“Warning: Don’t Touch the Temple!” (1 Corinthians 3:16-17)

In 1889 a most unusual structure was built. Wheva first built for an international exhibitioneth
citizens of the city called the structure “monsgdurhey demanded it be torn down as soon as the
exhibition was over. Yet, from the moment its areti first conceived it, he took pride in it angady
defended it from those who wished to destroy itkHew it was destined for greatness. Today it & @in
the architectural wonders of the modern world aadds as the primary landmark of Paris, France. The
architect was Alexandre Gustave Eiffel, the creafdhe Eiffel Tower.

In the same way, we ought to be struck by JesusiGhioyalty to another structure—the church. 3esu
entrusted His church to an unlikely band of dissiplwvhom He defended, prayed for, and prepared to
spread the gospel. Today Jesus remains loyal ¢pldis like you and me. Although we make many
blunders and are weak and foolish, Jesus, thetactlof the church, knows His structure is destifoed
greatness when He returhs.

Do these sentiments sound like pie-in-the-sky ojgtim? Does this seem a little far-fetched to yousolf

| can understand where you are coming from. Bateldito ask you an important question: Have you ever
contemplated how much God loves the church? Inrl3€l6-172 Paul is going to inform us that God
dwells in the church and values the church liketh@r entity. God say$l.ong live the church!"We

must join His chorus and shotitong live the church!”

1. We should value the church because God dwellsthin it (3:16).Our passage begins with the
phrase“Do you not know?” This phrase appears ten times in 1 Corintfiand serves as a common
literary device to pose a rhetorical questions ibme of Paul’s favorite expressions and he inkbriases

it of something his listeners should know but domitpically, “do you not know” even refers to
something Paul has previously personally told thar@hians. So here is something that ought to have
been a matter of common knowledge, but they h&geforgotten it or rejected it. (This phrase is th
equivalent to our “come now!”) The question Paldsais,“Do you not know that you are a temple of
God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?"The Corinthians presume to be wise (3:18-23), gl P
must ask, “Can it be that you who boast in ‘wisdaim’'not know that you are a temple of God and that
the Spirit of God dwells in you?” This questioraistinging rebuKethat centers on the failure of the
Corinthians to recognize who they are. These “@isgs” should have had this down pat, but they did n
grasp this elementary truth.

In this context Paul is not talking about the indinal Christian; instead, he has in mind the latalrch.
Two primary reasons support this. First, the cantexcerns the local church. The previous section
concerns the judgment seat of Christ (3:10-15pd#aks about how God holds us responsible for the
quality of workmanship and materials we use todbHiis church, upon the foundation of Jesus Christ.
Those who build on theght foundation with theight materials will receive a reward, but those who
build sloppily will suffer loss and find their wotkurned up at the judgment seat of Christ. Theudls
not be the loss of salvation, for 3:15 promises tiva person himself shall be saved, but it wilkkeous,
for such a Christian will be saved so as through fi

Not only does the context support the view thatl Baspeaking of the local church, the grammar dres
well. The word “you” in this verse is plural in Gale In English the word “you” is ambiguous—one
cannot always tell whether it is a singular “you”"aoplural “you,” for both are spelled the sameofite

from the South, of course, have removed that anitlgigt¢hen they mean more than one person they say,
“va'll.” Well, here in 3:16 Paul uses the Greek wdor “ya’ll.”® Literally it reads, “Do ya’ll not know

that ya'll are a temple (singular) of God and tipériSof God dwells in ya'll.” Clearly ya'll, the gassage
before us concerns the local church.



Paul states that the local church is a “temple @d.GThere are twbprimary words for temple in the
Greek New TestamefiOne signifies the entire temple, including theeouurtyard, which even
Gentiles could enter. But the other word denotsstjie sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, which coutd n
be entered by Gentiles or sinful Israelites, oromey for that matter, except the High Priest, anddnly
once a year on the Day of Atonement. The word “teinfmaog used in 3:16-17 is this latter word.
Paul is saying that the group of believers at QGbriwho constituted the church in that city, was a
sanctuary of God, a holy of holig¢Zhis was true not only of the church of Corintiistis also true for
our church and every other church. Imagine that!anéea temple of God.God Himself has called us
holy and significant:Long live the church!”

Paul goes further in 3:16 and states that the Bplyit “dwells"" in the church. This verse is telling us
that when believers gather together for corporatesinp and fellowship the Holy Spirit is there in a
uniqueway, creating unity, confirming truth, and ministgy to needs. The Spirit of God is here right
now, not just because I'm here or just becausergcére, but because a believing church is Here.

Tragically, many Christians dismiss the importaatthe local church. They argue from verses liketMa
18:20 that when two or three are gathered togéth#gsus’ name, He is present; therefore, | daeein

to attend church. | can “have church” at home avak if | am with at least one other believer. Tdray
problem with this proof-text is that this versengt talking about public worship; instead, it isatiieg

with church discipline. The two or three witnesages gathered for the purpose of confronting amerri
Christian! This verse is not implying that Chrisisado not need to attend church. Far from it!

Church attendance and participation is critié&lthough your salvation is not dependent upon your
church attendance, your Christian maturity is. Bige is clear that it is impossible to be obediandt
fruitful apart from the local church. We need t@fehis tension in the forefront of our minds. The
following key principles will help you increase yotommitment to the local church.

« Commit to attend church every Sunday unless you are sick. Unless you make a commitment
upfront that you will attend church every singlen8aly, you will not. It's really as simple as that.
Your commitment to attend church has to be evdrgdstrong as your commitment to go to
work or feed your children. Without this type ofamitment there will always be an excuse to
not attend church. Does that mean you cannot gofdatvn on vacation? Of course not! We alll
need to get away from the hustle and bustle ofiaily lives. But when you do take a vacation
do not take a vacation from the people of Godeldt when you go out of town on vacation find
a church where you and your family can worshijs helpful for you and your family to see how
other Christians worship. It also provides a geeairce of encouragement to the pastor and the
people of the church that you visit. And it teackesr children that church is a serious priority in
your life and should be in theirs as well. Moregvepleases the heart of God when you include
Him in your vacation plansLong live the church!”

» Refuseto speak critically about the church. When you are tempted to say something derogatory
about your church or any other church, pause fitrgumoment and imagine that Jesus Christ is
standing next to you. If He was standing next to, wehat would you say?If you are like me
you would bite your tongue. When another Christiaygs something critical about your church or
another church, how should you respond? We shauddider responding the very same way that
Jesus Christ would respond—with holy agitationudedied for the church and He doesn’t
appreciate it when the church is unduly criticizedtead of kicking the church we should be
crying out,“Long live the church!”

[Paul has just informed us that God dwells in therch. The question that begs to be answeredss: Ju
how serious is God about His church? In 3:17, Rélbpen our eyes to some sobering realities.]



2. We should value the church because God valueg317). How much does God value the church?
More than we can possibly imagine. The church isrgmrtant and of such a high priority that Godl wil
go to any lengths necessary to protect and pre#eiMeis is conveyed to us by means of a threaitil P
writes, “If any man destroys the temple of God, God will detroy him.”*® This is not just a theoretical
and hypothetical warning, for the kind of grammauRuses here makes it clear that this is a real
possibility; in fact, he assumes it is happenighrnow™® Someone is in the process of destroying the
temple at Corinth—the body of believers. It is algrth noting that the word translated “any matis)

in the NASB is not speaking specifically of the engender. The term includes all mankind and shbeld
translated “someone” (NET) or “anyone” (ESV, NIVKBV). So women, you're not off the hook. You
can'’t tune out just yet. You need to recognize Baail is writing to you as well.

Now the natural question is: Who are these temgttrdyers? Many scholars believe that these temple
destroyers must be unbelievers. The problem withvilew is that only Christians are mentioned ia th
immediate context (3:5—1'ﬁ.Furthermore, there is no indication that Paul hassitioned to speak of
unbelievers. The natural interpretation of thissees that believers are under considerafiamis ought

to disturb all of us! Paul is saying that it is pitde for true Christians to destroy local churchgss
means that the greatest threat to our churchessdoome within not from without. The greatest enemies
of the church are insiders, not outsid]é?mlevertheless!png live the church!

How does one go about destroying a local churcle?elare countless ways—far too many to expound
upon. Thus, the specific cause of the ruin mugbbed in the present context (1:10-4:21). If we evey
whittle down the cause of church destruction imto words, they would be “worldly wisdom.” The
whole thrust of 1:10-4:21 is to dismantle worldlisdom and its various expressions.

» A church can be destroyed by divisions (1:10-17; 3:5-8). In Corinth most of the divisions
stemmed from preaching cults. Everyone had hieofdvorite preacher and they weren’t
bashful in saying so. This resulted in “divisior{$*10) in the body of Chridf. These verbal wars
undoubtedly led to other sins, like gossip andd#anin every church there are some who sow
seeds of discontent; whenever they have a charmdimouth some program or some leader in
the church, they do it. That's how temple destreygat their kicks. Yet, you and | must see
ourselves here. All of us to one degree or andihee said things about others that are sfiful.
We can't continue to tolerate these verbal sinerBhough they may seem relatively innocent
they are capable of destroying a church. Afterdilide and conquer is a strategy of Satan.

Alan Redpath (1907-1989), a well-known British pastnd author, once formed a mutual
encouragement fellowship at a time of stress inadrtés pastorates. He asked his people to
subscribe to a simple formula applied before spwp&f any person or subject that was perhaps
controversial. T—is it True? H—is it Helpful? I—isinspiring? N—is it Necessary? K—is it
Kind? If what | am about to say does not pass thests, | will keep my mouth shut! And it
worked? May we follow this simple acrostic and honor Chvigth our tongues.

e A church can be destroyed by bad theology and methodology (1:18-25; 3:18-23). If someone
individually chooses to begin to live accordinghe wisdom and the practice of the world, he
begins to corrupt and damage the church. He iglibgilwith shoddy material, with wood, hay
and stubble, which will not stand the test of tine, fand therefore he is marring the building of
the church. When someone seeks to make the chupsiessive and powerful by the methods
and the standards of the world, he is corruptirjgamaging the church. If someone becomes
consumed with a particular doctrine and emphaghiegheology above all others, destruction is
imminent. Down throughout time churches have splér both theology and methodology.
Having right theology and methodology is importdntt we must not divide over non-essential
issues. God values His church and doesn’t wanhosaessarily divided.



It is worth noting that pastors can also frequed#gtroy churches. One way is to preach false
doctrine. Another way is to lull people to sleepigmlly by telling them just what they want to
hear. Pastors can also destroy churches by ridibgyhorses. They can get into the spiritual
gifts, spiritual warfare, Calvinism/Arminianism d&b, and end times. Pretty soon they become
known as experts and their entire ministry revolesind their area of interest. Watch out!

» A church can be destroyed by indifference and non-involvement (3:12-15). Paul noted that
some of the Corinthian builders were building witbrthless building materials (i.e., wood, hay,
straw). Consequently, the building was rickety etl@ugh the foundation was flawless. This is a
dangerous trend. Many churches have died on tleebgoause no one was willing to carry on the
ministry. Thus, it is imperative that every memberve in at least one capacity. Are you serving
your church today? What would your church be Ilfi@viery member was just like you?

Those who are dividing the church are destroyigThis is because the church of Jesus Christ is a
living organism, not just an organization. You chwide a pie into six pieces without destroyingyibu
are just preparing to serve it. This is becausie &smn organization. But if you divide a dogwotyou
have destroyed him, because he is@anism The Corinthian church was being divided into four
cliques or parties (1:12). Thus, it was in danddseing destroyed’

Is destroying the local church really that serioBa@l apparently thinks so. In 3:17, he goes wajothat

if anyone destroys the temple of G6@od will destroy him.” Notice that the punishment fits the crime:
destroy and you will be destroyed. Does this meadieation, extermination, or eternal punishment in
hell? A quick look at the word translated “destray’a lexicon informs us that it means “to desexrat
harm, corrupt, or spoil,” not to exterminate. Ihisver used by Paul to refer to destruction infiddlcan,
however, refer to judgment upon the belie¥er.

The following bullet list suggests four ways thaid3 discipline can strike a Christian who is ie th
process of destroying the temple—the local church.

» Excommunication: In the Old Testament, one of the penalties folidgfGod's dwelling
(whether the tabernacle or the temple) was separfitm the nation. The Lord spoke this word
to Moses and Aaron: “But the man who is uncleandoebs not purify himself, that person must
be cut off from among the community, because hepblsted the sanctuary of the LORD; the
water of purification was not sprinkled on him,teois unclean” (Num 19:20 NET). God takes
the holiness of His dwelling seriously. The Israethat fails to recognize this will suffer the
consequences of excommunication. This also ocoutseiNew Testament in 1 Cor 5:5.

e Sickness: Of particular interest is the account of Uzziahpveluccumbed to pride after gaining
various military successes and then went intoehmte faog, the Holy of Holies, and was
punished with leprosy. In the New Testament, winenGorinthians are guilty of abusing the
Lord’s Supper the Lord disciplines them with weas)esickness, and eventually death (11:30).

» Physical Death: Throughout the Old Testament, temporal death wagémalty for defiling the
material temple (Exod 28:43; Lev 16%)The Lord commanded Moses, “Thus you are to set the
Israelites apart from their impurity so that theyrit die in their impurity by defiling my
tabernacle which is in their midst” (Lev 15:31 NE¥)ns against the Jerusalem temple were
taken very seriously in Judaism. Examples of Godlisgy divine discipline on His people for
defiling His tabernacle include: Nadab and Abihe\{l10:1-3); Uzzah (2 Sam 6:6-7); and Uzziah
(2 Chron 26:16-213% God also executed death sentences upon Chrigtisims New Testament.

In Acts 5:1-11; 1 Cor 11:30 (see also 1 Tim 1:18<B 5:19-20; 1 John 5:16-17).



» Eternal loss: The word “destroy” jfhtheirg is a future active indicative verb, which indiesit
that God's response will kadter their offense. However, the future teseildalso suggest that
God's destruction has an eternal component. Card#yt it seems that this is a reference to the
last day (3:13). We know from the preceding ve(8ek3-15) that the builder in question will not
lose his salvation, but he will lose his rewardu3hin addition to physical ruin or death, God's
destruction may also include the complete oblitenadf the Corinthian destroyer’s life’s work at
the final judgment. We must always bear in mind tha end result for a temple destroyer is
shame and remorse at the judgment seat of Chr0(5%:10-11; 1 John 2:28). Many believers
need to reconsidevhythey are suffering. It may be that the consequen€éneir actions have
caught up with them. We must never underestima&edue that God places on relationships and
unity in our local churches. He is dead seriousiabliis temple.

There is a bumper sticker that reads: “If you valaer life as much as | value this truck, DON'T
TOUCH IT!” That is what God is saying to His chur¢kou touch My temple and you will have Me to
deal with. And you don’'t want to have to deal wifle. | take it seriously when you are involved in
destroying My temple...so seriously that | will destryou!”

When | was growing up | participated in some pra@ame of the things my friends and | did were not
very cool. Fortunately, we had some boundariescanimon sense. Whenever we saw a “No
Trespassing” sign we stayed away. We would notego that person’s home. We knew that whoever
lived there was not playing games. We were afizad if we messed with that person, we'd be messed
with. In the same way, God has posted a “No Trespgssign on His church. Those who choose to
ignore this sign do so at their own peril. God pises us that if we destroy His church, He will degt

us. Yet, God sayslLong live the church...and the Christian!”

Why does God get so “ticked” about someone destgobiis church? First, the church is the place where
His name is revealed. We must be reminded that weeworld considers God it typically looks at Ged’
temple—the church. When the world sees a desteittimple it then draws its own erroneous
conclusions about the character of God—based sofelyhat it sees in God’s people. In the process
God's reputation is damaged. While Satan can ngestroy God’s character he certainly tries to damag
His reputation, and he does it through the peofplgoal.

Second, the temple of God is holy. The irrefutablsson why God'’s judgment falls is given at the ehd
3:17:“for the temple of God is holy, and that is what ya are.” It's hard to refute God'’s reasoning
here, isn't it? If God’s temple is holy, and if \aee that temple, then it only stands to reasonGiloat,
who cannot tolerate sin, must judge those whogitinat His church. | think the local believing cthur
deserves a great deal more respect than it getsrfrany Christians tod&y.

In the Old Testament, the Holy of Holies was saa@dthat anyone caught desecrating it or even togch
forbidden objects was summarily judged. Well, theal church is also holy to the Lord. If God judged
the desecration of His temple in the Old Testanwmiou think He will overlook the desecration aéH
temple in the New Testament? We don’t have anyeslaabjects that can't be touched and we shouldn’t
have any sacred cows that can’t be butchered, éutorhave a sacred task to perf&?ﬁﬁherefore, we
must be holy in both our conduct and our calling.

Far too many of us are like the Susan B. Anthorlladof a bygone day. The Susan B. Anthony dollar
failed to catch on. One of the primary reasonsd#iat it looked and felt too much like a quarfeeople
couldn't tell the difference, so the Anthony dolfall into disuse and was soon taken out of active
circulation. A lot of us Christians are like th#fe are worth a dollar, but we look like a quarted #ive
like “chump change®



This past Monday America was rocked by the deadiiesoting in U.S. history. Cho Seung-Hui, a senior
English major at Virginia Tech, killed 33 Virginieech students (including himself) and wounded 15
others. Liviu Libresku, a Romanian Holocaust suviteaching at the university, stood in the doorway
while students were exiting from the second standaws, and he ended up losing his life so thagisth
could be saved.

It should be obvious that both of these men shanedthing in common—they were both “insiders™—
one was a student at Virginia Tech and the otheravarofessor. Unfortunately, that is where the
similarities end. The contrasts, however, are gtarone was selfish, the other was unselfish; @tech
his school, the other loved his school; one toe&dj the other saved lives.

In the church of Jesus Christ every member isdike of these two people. We are either destroyiag t
church or building the church. There is no middieund. God sayslong live the church!”"We must
join His chorus and shout,ong live the church!”
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Scripture Reference

1 Corinthians 3:16-17
2 Corinthians 6:16-7:1
Ephesians 2:19-22
Numbers 19:20
Leviticus 10:1-3

2 Samuel 6:6-7

2 Chronicles 26:16-21

Study Questions

1.

What really bugs me about my church? How am | ailyéhelping to solve these weaknesses? What awst m
thankful for about my church? How have | encoura@ed'’s work in this area? Overall, what is my viefithe
church? Is my view fleshed out in my attitudes, dgrand actions?

How much time do | spend thinking about my idenitityChrist? Do | regularly reflect on God’s optirtics
view of the church? What impact does this have grperspective and attitude? How can | bolster my
excitement and commitment level to my church? Wémo feelp me in this pursuit?

Please read the following quote from Elton Truebdld@he church or something like it must be chezidh
criticized, nourished and reformed. The Churchesiu$ Christ, with all its blemishes and its divisi@and its
failures, remains our best hope of spiritual viyalHowever poor it is, life without it is worseDo | agree with
this assessment? Why or why not?

Do | really believe that God will “destroy” some @tians? How does this make me feel about God? ttow
| ensure that | don’t bring such temporal disciplippon myself?

What does practical holiness look like to me? Houcmtime and energy do | put into growing in hotis@
Where is my passion for purifying my heart and niirmain every fraction of an ounce of sin’s poisoreag 2
Corinthians 7:1.
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Building High Commitment in a Low-Commitment Wdftand Rapids: Fleming H. Revell, 1995), 109.

14 Of course, the Bible teaches that the Holy Spidtvells each and every Christian (1 Cor 6:19)psaxtically
speaking, God lives inside of you.

15 Contrary to popular opinion, destroying the teniplBOT a reference to suicide. As | previously destrated,
in this context, the temple is the local church,the individual believer.

16 Mitchell argues that the destruction in view refas the actual destruction of the Corinthian churemmunity.
See Margaret M. MitchelRaul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation: An Exeggtinvestigation of the Language
and Composition of 1 Corinthiarfkouisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 103is occurs by
factionalism (Robertson-Plummer 1914:67; Barre@891).

7«Any man” (ei tis) can apply to either an unbeliever or a beliecér3;18). See Paul’s other usages in Rom 13:9;
1 Cor 7:12-13; 8:2; 10:27; 11:34; 14:37; 16:22;& 6:17; 10:7; 11:20; Gal 1:9; Eph 4:29; Phil Z4; 4:8; 2
Thess 3:10; 1 Tim 3:1; 5:16; 6:3; Titus 1:6.

18 This notion is also supported by the fact thatviaening passages that follow seem to refer taCiwénthian
believers (cf. 1 Cor 5:1-13; 6:1-11; 9:24-27; 1Q1.-et. al).

19 Garland 2003:120 reflects this same conclusionmviteswrites, “Paul assumes that the community ean b
destroyed by insiders, not by outsiders.”

20 Schism is equivalent to profanation of the holgagl, which in ancient society was a capital offeesecuted by
God Himself (cf. 1 Sam 5:1ff; 2 Sam 6:6ff; see dlsBGlem 2:6, “All schism was an abomination to ypu”

2L Every Christian leader (and Christian) would bérfesm reading Marshall Shelleyyell Intentioned Dragons:
Ministering to Problem People in the Chur@linneapolis: Bethany, 1994).

% preaching Today citation: Alan Redpath in “A Pasgor Preaching.Christianity TodayVol. 34, no. 11.

% can God's universal church ever be destroyed? latedp not! Jesus says: “I will build My church;@the gates
of Hades will not overpower it” (Matt 16:18). Buar a local church be destroyed? Absolutely! Chiscre
plagued with factions. An estimated 10,000 churdptis in North America every year. Oliver W. Pric8even
Reasons for Praying TogetheR&vival InsightsYol. XV, No. 3. Many of these splits are the resfl“destroyers.”
%4 Ralph EarleWord Meanings in the New Testam@Btand Rapids: Baker, 1991), 221.

% There are nine instances of the vphtheiroin the NT. Six of the nine occurrencesptitheirooccur in Paul’s
letters. Two of the six are in our primary text. ¢ four remaining examples, not one appearsfto te@ eternal
destruction (1 Cor 15:33; 2 Cor 7:2; 11:3; Eph #.Z2e three non-Pauline usages offer another mgamhe first
two references (2 Pet 2:12 and Jude 10) referd@térnal destruction of unregenerate false teachigite Rev 19:2
refers to temporal corruption. If we take into ddesation the LXX, we find the rogihtheirooccurs 20 times. It is
employed to describe the cutting off of hair (L&x2L7), of seduction (4 Macc 18:8), of pride ruir{édr 13:9), the
corruption of morals (Gen 6:11; Hos 9:9), the withg of the earth (Isa 24:4), the destruction & darth (Exod
10:15; 1 Chron 20:1; Isa 24:3), and of the desivnadf enemies (Isa 54:16). In all, there is nod occurrence that
connotes eternal destruction. This is also truauech of its extra biblical usage. In the extra io#ill references that
appear in BDAG, the verphtheirois commonly used to describe the infliction of sevdamage, as, for example,
grave financial loss, the seduction of a virgire ttegeneration of old age, and the violation cdsuBee BDAG s.v.
verb phtheirola-d, Electronic Ed. This leads to the concluskat the wordgohtheironeed not, in fact, for the most
part does not, refer to the eternal destructiomefwicked.



% Commentary support for this view is sparse. RoBeomacki 1977:50 suggests, “God’s destructionaoefer to
the chastisement of physical death.” Grosheide B®¥6@rites, “How God is going to destroy is notigated. It is
clear that the judgment of God is meant. This nedgrrto suffering loss (vs. 15) but also to therekpunishment.”
F.F. Bruce 1971:45 seems to concur when he wtités temple of God can be destroyed, or defiled (Btheiro),
by party-spirit and quarreling, so let him bewdh& punishment for such sacrilege will fit the cgifef. 11:30).”

2" Moffat 1938:42 points out, “Desecration of a teenplas a capital crime in the ancient world, whithas
believed the god himself might avenge.”

2 Another intriguing example of temporal destructisithe Sennacherib invasion of 2 Kings 18-19. Raksh
came up to taunt God and “destrogligphtheirg the temple. As a result, God killed 185,000 A&sys, including
their king Sennacherib (19:35-37).

2 Fee writes, “...this is one of the few texts in ME where we are exposed both to an understandittueafature
of the local church (God’s temple indwelt by higr&pand where the warning of v. 17 makes it cleaw
important the local church is to God himself.” F€be First Epistle to the Corinthian$49.

30 Andrus, “What God Thinks of Temple Ruins.”

31 Tony EvansAre Christians Destroying Americg€hicago: Moody, 1996), 32.



