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I have enjoyed the opportunity over the years to worship in many different kinds of churches and in many different ways.  When I travel I try to visit a variety of churches.  I have worshipped in megachurches with thousands of people and in small churches with only five or six people.  For two summers I was a substitute preacher for a tiny church in the tiny community of West Middletown, Pennsylvania.  A good Sunday was ten people.  The church was a rickety old building with worn-out hymnals and a badly out of tune piano, but it was still great worship.


One of my favorite worship experiences did not take place in a church sanctuary, but in a field outside of Wilmore, at the Ichthus music festival.  It was also the largest worship service I have attended, as almost 30,000 gathered in that field and shared communion together.  As we worshipped, a cloud in the shape of a cross slowly drifted across the sky, finally dissipating about the time worship was finished.  It was a beautiful and moving time out in that field and I will never forget that day.


As we continue with our series of The Bible You Should Know we move from David to his son Solomon.  Solomon is best known for his wisdom, which was dramatically demonstrated when he was confronted with two women who both claimed to be the mother of the same child (I Kings 3:16-28).  Solomon was so renowned for his wisdom that even today we hear the expression that someone has the wisdom of Solomon.

This morning we will study the part of Solomon’s life when he built the Temple.  Solomon’s father David dreamed of building a Temple as a place for the Ark of the Covenant and for a house of worship for the people of Israel, but God decreed this would not be done by David but would fall to his son Solomon.  We pick up the story in I Kings 4:20 where we are told that the people of Israel had finally seen the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham.  God promised Abraham that his descendants would be as numerous as the sand of the sea (Genesis 32:12).  That’s the exact description we are given in I Kings 4:20.  We are also told that the people were very prosperous, eating and drinking and rejoicing (I Kings 4:20).  This is a description of people for whom life was going very well.  Every man, it was said, lived in safety, every man under his vine and his fig tree (4:25).  In other words, the land was settled, there was plenty of food, and abundance was the description for the times – what more could anyone ask?

Well, Solomon could ask for still one thing.  Solomon remembered that his father David had desired to build a Temple.  Solomon knew the time had come.  It’s important to note that the conviction to build the Temple did not come to Solomon when times were tough.  It is during the tough times that people find themselves compelled to nurture their faith and to strengthen their bond with God.  Life in Israel was about as good as it could get, and yet for all the blessings of life Solomon knew something was still missing; he recognized the need to build a Temple that would serve to unite the faith and the worship of the people.

Peace and prosperity are often, ironically, one of the great dangers to faith and worship.  When life is going well it’s very easy to forget about God, but Solomon recognized the important truth that even in our abundance we must work to strengthen our faith and our bond to God.


Our society has experienced a time of great prosperity in the past decade or so.  Not the prosperity seems to be evaporating, and perhaps one of the reasons is because during the time of prosperity people were so caught up in achieving and accumulating that we were becoming more spiritually bankrupt while our bank accounts were growing.  But now we are awakening to the tragedy that our spiritual bankruptcy is bringing about financial bankruptcies.  The greed and desire that ran amuck while things were flying high has now brought us low.

In I Kings 5:13 we read of the beginning of the Temple’s construction.  Solomon, for all of his wisdom, makes a tragic decision at the very beginning of the construction.  Verse 13 tells us that Solomon forced tens of thousands of his own people into forced labor to build the Temple.  As you read the following verses you find a staggering number of people that were put to work building the Temple.  This is in stark contrast to the building of the Tabernacle, a portable place of worship that the Israelites used during their time of wandering in the wilderness with Moses.  Listen to Exodus 36:5-6, a description of the willingness of the people to help build the Tabernacle.  And they said to Moses, “The people are bringing much more than enough for the construction work which the Lord commanded us to perform.”  So Moses issued a command, and a proclamation was circulated throughout the camp, saying, “Let neither man nor woman any longer perform work for the contributions of the sanctuary.”  Thus the people were restrained from bringing any more.  Think of what these verses are saying – the people were giving so much that Moses finally had to say – stop giving!  We have too much!  Have you ever heard those words in church before?  Moses allowed the commitment of the people to carry the day as they willingly and sacrificially gave of what they had to build the Tabernacle.  Not so with Solomon.  Solomon began his great task by conscripting the people into forced labor.  The Temple was to be, perhaps, more of a monument to the ego of Solomon than a project for the glory of God.


It is a sad truth that we can be more about building our own kingdom than the kingdom of God.  We can be about building the church more in our image than in the image of God.  We can be more interested in our own glory than in bringing glory to God.  We are not building our church; we are building God’s church.  We must listen very closely to the words we use, because they will tell us the real intent of our hearts.  Do we talk too much about what we want?  Do we talk too much about our hopes and our dreams?  When we start talking about such things we are no longer building God’s church; we are building a monument to our own egos. 


If you go on to chapter six and read the details of the Temple you will find a truly staggering description of a magnificent building.  Built with the finest of materials and possessing an inside overlaid with pure gold it was seven years in the building and ranks as one of the greatest achievements in the history of mankind (6:38).  It is worth noting, as well, that no Biblical evidence exists for being shabby in building a house of worship.  Both the Tabernacle and the Temple were magnificent structures.  It is a travesty, I believe, when a house of worship is poorly and cheaply built and poorly and cheaply kept.  I have been in too many churches where the attitude was to starve the physical needs of the church structure.  I have heard too many people over the years express an attitude of being cheap toward a church building.  That’s certainly a personal preference one can express; there’s just one problem with it – it’s not Biblical.  Perhaps it’s possible to be too extravagant with a church building but in my experience the problem has generally been one of being cheap rather than extravagant.  A place of worship ought to soar with the beauty of architecture that reflects the glory of God, a place of worship ought to be a place in a community where people can point and say now there is a beautiful building, and the people of God should never approach the house of God with the attitude of what is the least we can get by with?  People from around the world travel to Europe to visit the great cathedrals, but no one travels to see rickety and shabby church buildings.

Once the building was complete there was still much to be done to furnish the Temple.  After more work the day finally came to bring the Ark of the Covenant into the Temple (8:4) on a day when the people of Israel gathered together for a time of dedication.  Solomon gives a beautiful prayer (8:22-53) and then challenges the people with these words – Let your heart be therefore wholly devoted to the Lord our God, to walk in His statutes and to keep His commandments, as at this day (8:61).


It’s a great ending to a magnificent project.  But as we will see next week it was not long before the commitment and the dedication began to unravel, which proves to us that though we live in a time when we worry so much about attacks to the church and faith from the outside, it is far more worrisome what happens from the inside.  The church faces decay and irrelevance from within, which is a far greater challenge than anything that can come from outside of the church walls.  I am concerned about the lack of belief outside of the walls of the church, but I am more concerned about weak and timid faith within the church walls.  I am concerned about the attitude of irrelevance towards church that people out in society have about the church, but I am far more concerned about the way those of us within the church communicate an attitude of irrelevance about the church.

I am further concerned about the privatization of worship and spirituality that is taking place in our culture.  This privatization of worship is reflected by such statements as I can worship just as well on the golf course; I can worship just as well out in the woods; I can worship just as well out in a fishing boat; I can worship just as well sitting in my recliner on Sunday morning reading the paper and there is a host of other statements just like these.  I have spent time on golf courses, in the woods, and in fishing boats, but I have never seen worship happening in any of those places.  Golfing and fishing never made me more spiritual; in fact, they probably made me less spiritual every time I hit a ball into the woods or lost a good catch.  Privatization of worship says I don’t need anyone else, I can be spiritual on my own.


That is simply not true.  God created us with the need worship corporately, not individually.  We can have great times of worship when we are alone, but we cannot always worship alone.  When worship is reduced down to just me I am accountable to no one, I am challenged by no one, and I am engaging no one else in faith.

But as we come together as one body we must also remember that we must think of the church as being far greater than this building or what happens in this building.  Solomon, and his father David, wanted a physical location to centralize their worship; we need to remember that we cannot remain centralized.  Churches can become too self-contained.  There can be too much of a concentration upon what is happening in the building when the real test is not simply what happens here but what is happening outside of the building as we engage our community every day of the week.

I am very grateful that we have this place to come and worship.  This church building is a gift to us, but with that gift comes the reminder that we are a church that must also exist without walls.  We are called to this place so that we can then be dispersed into our community and beyond to love God and love our neighbors.  

May we go, and be the church.  May we be the church not only when we are here in this place, may we go and be the church as we step beyond the walls of this building.
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