedication of this temple points to God’s enduring faithfulness to his people. And it reminds us of his enduring faithfulness to us, to all generations of believers. Here, in the dedication of the temple, 

I. WE SEE GOD’S CONSTANCY.


A. The central act of the dedication of the temple was carrying the Ark of the Covenant to its resting place in the Holy of Holies, the innermost room in the temple. 


“Then Solomon assembled the elders of Israel and all the heads of the tribes, the leaders of the fathers’ houses of the people of Israel, before King Solomon in Jerusalem, to bring up the ark of the covenant of the Lord out of the city of David, which is Zion. 2 And all the men of Israel assembled to King Solomon at the feast in the month Ethanim, which is the seventh month. 3 And all the elders of Israel came, and the priests took up the ark. 4 And they brought up the ark of the Lord, the tent of meeting, and all the holy vessels that were in the tent; the priests and the Levites brought them up. 5 And King Solomon and all the congregation of Israel, who had assembled before him, were with him before the ark, sacrificing so many sheep and oxen that they could not be counted or numbered. 6 Then the priests brought the ark of the covenant of the Lord to its place in the inner sanctuary of the house, in the Most Holy Place, underneath the wings of the cherubim. 7 For the cherubim spread out their wings over the place of the ark, so that the cherubim overshadowed the ark and its poles. 8 And the poles were so long that the ends of the poles were seen from the Holy Place before the inner sanctuary; but they could not be seen from outside. And they are there to this day.”

Remember, the temple was a copy of the throne room of God in heaven. Last time we noted the pillars and the sea and their counterparts in John’s vision in the Revelation. 


God’s “throne” in the temple was depicted as the ark itself, the lid of which was called “the mercy seat.” There, specifically, God caused his presence to dwell. Now, of course, God is a spirit and is in every place. God is not simply diffused like a gas in every location, but is fully present, present in his fullness in every place: “all of God is everywhere all the time.”


B. But God gives us earthbound, physical creatures the assurance of his presence for the purpose of saving and blessing us by pointing to various locations. The Holy Spirit resides within the body of every believer, for example. And the Holy Spirit is present for blessing and to receive worship when believers gather in the name of Jesus. 


Under the Old Covenant, God assured his people of his presence upon his throne, the Ark of the Covenant. That’s why you did not trifle with the ark.

When the Philistines had captured the ark in Samuel’s day, their disrespect brought God’s curse, so that the were anxious to send it back. When, in David’s day, Uzzah the priest reached to steady the ark, he was immediately killed by God for his act of sacrilege.  

And now the ark had come to rest at last in the solid, immovable temple they had constructed under the Lord’s direction. The ark was 500 years old at that time. The Lord had been with his people through their wanderings and through the conquest period of their history, and here he was during the consolidation time. The point is that the Lord is with his people through all generations of their existence. 

C. We do not have the ark anymore. Many assume that it was taken away and lost in 586 B.C. when the Babylonians plundered the city and burned the temple. It was probably disassembled and stripped for its gold. And we do not need it. 


We have the Holy Spirit in our bodies and in our midst. By faith, we believe God’s promise. But we also see evidence of the Spirit’s work in converting the lost and in making us new. We see the Spirit creating new fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. And when such Spirit-controlled and empowered people gather, we find a new community not based one any ethnic heritage but upon the unifying Spirit of God himself. The ark lasted about 1,500 years. But the Spirit-filled church has been around now for 2,000+ years.


So, here in the dedication of the temple, we see God’s constancy, and 

II. WE SEE GOD’S COVENANT LOYALTY.


A. We must remember that any promise of God to mere creatures like us is an astonishing act of condescension on God’s part. In kindness, in this display of great mercy, God voluntarily binds himself, limits himself, that we might be able to know him. 


“9 There was nothing in the ark except the two tablets of stone that Moses put there at Horeb, where the Lord made a covenant with the people of Israel, when they came out of the land of Egypt.”

The archaic language of the Westminster Confession of Faith reminds us of the necessity of God making a covenant with us. “The distance between God and the creature is so great, that although reasonable creatures do owe obedience unto Him as their Creator, yet they could never have any fruition of Him as their blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension on God's part, which He hath been pleased to express by way of covenant.” (VII.1) A covenant was necessary, not because God owed it to us, but so that we might know him and draw near to him. 


The covenant that Solomon refers to here is the covenant God made with them at Mt. Sinai (or Horeb, same place). Later a jar of manna and Aaron’s rod that budded was kept with the ark, but these apparently had been lost by this time. 

B. So, the covenant with Moses was a covenant of law, depicted by the two stone tablets with the decalogue, the Ten Commandments inscribed upon them. The “law of Moses” here was not suggesting any salvation by works. It simply established God’s holy and just requirements of his people, which none of them kept personally. But the wider covenant recorded in the Torah or five books of Moses included sacrifices for sin by which their violations of God’s law could be covered. Martin Luther suggested that it was the convicting use of the law which was its primary use, to rob all people of any hope in self-righteousness, and to make us yearn for forgiveness through God’s coming Messiah. 


Our covenant with God is the new, or renewed covenant. Notice that it keeps the same law. The Ten Commandments, the moral law, is still in effect. But the renewed covenant is a completed covenant. We do not look forward, but backward to Christ’s completed work on our behalf, fulfilling the law perfectly for us, and then bearing our many sins to the cross. 


C. Both of these are essential, the law fulfilled for us, and our sins atoned for for us. And all of this accomplished by Christ. There is a hymn in our hymnal, not a bad hymn, but we do not sing it because it is not quite accurate. The refrain is this: 

“I have no other argument, I have no other plea;

It is enough that Jesus died and that he died for me.” 

Okay, well, yes, but it actually is NOT enough that Jesus died for me. For God does not require a clean record alone, but a record of an entire life filled with perfect obedience to his law, avoiding sin, but also actively doing good works of love. If Jesus only died for me, then the dial would be reset to zero, and I still do not have that life of perfect obedience to offer unto God. It is only “enough” that Jesus both died for me and fulfilled all righteousness for me. 


D. And that points to the joyous freedom of the believer. Make no mistake: the law is still our faithful guide showing us what is pleasing to God. But it is no longer our judge, jury, and executioner. Before God, I have already kept God’s law perfectly, because Jesus did it for me, and I am counted not only as forgiven, but as fully righteous for his sake. 

So, then I no longer live in fear of condemnation for breaking God’s commandments, which I, in my unsanctified state will regrettably do. But I can live in joy, gladly keeping his law with his help, delighting in the new found power of the Spirit to lay aside sin, to extinguish sinful desires, and to gladly serve my Savior. So, growing external conformity is accompanied by inward holiness and purity of heart. And that is truly wonderful, a surpassing benefit of the New Covenant fulfilled in Christ!



Here in this dedication of the temple, we see God’s constancy, we see his covenant loyalty, and… 

III. WE SEE GOD’S CONTINUITY. 


A. The dedication includes a miraculous sign. The Lord God descends in the form of a cloud. “10 And when the priests came out of the Holy Place, a cloud filled the house of the Lord, 11 so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud, for the glory of the Lord filled the house of the Lord.” 


Miraculous signs were rare in this era. The cloud clearly represented God’s presence in his house. We do not need to go into a lengthy rehearsal of the Lord’s presence revealed in a cloud. We recall that during their wilderness wanderings, the Lord led them in a pillar of cloud which ignited into the flames of light and warmth at night. It is a little baffling that the people of Israel witnessed the daily miracles of the cloud and pillar of fire, not to mention the daily provision of manna from heaven, and yet sought after other gods. The only way I can understand it is to remember my own times of unbelief or seeking after the false gods of our day.

B. But the same cloud which also appeared much later on the Mount of Transfiguration, came and filled the temple, a miracle. And it was a sign of continuity. As God had been with Moses and their ancestors in the wilderness hundreds of years before this, so he was with them now. It was an undeniable sign the Lord provided to bolster their faith, the same sign as that received by their forefathers. 

We don’t have the cloud today. But this is no great loss, for we have something better. We have the substance of that temple worship. 


1. We have the voice of God in the preaching of his Word. Now preachers can err, of course. But when the preacher keeps his finger on the text, and faithfully relays God’s message, the people are hearing the voice of God. The Swiss, Protestant Reformer Heinrich Bullinger declared in this Second Helvetic Confession, the preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God, “Wherefore when this Word of God is now preached in the church by preachers lawfully called, we believe that the very Word of God is preached, and received of the faithful….” Here is the true prophetic voice in the world today, and none other. 

2. We also have the sacraments of grace, these visible signs and seals of the gospel applied to us. Old Testament Israel had various rituals and sacrifices. But our sacramental signs all look back to the sacrifice of the Christ, his blood washing us clean, his broken body and shed blood, assuring and strengthening us. 


3. And we have prayer. In imitation of the cloud that filled the temple, perhaps, the priests were to offer incense on a smaller altar of incense. It would be a sweet, fragrant smell, but would also symbolize their prayers rising up to the throne of God. And our prayers are like pleasing incense rising up to him. Actually, Revelation 8 symbolically speaks of this connection. “And another angel came and stood at the altar, having a golden censer; and there was given unto him much incense, that he should offer it with the prayers of all saints upon the golden altar which was before the throne. And the smoke of the incense, which came with the prayers of the saints, ascended up before God out of the angel’s hand.” (8:3-4)

CONCLUSION


Christians sometimes find it hard to read the Bible, to make it a priority. We are easily distracted. But one help that might pique our interest and draw us in is to remember that the Word of God is not some ancient artifact of some foreign, far away people with customs that are hard to understand and relate to. 


This is our story. We stand in solidarity with God’s people on both sides of the cross. We may not share any ethnic heritage with Israel. (I was told that I am one sixteenth Jewish, so I will be ahead of you all in the line into heaven.) And yet as followers of Christ, united to him, we are all the spiritual offspring of Abraham and Moses and David and our Lord Jesus himself. 


We are living proof of God’s enduring faithfulness, his constancy, his covenant loyalty, and the continuity of his promise and plan and people. All of this is our history as the New Covenant people of God. Speaking to a mainly Gentile church in Ephesus, Paul writes these wonderfully inviting words:   
“12 remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility 15 by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, 16 and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility. 17 And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near. 18 For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. 19 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. 22 In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.” J
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