
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The First Sunday in Advent

psalter:
Psalms 46 & 97

1st lesson:
Isaiah 28:14-22

2nd lesson:
Matthew 21:1-13
The Temple of God

"And Jesus went into the temple of God, and cast out all them that sold and bought in the temple, and overthrew the tables of the money-changers, and the seats of them that sold doves, and said unto them, It is written, My house shall be called the house of prayer; but ye have made it a den of thieves." (Matthew 21:12-13)

This buying and selling, which Christ dramatically brought to an end in the Cleansing of the Temple, was going on in the Court of the Gentiles, the outermost area of the temple, which anyone could enter. The businessmen there were providing essential services to those who were coming to worship, but it was not the appropriate place for what they were doing; and Christ's accusation that they had turned the Court of the Gentiles into "a den of thieves" suggests that they were making exorbitant profits from their business there.
This was the third temple on the site, this one built by Herod the Great, beginning in 20 B.C. It was destroyed by the Romans in 70 A. D. when they put down the rebellion of the Jews against their rule. The second temple had been built after the return from the Exile, and had stood from 515 B. C. until the building of Herod's structure in 20 B. C. The first temple had been built by King Solomon, and lasted from its dedication in 960 B. C. until the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 586 B. C.

So it was a very sacred place, "the temple of God," as Saint Matthew referred to it, the place where God dwelt. Our Lord also believed that God's presence was there, for He said in a discussion of those who swore by the temple, that they were really swearing by God Himself, "Him that dwelleth therein." (Matthew 23:21)

In an awe-inspiring passage from the report of Solomon's dedication of his temple, the author of the First Book of Kings says, "And when the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the Lord, 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." (1st Kings 8:10)

Solomon, who was presiding over the dedication ceremony, reverently acknowledged the presence of God, and then went on to say, "But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain thee; how much less this house which I have built!" (1st Kings 8:27)
Still, God had promised to be there to hear the prayers of His people, and Solomon said in his prayer of dedication, "Hearken thou to the supplication of thy servant and of thy people Israel, when they pray toward this place." (1st Kings 8:30). So it became the focal point of the prayers of the Jews, and we read of Daniel in captivity centuries later in Babylon, that he "had windows in his upper chamber open toward Jerusalem; and he got down upon his knees three times a day and prayed and gave thanks before his God." (Daniel 6:10)
Before the first temple was constructed, there was the tabernacle, or tent of meeting, with an outer court and a holy of holies (which the temples also had), containing the ark and the mercy seat. God said of this sacred place, to Moses,

"There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from between the two cherubim that are upon the ark of testimony, I will speak with you of all that I will give you in commandment for the people of Israel." (Exodus 25:22)
The tabernacle and the temples were the places where, God declared, "I will meet with the people of Israel, and will be their God." (Exodus 29:38-45) They were outward signs and effective symbols of the presence of God with His people, "the places of the presence," as they have been called. They were evidence that the omnipresent God chose to make Himself known to His people at particular times and places.

As Christians, we believe and know that the tabernacle and the temples were fulfilled in Christ. Saint John says of the Lord, "And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father) full of grace and truth." (John 1:14) The word "dwelt" could also be translated as "tabernacled," as God's presence tabernacled among His people. The glory seen in Christ was in succession with the glory of God evidenced by the cloud that enveloped Mount Sinai when the Law was given to Moses, and in the cloud that filled the first temple when it was dedicated. Jesus said of Himself, "Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it up," and Saint John explains that "He spoke of the temple of His body." (John 2:19-21) Saint Paul wrote of our Lord to the Colossians in these words: "In him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell." (Colossians 1:19) We are thinking here of the Incarnation, the coming of God's Word in the flesh in Jesus of Nazareth, Who is the fulfillment of both tabernacle and temple.

But the idea of the presence of God with His people is taken even further in the New Testament, because the Christian fellowship and its members – that is, the Church, are seen to be the temple of God, for Christ is with His Church and indwells her. He promised, "Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them." (Matthew 18:19-20) Ephesians speaks of the "household of God," of which Christ is the "chief cornerstone;" and continues, "In whom the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are built into it for a dwelling-place of God in the Spirit." (Ephesians 2:21-22)
Saint Paul wrote to Timothy of "the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and bulwark of the truth." (1st Timothy 3:15) Baptism and Confirmation give God's people the gift of the Holy Spirit dwelling within them; and certainly with that in mind, Saint Paul sternly admonished the Corinthians (some of whom had morals which didn't match their Christian calling), "Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? God's temple is holy, and that temple you are." (1st Corinthians 3:16-17) And he wrote to them on another occasion, "We are the temple of the living God." (2nd Corinthians 6: 1 6)
It is a sobering and humbling thought that God's Spirit dwells in His Church and in her members. We feel that we are highly improbable receptacles for the Holy Spirit –and indeed we are! But God in His love and mercy sends Him to dwell in us and in His Church. We see the results of His presence and work in the Christian fellowship, but we still have very, very much to learn from Him.

King Solomon said of the temple which he built that it was a place for God to dwell in forever (1st Kings 8:13). We know that it and the two subsequent ones were destroyed. But in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Word of God, and in His people, God has drawn very near, and has given Himself a temple to dwell in forever.
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