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I hope all of you had wonderful Christmas and New Year’s celebrations!  

My guess is that most of you did have a wonderful holiday, and I can 

assume that not even knowing the details of your holiday schedule.  The 

reason I know you had a great holiday is not because I know what you did, 

but because I know who you were with.  I know that you spent quality time 

with your family. 
  

Becky and I spent Christmas outside of Washington DC with our children, at 

a place we’ve been gathering for the past four years.  Our two girls arrived 

on Christmas Eve, and Becky & I flew in on Christmas Day to join them and 

our son-in-law for a delicious Christmas buffet lunch, followed by a 

leisurely afternoon of gift exchange, capped off by a festive dinner.  And 

even though our son had to cancel due to last minute root canal surgery, he 

joined us during the gift exchange via FaceTime. 
  

We love the holidays because we get to spend quality time with the people 

we love the most.  Even though most of us see our families a lot of the time, 

the holidays—with all their particular traditions—make this time with the 

family special.  What fills us with love and joy and peace at the holidays is 

that we get to talk with, spend time with, hang out with, be with the people 

we love. 
 

*   *   * 
  

This week, our Long Story Short looks at the life and reign of King 

Solomon, “the king who had it all”. 
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As the death of old King David approaches, there’s massive scheming 

around the question of succession—who will be the next king?  In fact, the 

opening chapters of 1st Kings read a lot like an episode of “Game of 

Thrones”!  When the dust settles, Solomon—David’s son by Bathsheba—is 

the new king.  And Solomon builds upon David’s success, reigning over 

Israel for 40 years of peace, security and prosperity.  Israel was never as 

secure as when Solomon was king; Israel was never as rich as when 

Solomon was king; Israel was never as influential in geo-politics as when 

Solomon was king.  The forty years of Solomon’s reign are the golden years 

of Israel’s history. 
  

But Solomon’s greatest claim to fame, his key contribution to the Long 

Story Short, is that Solomon builds the Temple in Jerusalem.  Building a 

temple was a project King David wanted to accomplish—to create a 

permanent place of worship in Jerusalem to replace the Tabernacle that had 

been with the Jews since Mt. Sinai, but was really just a glorified tent.  But 

God reserved the building of the Temple for Solomon.   
  

So Solomon builds a Temple—it’s beautiful, it’s majestic, it’s covered with 

precious metals and decorated with precious stones.  It is Israel’s Notre 

Dame, its Westminster Abbey, its St. Peter’s basilica.  Once Solomon builds 

the Temple, Jerusalem becomes—and remains—the holiest spot for the 

children of Abraham.  Listen to God’s word from First Kings, chapter 8, as 

Solomon dedicates the newly-constructed Temple: 
 

   Solomon summoned to Jerusalem the elders of Israel and all the heads of 

the tribes….  

   The priests and Levites brought up the Ark of the Lord along with the 

Tabernacle and all the sacred items that had been in it.  There, before the Ark, 

King Solomon and the entire community of Israel sacrificed so many sheep, 

goats, and cattle that no one could keep count! 
   Then the priests carried the Ark of the Covenant into the inner sanctuary of 

the Temple — the Most Holy Place — and placed it beneath the wings of the 

cherubim. … When the priests came out of the Holy Place, a thick cloud filled 

the Temple of the LORD.  The priests could not continue their service because 
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of the cloud, for the glorious presence of the LORD filled the Temple of the 

LORD. … 
   Then Solomon stood before the altar of the LORD in front of the entire 

community of Israel. He lifted his hands toward heaven, and he prayed, “O 

LORD, God of Israel, there is no God like you in all of heaven above or on the 

earth below. You keep your covenant and show unfailing love to all who walk 

before you in wholehearted devotion. 
   “But will God really live on earth?  Why, even the highest heavens cannot 

contain you.  How much less this Temple I have built!   

   “Nevertheless, listen to…the prayer that your servant is making to you 

today.  May you watch over this Temple night and day, this place where you 

have said, ‘My name will be there.’ … May you hear the humble and earnest 

requests from me and your people Israel when we pray toward this place.  

Yes, hear us from heaven where you live, and when you hear, forgive.” 
  

 “Will God really live on earth?”  It’s interesting how the Old Testament 

itself recognizes the audacity of this claim, that God would inhabit the 

Temple, that God would be truly, really, closely present with his people, 

living right in their midst.  Because the Bible understands that God is God 

and we are not.  And if God is the transcendent God, ruling the universe 

from heaven, what can it mean to claim that God lives with us, that God is 

present right in the midst of us?   
  

This is what Solomon asks: “Will God really live on earth?”  Solomon 

knows that we can’t trap God in a box and control him, even in a 

spectacularly beautiful box like the Temple.  No.  What the story of 

Solomon’s Temple tells us is that, while God is God and we are not, 

nonetheless God decides to freely give himself to us, God graciously lives 

right in the midst of us. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The story of Solomon building the Temple, and of God’s presence filling the 

Temple, is an important event in the biblical story.  But it’s only a key event 

in the sense that it’s just one more in a long series of events that repeat over 

and over this most central conviction of faith: that God not only exists, but 
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that God makes Himself real to us, that God is present with us.  And that 

God’s presence isn’t something distant and unattainable, but that God lives 

right in the midst of us. 
  

That’s the point of the Temple.  Solomon decides to build a place for God’s 

presence to inhabit, but he doesn’t go and buy some land way off in the 

desert or hidden high upon a mountain.  He builds the Temple right smack 

dab in the middle of Jerusalem, in the center of the capital city, in the middle 

of Israel—how could the symbolism be any clearer?  God lives with his 

people, and He lives right in the midst of their daily lives. 
  

This is a story we hear over and over again in different ways throughout the 

Bible.  The theme of God’s presence is introduced right from the beginning.  

“In the beginning”, when God created human beings, His intention was not 

only to create us out of love but also to live with us in love.  And completely 

unlike the deist God who creates the world like winding up a clock and then 

lets it run by itself, the biblical God creates a home for us that He shares 

with us.  This is so central to the creation story that it’s a line that’s casually 

tossed off when Adam & Eve have eaten the fruit from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil: “Toward evening, the man and the woman 

heard the Lord God walking about in the garden. … And the Lord God 

called to Adam, ‘Where are you?’” (Genesis 3:8-9).  That’s the original 

picture.  God set up human life with the express intention of spending time 

with us, of living with us, of being present with us in our day to day lives.  

It’s not “God is in heaven and you are on earth”; it’s God comes to the man 

and woman every day, as regular as clockwork.  It’s not that Adam & Eve 

had to travel to a special tree in the Garden in order to contact God; it’s God 

coming to them to be with them.  God created us in order to have an intimate 

relationship with us.  Because to be human, to be alive, is to live in God’s 

presence. 
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*   *   * 
  

This theme of God’s presence living in the midst of his people is repeated 

during the Exodus—God’s intention is not just to save His people, but to be 

with them, to live right in the midst of them.  From Exodus 40:  
 

   Moses erected the Tabernacle by setting down its bases, inserting the 

frames, attaching the crossbars, and setting up the posts.  Then he spread the 

coverings over the Tabernacle framework and put on the protective layers, 

just as the LORD had commanded him. 

   Moses took the stone tablets inscribed with the terms of the covenant and 

placed them inside the Ark. Then he attached the carrying poles to the Ark, 

and he set the Ark’s cover — the place of atonement — on top of it.  Then he 

brought the Ark of the Covenant into the Tabernacle and hung the inner 

curtain to shield it from view, just as the LORD had commanded him. … 
   Then Moses hung the curtains forming the courtyard around the Tabernacle 

and the altar. And he set up the curtain at the entrance of the courtyard. … 
   Then the cloud covered the Tabernacle, and the glory of the LORD filled the 

Tabernacle.  (Exodus 40:16-21, 33-34) 
 

After saving His people at the Red Sea, after instructing His people on Mt. 

Sinai, God now prepares to travel with them—not out in front of them, not 

hovering above them, but traveling right in the midst of them in the 

Tabernacle.  The Tabernacle is the concrete realization of God’s central 

promise in Exodus: “I will live among the people of Israel and be their God” 

(29:45). 
 

*   *   * 
  

And this theme of God’s presence continues on into 

the New Testament.  Most fundamentally, most centrally, most radically in 

Jesus.  As we heard so clearly on Christmas Eve: 
 

In the beginning was the Word 

    The Word was with God, and the Word was God. … 

And the Word became flesh and made his home among us. (John 1:1, 14) 
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Again, it’s this theme of God’s presence right in the midst of us.  And to 

make it clear this is exactly the same theme we’ve been hearing throughout 

the Old Testament, the Greek word for “made his home with us” means 

literally “set up his tent with us”, or better, “tabernacled with us”—“The 

Word became flesh and tabernacled with us.”  Just as God’s presence filled 

the Tabernacle at Mt. Sinai, just as God’s spirit filled the Jerusalem Temple, 

so God’s presence inhabited flesh & blood, living right among us, in Jesus 

Christ. 
  

And this theme of God’s close presence continues in the New Testament 

letters, because after Jesus dies and rises and ascends to heaven, he doesn’t 

“abandon us” (John 14:18), but he sends back his Spirit—his presence, his 

life.  Both Peter and Paul draw on the image of Solomon’s Temple to make 

this point—the church is God’s Temple in which God’s Spirit lives (1 

Corinthians 3:16; 1 Peter 2:5); and Paul goes even further, saying that we, as 

individual Christians, are temples of God, filled with the Holy Spirit(1 

Corinthians 6:19).  That God’s act of salvation is not only the work of 

forgiveness He accomplished on our behalf on the cross of Christ, but God’s 

salvation is also the Holy Spirit—the presence, the nearness of God in our 

lives.  Because living in God’s presence is salvation itself. 
  

And God’s presence is also the end, the climax, of the Long Story.  From 

Revelation 21: 
 

I saw no temple in the city, for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its 

temple.  And the city has no need of sun or moon, for the glory of God 

illuminates the city, and the Lamb is its light. (21:22-23) 
 

Just as the Bible’s original vision was God living with the man and woman 

he created in the intimacy of a garden, so the Bible’s final vision is God 

living with all humanity in the glory of a city, a city illuminated and 

energized and filled with the holy and gracious and loving and beautiful and 

life-giving presence of God Himself. 
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*   *   * 
  

Throughout the Scripture, again and again, God reminds us that He lives 

among us, that He is present with us.  Which means that faith is not only 

“believing that” God exists, and faith is not only “trusting in” Christ as our 

Lord and Savior.  Faith is also living awake to God’s presence with us and in 

us.  In the famous phrase, faith is “practicing the presence of God.” 

 “Practicing the presence of God” is what we do in prayer, where we 

open ourselves to talk, heart to heart, with God. 

 “Practicing the presence of God” is what we do when we read the 

Bible, when we listen not just for facts or doctrines but to the living 

God speaking to our souls. 

 “Practicing the presence of God” is what we do in our mission and 

service, as we seek to be carriers of God’s presence to those in need. 

 And “practicing the presence of God” is what worship is all about.  
 

*   *   * 
  

Friends, King Solomon’s greatest act was to build a Temple for God in 

Jerusalem, a place for God’s presence, a beautiful and powerful and tangible 

reminder of God’s central promise: “I will live among my people and be 

their God”. 
  

And it’s the same thing on the communion table—a beautiful and powerful 

and tangible reminder of God’s central promise, that He will live among us 

and be our God. 
  

That’s about as basic as Christian faith can get.  Whatever else you believe, 

whatever more you believe, believe this, know this, be changed by this: God 

is with us.  God is with you.  God’s presence surrounds you and covers you 

and fills you.  And that’s good news.  AMEN 
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