
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #9

“Who We Are as the Church”

1 Corinthians 3:16-17

“Who Are You?” was a hit song back in the late 1970s by The Who (who else?) The song later took on a second life, so to speak, as the opening theme song for the television series CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. I must agree, though, with comedian Tim Hawkins who suggests that, as the bands get older, they should update their lyrics to reflect their aging status. He proposes the song should now ask, “Who Am I?”

That may make us chuckle, but the search for who we are can be a serious matter. Ultimately we are all looking for an identity that enables us to be secure in ourselves and meaningfully connected to others. We want to know who we are and to be honestly known. Paul claims that being God’s “building”—God’s church—gives us this identity.
 

In 1 Corinthians 3:9, Paul writes, “For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building.” Then, in verses 10-15, he talks about the importance of how we are built—really, how we build this building together. In our last study we saw how that work will ultimately be evaluated at the Judgment Seat of Christ.

Tonight we have come to verses 16-17, a text full of meaning and, unfortunately, misunderstanding. From these two verses, I believe we will see who we are as a church.

The Sacred Identification

Paul begins with the sacred identification in verse 16 and the end of verse 17, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? …for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple.” Paul brings out the sacredness of the community of believers by likening the building to a temple in which God dwells.

He phrases verse 16 as a question: “Don’t you know…?” No fewer than ten times in this letter the apostle asks the same question, “Don’t you know?” He attributes the Corinthians’ failures to their ignorance or forgetfulness. If only they knew, they would behave differently. Paul sees Christian understanding as the key to Christian holiness, especially our understanding of our identity as the people of God.

The full question reads, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?” There are two different Greek terms in the New Testament translated by the English word “temple.” One, hiera, means the building itself; the other, naos, means the inner sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, where the glory of God dwells. Naos is the word Paul uses here. He is saying we are God’s sanctuary, the place of His awesome temple.
 Because of the indwelling Holy Spirit, we are God’s Most Holy Place.
 

Here is where the misunderstanding often begins. These words are sometimes applied to the individual believer, such as in 1 Corinthians 6:19, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you received from God?” But Paul uses different Greek words here. In Greek there are different words for singular “you” and plural “you” (that is, “you all”). Further, verbs have distinct endings that show whether the subject of the verb is singular or plural, first person (“I,” “we”), second person (“you,” “you all”) or third person (“he,” “she,” “it” or “they”). In the Greek text of 1 Corinthians 3:16–17, the verb endings and pronouns all reflect the plural.
 The Greek word translated “temple” is singular, but “you” is plural; the reference is to the church as a whole.
 Had Paul been from the American south, this verse would read, “Don’t y’all realize that y’all together are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God lives in y’all?” 

This isn’t the first time Paul describes the church corporately as a temple, either. We read in 2 Corinthians 6:16, “For we are the temple of God,” and in Ephesians 2:21-22, “In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.” As a church body, we are to visibly represent God on earth.
 Though he does not develop the metaphor, Paul would, I think, agree with the fuller details to be found in 1 Peter 2:5, where individual Christians are spiritual stones which go to make up the spiritual temple which is built on Christ.

It is important to see that we are together the temple of God. We must recognize that we are part of a bigger cause. If we are only driven by self-fulfillment and self-authentication, then we can never be a helpful co-builder. We would only be concerned about our own bricks, our own building blocks, and we would not be concerned about the rest of the building. When it comes to buildings or walls, the bricks are usually layered on top of one another. We cannot all of a sudden say, “I don’t want to be next to this brick. I don’t like this brick” because the reality is, the bricks are cemented together. Everyone is cemented to the wall. (Paul deals with this later using the human body as an example.)

We cannot be isolated Christians. If we live in isolation, we are living a life that is not natural. We are violating our nature. But we also need to see that beyond violating our nature, without community we will have no accountability or intimacy in our lives. Some might say, “I don’t want accountability.” But if we do not want accountability, then we will never have intimacy, and therefore we will always complain about being lonely. And we will not have people to speak the truth in love in our lives at moments when we need it. We were not built to be isolated bricks. The Bible does not support that sort of Christianity.

Together we are the temple of God. This is our sacred identification. The term “sacred” (Greek hagios) means something like “set apart for God.” In the plural it is the usual New Testament word for the “saints,” all those who are God’s people (not just a select few recognized by church leaders as “saints”). The word draws attention to the character of the church as God’s own possession.

The Spiritual Indwelling

Next we see the spiritual indwelling: Verse 16 states, “God’s Spirit lives in you.” Just let that thought sink in for a moment. God the Holy Spirit—the third Person of the Trinity—the One who “hovered over the waters” at the moment of creation—lives in us!

In the Old Testament, the essence of the temple in Jerusalem, as of the tabernacle before it, is that it was the dwelling place of God. “I will dwell among them,” God had said in Exodus 25:8. He promised that the Shekinah glory, the visible symbol of His presence, would inhabit and illumine the Holy of Holies. When the tabernacle was completed, we read in Exodus 40:34-35, “Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Moses could not enter the Tent of Meeting because the cloud had settled upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.” Later, when Solomon finished the temple, 1 Kings 8:10-11 records, “When the priests withdrew from the Holy Place, the cloud filled the temple of the Lord. And the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the Lord filled his temple.” What an awesome sight that must have been!

In the New Testament, however, God’s temple or dwelling place is His people. Both in the individual Christian’s body (as seen in 1 Corinthians 6:19), and in the local church (as seen here) as well as the universal church (including Gentiles) “are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit,” as in Ephesians 2:22.

So in God’s sanctuary today—namely, the Church—there is neither an image (as in pagan temples) or a symbol (like the Shekinah glory in the Jerusalem temple) but the Holy Spirit of God himself. The sacred identity of the church, therefore, is that it is the dwelling place of God by His Holy Spirit. Of course, “church” is people, not buildings, and God’s presence is tied not to buildings but to His people, to whom He has pledged Himself.

What Jesus did in Galilee is what the Holy Spirit does in us. Jesus dwelt among the people, teaching, comforting, and convicting. The Holy Spirit dwells within us, teaching, comforting, and convicting. The preferred New Testament word for this promise is oikeo, which means “live or dwell.” Oikeo descends from the Greek noun oikos, which means “house.” The Holy Spirit indwells the believer in the same way a homeowner indwells a house. I like the way The Message renders Romans 8:5, 9-10,

Those who trust God’s action in them find that God’s Spirit is in them—living and breathing God! …But if God himself has taken up residence in your life, you can hardly be thinking more of yourself than of him. Anyone, of course, who has not welcomed this invisible but clearly present God, the Spirit of Christ, won’t know what we’re talking about. But for you who welcome him, in whom he dwells—even though you still experience all the limitations of sin—you yourself experience life on God’s terms.

Did you see the phrases of permanence? God’s Spirit is in them…. God himself has taken up residence in your life…in whom he dwells. To Timothy, Paul urges, “You have been trusted with a wonderful treasure. Guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit, who lives within you” (2 Tim. 1:14 cev).

All believers have God in their heart. But not all believers have given their whole heart to God. Remember, the question is not, “How can I have more of the Spirit?” but rather, “How can the Spirit have more of me?”

The Shocking Implication

In the midst of this passage, however, is the shocking implication in verse 17: “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him…” What is that supposed to mean?

This is where our text is often misinterpreted and misunderstood. By thinking the verse is speaking of individual believers (which it is not) and by taking “destroy” in a literal sense (which as we will see we should not), many have concluded that Paul is stating that believers who commit suicide are lost for eternity. That is not what this text is teaching. The context here refers not to destroying an individual’s human body but to the whole corporate body of the church in a particular place.

Furthermore, the word “destroy” (Greek phtheirō) does not mean annihilate, but rather to spoil or to mar. When we defile the sanctuary of God, it is not long until our whole life becomes corrupt and worldly and indifferent to the things of God.

Consider how this same term is used elsewhere in the New Testament:

· 1 Corinthians 15:33 – “Do not be misled: Bad company corrupts good character.”

· 2 Corinthians 7:2-3 – “We have wronged no one, we have corrupted no one, we have exploited no one.” 

· 2 Corinthians 11:3-4 nlt – “But I fear that somehow your pure and undivided devotion to Christ will be corrupted, just as Eve was deceived by the cunning ways of the serpent.”

· Ephesians 4:22 – “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires.”

· Revelation 19:2 – “He has condemned the great prostitute who corrupted the earth by her adulteries. He has avenged on her the blood of his servants.”

In the original language, Paul used the same word twice in this verse, saying in essence, “God will ruin the ruiner of His temple.”
 We see examples of God acting decisively for the holiness of His church in the Bible. God struck dead Ananias and his wife Sapphira for financial dealings with the church that lacked full integrity (Acts 5:1-11). James, the brother of Jesus, mentions that some Christians may have become ill because of unrepentant sin (Jas. 5:15), and Paul similarly mentions some in Corinth who had become “weak and sick” and even died for improperly participating in the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:28-30). So, those who defile God’s holy temple—the local church—will be subject to divine discipline in order to maintain the purity of the church.
 The repetition of the verb shows that the punishment is not arbitrary; it “fits the crime.”

This does not mean eternal condemnation, of course, because as we saw last week, 1 Corinthians 3:15 assures us that each worker will be saved, even if he loses a reward. I think Paul is saying that each of us builds into the church what we build into our own lives. Veteran missionary to India, Amy Carmichael, used to say, “The work will never go deeper than we have gone ourselves.”
 And we must be about building up—not tearing down—the body of Christ.

Because of the sacred identification of the Christian community as the dwelling place of God, it must not be dishonored in any way—divided by jealousies and rivalries, deceived by false teaching or defiled by immoral conduct. These things are acts of sacrilege; they effectively destroy the church, for they destroy its unique identity as the holy people of God indwelt by the Spirit of God.

In many ways, 1 Corinthians 3:16–17 reveals Paul’s foundational understanding of the church and is a key to the meaning of the entire letter. Namely, the church, the people of God among whom God’s Spirit dwells, is God’s option, God’s alternative to the fragmentation and brokenness of human society. The Christian congregation gathered in Corinth was called to model that alternative in the midst of the brokenness of Corinthian society. But their divisiveness, their immorality, their enthusiastic spirituality which disregarded concrete, bodily dimensions of life—all these were destroying the viability of God’s option, God’s temple in Corinth. And it is that destruction which stands under God’s judgment. 

The congregation of people composing the church at Corinth was in danger of destroying itself. To destroy the church, this temple of God, is to destroy God’s alternative to the brokenness of human society; it is to make it impossible for God’s redemptive presence and work, through his “temple” in Corinth, to redeem Corinthian society. Those who thus oppose the very redemptive purposes of God—by factious and contentious, acrimonious behavior; by false doctrines which reject the message of the cross as scandalous and foolish; by perverting the freedom of the gospel into unrestrained libertinism; by replacing salvation by grace through faith with legalistic dependence on works—are liable to God’s destroying power.
 Think of the warning Jesus delivered to the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2:5, “If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.” They would cease to exist as a church. In time, they did.

We need to keep reminding ourselves that the church is God’s sanctuary. It may (in our view) consist of uneducated, unclean, unattractive people. And the congregation may be small and, like the Corinthian church, immature and contentious. Nevertheless, it is the church of God, His dwelling place by His Spirit, and needs to be treated as such. It owes its existence and growth to God the Father. It is built on the foundation of God the Son. It is indwelt by God the Holy Spirit. It is a unique, trinitarian community. There is no other community in the world that even remotely resembles it.

This is who we are as a church. We—together—are the dwelling place of God’s Spirit. Our Christian conduct is to shine in this corrupt culture. The price of not living up to our identity is to lose our effectiveness, and eventually our very existence on earth.
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