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“… the Temple of God is Holy, which Temple Ye Are…”

 By Michael L. King
In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul questioned the saints regarding their understanding of who they are and their relationship to God when he asked, “Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?”  Paul then added a stern warning that “If any man defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are” (l Corinthians 3:16-17).  Seeing and understanding ourselves as temples of God can act as a powerful tool to help us live up to our divine potential and become as God is.  Yet, as Paul told the Romans, “They are all gone out of the way … there is none that doeth good, … all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God …” (Romans 3:12, 23).  Though pure and innocent in the beginning, all of us defile our godly temples when we sin.  As no unclean thing can enter into the presence of God (1 Nephi 15:34), we not only cut ourselves off from God when we sin, we also build up a wall or barrier between the godliness that is in us and the physical tabernacle within which it is housed.  Enmity is created and war ensues between the will of the flesh and our godly will.  As with any war, we are left hungering for peace and a reconciliation that can come only through Christ, the Prince of Peace.

Housing the Godly Intelligence


In order to understand Paul’s reference to our bodies as temples, we must have an understanding of our premortal beginnings and the imagery of the temple.  While Paul’s teachings hint at the beginnings of man, calling us the “offspring of God” (Acts 17:29), modern day prophets and scriptures add great insight as to our spiritual beginnings.  In the 93rd section of the Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord states, “Man was also in the beginning with God.  Intelligence, or the light of truth, was not created or made, neither indeed can be” (D&C 93:29).   The Book of Abraham confirms that the “…intelligences … were organized before the world was…” (Abraham 3:22).  Reflecting on these verses, Elder John A. Widtsoe stated, “Many eminent and faithful students of the revealed latter-day gospel … have come to the conclusion that the essence of man, his very self, his ego, reaches back into the beginning of things, into the dim eternities beyond the comprehension of mortal man” (footnote 1).  President Joseph Fielding Smith added further clarification by stating, “…there is something called intelligence which has always existed.  It is the real eternal part of man, which was not created or made.  This intelligence combined with the spirit constitutes a spiritual identity or individual” (footnote 2).  Adding to these ideas, Dr. Sydney B. Sperry stated, “Of one thing we can be sure – our great Celestial parents brought forth our pre-existent spirits, combining intelligence (which cannot be created or made) and spirit matter (see 131:7-8) in such a way as to produce the “intelligences” spoke of by Father Abraham” (footnote 3).  

Putting these statements together with the scriptures, we can see that as an intelligence, we were housed in a spirit body provided by our Heavenly Parents.  Born to them as their spirit children, we were then taught to love truth and desire godly goodness.  The light of truth became imbedded within us, and it became inherent in our spirit nature to prize the good and love what is right.  Our progression was limited as spirits, however, because we did not possess a physical body.  When the plan of God was presented for us to come to earth in order to receive a body and further develop to become like our Father, Christ responded to His inner godly light and stepped forward to fulfill the plan.  Some chose not to follow that light of truth but to be disobedient to what they had been taught.  As a result, they were not allowed to come to earth.  By choosing to follow Christ, the light of Christ, or the spirit of truth, was given to those who chose to come to earth, engraved in the countenance of their spirit if you will, to serve as a guide throughout mortality (See Moroni 7:15-16; D&C 88:6-15).  

With the divine light of truth deeply embedded in our spirits, we were then sent to earth to receive a body.  While housed in an “earthen vessel”, the light “shined in our hearts”, as a “light to shine out of darkness” to guide us back home (2 Corinthians 4:5-7; see also D&C 88:49-50).    Our spirits were housed in eternal element where, once inseparably connected, they could proceed along the path leading to a fullness of joy; back in the presence of God (D&C 93:33-35).  Clothed upon with a mortal tabernacle, we could now gain experiences in the flesh that we could not gain as spirits alone.  Looking at the tabernacle of ancient Israel (footnote 4), we could compare our physical tabernacle with the outer courtyard, our spirit bodies to the Holy Place, and our godly intelligence with the Holy of Holies.  Looking at our creation in this manner allows us to see ourselves following the same pattern that was used in the tabernacle; thus Paul’s description of man as temples of God.  

Defiling the Holy Temple 


Though housing the spirit of God within, our bodies are subjected to the influences of the world.  Much like soil receives moisture, sunlight, fertilizer, and seeds of various kinds, our bodies take in the influences of the world.  Paul taught the Galatians, “whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.  For he that soweth to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption;” (Galatians 6:7-8; see also 2 Corinthians 5:10).  As we make choices in mortality, we literally plant thoughts and behaviors into our bodies.  That to which we choose to expose ourselves is literally taken into our bodies and begins to take root. The Prophet John Taylor taught that our bodies are recorders of all of our experiences.  “I could show you upon scientific principles that man himself is a self-registering machine, his eyes, his ears, his nose, the touch, the taste, and all the various senses of the body, are so many media whereby man lays up for himself a record which perhaps nobody else is acquainted with but himself” (footnote 5).  President David O. McKay explained how this recording takes place.  Quoting the author William James, President McKay taught in conference, “We are spinning our own fates good or evil, and never to be undone.  Every smallest stroke of virtue or of vice leaves its ever so little scar.  The drunken Rip Van Winkle, in Jefferson’s play, excuses himself for every fresh dereliction by saying, ‘I won’t count this time.’ Well!  He may not count it, and a kind Heaven may not count it; but it is being counted nonetheless.  Down among his nerve-cells and fibers the molecules are counting it, registering and storing it up to be used against him when the next temptation comes.  Nothing we ever do is, in strict scientific literalness, wiped out” (footnote 6).   

When we sin, we plant those things into our body that go contrary to the godly light within us.  Our spirit, which abhors sin, fights against the body.  Paul spoke of the commandment of Christ being imprinted in our minds, but our “… members are warring against the law of [our] mind, and bringing [us] into captivity to the law of sin which is in [our] members” (Joseph Smith Translation, Romans 7:24-25, hereafter cited as JST).  Brigham Young told the members, “Our spirits were pure and holy when they entered our tabernacles; and if they have been defiled, it has been by the influence of Satan, through the weakness of the flesh.  There is a constant warfare, and in the great majority of cases, the flesh overcomes the spirit” (footnote 7).


When the flesh overcomes the spirit, we feel much as Paul must have felt when he stated to the Romans “… if I subdue not the sin which is in me, but with the flesh serve the law of sin; O wretched man that I am!” (JST Romans 7:26).  All of us feel wretched when we defile our temple and allow the effects of the world to come into our flesh.  We must be careful, however, not to conclude from this feeling that our bodies are evil, as some in many religions have deduced.  By erring on the side of asceticism, such persons fail to see the divinity in the plan of coming to receive bodies in the beginning (footnote 8).  We must have both body and spirit to be exalted (footnote 9).  It is not that the body is inherently bad, but because it is made of the elements of this earth, it is through the flesh that we more directly feel the pull of the world (footnote 10).  It is when we give way to the pull of the world through the weakness of our flesh that our spirit develops enmity, or hatred toward that which has caused it to become defiled.  The natural man becomes an enemy to God (Mosiah 3:19) and a change must occur before we can obtain peace and reach our full potential to become like our Heavenly Father.  Having experienced this change for himself, Paul occupies much of his letters with this message of reconciliation and peace.

Being reconciled unto God through Christ

“For if, when we were enemies”, Paul declared, “we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by his life” (Romans 5:10).  To the Corinthians he wrote, “Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature:  old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new.  And all things are of God, who hath reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ, and hath given to us the ministry of reconciliation; To wit, that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself, not imputing their trespasses unto them; and hath committed unto us the word of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:17-19; see also footnote 11).

Through the atoning blood of Jesus Christ, the sins that left us out of harmony with God can be removed and we can be made consistent with God and compatible to Him who gave us our spirit birth.  It is also possible for us to gain peace from the war that wages within us.  Our spirit and body can be brought back into harmony with one another and be enemies no more, but be made consistent one with another.  As Paul taught in his letter to the Colossians, “And, having made peace through the blood of his cross, by him to reconcile all things unto himself; … And you, that were sometime alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now hath he reconciled in the body of his flesh through death…  (Colossians 1:20-22).  In order for us to gain reconciliation, we must have faith in the Savior’s ability and willingness to redeem us.  Faith alone, however, will not bring us to reconciliation.  A change must occur and a spiritual rebirth must take place.  As King Benjamin taught his people, the natural man will be an enemy to God “… forever and ever, unless he yields to the enticings of the Holy Spirit and putteth off the natural man and becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord …” (Mosiah 3:19).  Additionally, Paul told the Roman saints, “… we are buried with him by baptism into death:  that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4).  The process of being reconciled unto God can be taught in a beautiful and simple way using the first principles of the gospel: faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, repentance, baptism by immersion, and the gift of the Holy Ghost.  

These seemingly simple principles gain great power and understanding as we apply them back to Paul’s analogy of our bodies as tabernacles.  Looking carefully at the ordinances of the tabernacle used in the days of ancient Israel, we see how our lives follow a similar pattern to regain a oneness with God and the godliness within ourselves.

As one passes from the world into the outer courtyard of the tabernacle, the first article encountered is the altar of sacrifice.  The altar of sacrifice represented the sacrifice and atonement of Jesus Christ and symbolized the covenants of obedience and sacrifice (footnote 12).  Paralleling these to our journey back to God and to the godliness within us, we can see that in order to put off the world, or natural man, we must first have faith in the Savior and then, through his atoning sacrifice, repent of our sins.  Progressing forward from the altar of sacrifice, the next article encountered is the laver of water, where anciently washings were performed.  When the children of Israel built a permanent temple, this laver was set upon the backs of twelve oxen.  Similar to our baptismal fonts in the temple today, the laver represents the ordinance of baptism that we might walk in a “newness of life” to return to the presence of the Father. 

Upon entering the Holy Place and looking to the left, the first article to be seen is the lamp stand or menorah.  The light from the menorah represents the gift of the Holy Ghost, which we must receive in order to become like God.  It is the gift of the Holy Ghost that helps our tabernacle to function in a godly way.  Elder Parley P. Pratt taught, “An intelligent being, in the image of God possesses every organ, attribute, sense, sympathy, and affection that is possessed by God himself.  But these are possessed by man, in his rudimental state, in a subordinate sense of the word.  Or, in other words, these attributes are in embryo, and are to be gradually developed…. The gift of the Holy Ghost adapts itself to all the organs or attributes.  It quickens all the intellectual faculties, increases, enlarges, expands, and purifies all the natural passions and affections, adapts them, by the gift of wisdom, to their lawful use.  It inspires, develops, cultivates, and matures all the fine-toned sympathies, joys, tastes, kindred feelings, and affections of our nature.  It inspires virtue, kindness, goodness, tenderness, gentleness, and charity…. Such is the gift of the Holy Ghost, and such are its operations when received through the lawful channels – the divine, eternal priesthood” (footnote 13; see also Galatians 6:22-23).   Thus, the gift of the Holy Ghost is an essential step in our journey to be reconciled to God.

The next article in the Holy Place, found on the right side of the tent, was the table of shewbread, where bread, and later wine, was placed.  This is similar to the sacrament in our lives.  While the shewbread reminded Israel of the daily manna that fed them in the wilderness, the sacrament reminds us of our daily need for the Savior and his atonement in our lives.  The final article in the Holy Place was the altar of incense, where prayers were offered up to God.  A parallel might be drawn between the altar of incense and our temple covenants or endowments.  Both represent a place where we go to offer something to the Lord and commit ourselves to become as He is that we may enter His presence.  

Beyond the altar of incense, one encounters the veil, or the partition separating us from God.  The veil represents not only our separation from God, but also the way of return into His presence, similar to death and resurrection.  As we pass through the veil, into the Holy of Holies, we encounter the Ark of the Covenant.  Covered by the mercy seat, the ark represented the place where God would meet his people. Thus, the Holy of Holies represented entering into the presence of God. 

Paul’s analogy therefore helps us to realize that our mortal probation is a journey to rediscover our innate Godliness so that we may once again dwell with God.  We truly are temples of God, both in the spirit that we house and the ordinances that we must live.  Our temples are renewed as we live and keep the ordinances and covenants that God has ordained to help us return to Him.  But, again, reconciliation involves more than simply the living of the ordinances.  The living of ordinances is a way to bring us closer to, and gain a greater understanding of, the Savior.  It is the Savior that gives life and meaning to the ordinances.  

Paul understood the intimate connection between the temple ordinances and Christ, the “Great High Priest” (Hebrews 4:14).  Anciently in the days of Israel, only the high priest was allowed to enter into the Holy of Holies on one special day each year, known as Yom Kippur or the Day of Atonement (footnote 14).  In his letter to the Hebrews, Paul explains Christ’s role as the “great high priest” in making the ordinances of the temple live, so that all could return to God.  “Seeing then that we have a great high priest, that is passed into the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our profession” (Ibid).  Our profession to the world is that we can become as God is and dwell forever in His presence as gods.  Christ came to earth to experience mortality and show us the way to regain our eternal inheritance with God.  “For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). Christ became “… an high priest of good things to come, by a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands, that is to say, not of this building” (Hebrews 9:11). Through the perfecting of his own tabernacle, Christ entered into the fullness of His own godliness and thus back into the presence of God.  Until His infinite and eternal sacrifice, that way was barred to all of us.

After fulfilling the ends of the law in Gethsemane, passing through the portals of death on the cross, and rising triumphant from the tomb, Christ passed through the veil and opened the way for all of us to enter.  As Matthew noted at the death of the Savior, “… the veil of the temple was rent in twain …” (Matthew 27:51), symbolizing that the way was now open for all to return to the presence of God.   Paul taught the Hebrews, “… by his own blood he entered into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for us” (Hebrews 9:12).  He “offered himself without spot to God, to purge our conscience”, thus becoming the “mediator of the new testament”, that “they which are called might receive the promise of eternal inheritance” (See Hebrews 9:13-15).  Knowing that Christ had opened the way for all of us, Paul declared, “Having therefore, brethren, boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus, By a new and living way, which he hath consecrated for us, through the veil, that is to say, his flesh:  And having a high priest over the house of God; let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water.  Let us hold fast the profession of our faith” (Hebrews 10:19-23).  Through Christ, we are all invited to enter into the Holy of Holies, having been made godly in our nature through the atoning blood and resurrection of Christ.     

As we come unto Christ through the ordinances of the temple, we allow His light to create a change in our very nature to remove the “evil conscience”. We are left with “no more disposition to do evil, but to do good continually” (Mosiah 5:2).  This mighty change, as it is referred to by Alma (Alma 5:14), consists of more than just a repenting of our sins.  Bruce C. Hafen, in his book, The Broken Heart, helps us to understand a fuller purpose of this change.   “The Savior asks us for our repentance not merely to compensate him for paying our debt to justice, but also as a way of inducing us to undergo the process of development that will make our nature divine, giving us the capacity to live the celestial law.  The ‘natural man’ will remain an enemy to God forever – even after paying for his own sins – unless he also ‘becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord, and becometh as a child.’ (Mosiah 3:19) The Atonement does more than pay for our sins.  It is also the agent through which we develop a saintly nature” (footnote 15).

This change is what Paul referred to when he wrote to the Romans, “Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, that ye should obey it in the lusts thereof.  Neither yield ye your members as instruments of unrighteousness unto sin:  but yield yourselves unto God, … and your members as instruments of righteousness unto God”(Romans 6:11-13).  President McKay taught, “Human nature can be changed, here and now.  You can change human nature.  No man who has felt in him the Spirit of Christ even for half a minute can deny this truth… You do change human nature, your own human nature, if you surrender it to Christ.  Human nature has been changed in the past.  Human nature must be changed on an enormous scale in the future, unless the world is to be drowned in its own blood.  And only Christ can change it” (footnote 16).  President Ezra Taft Benson echoed the same idea to the members of the church in conference when he said, “The Lord works from the inside out.  The world works from the outside in.  The world would take people out of the slums.  Christ takes the slums out of people, and then they take themselves out of the slums.  The world would mold men by changing their environment.  Christ changes men, who then change their environment.  The world would shape human behavior, but Christ can change human nature” (footnote 17).

Christ not only changes our nature in order to resolve the enmity between our body and spirit, He breaks down the wall of partition between God and us.  Paul touched on both of these ideas when he wrote to the Ephesians, “But now in Christ Jesus ye who sometimes were far off are made nigh by the blood of Christ.  For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath broken down the middle wall of partition between us; Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, … for to make in himself of twain one new man, so making peace; And that he might reconcile both unto God in one body by the cross, having slain the enmity thereby:  And came and preached peace …” (Ephesians 2:13-17).  Interestingly, the Greek word for peace, eirene, means to set at one again (footnote 18).  Thus, the atonement of Christ sets us at one again.  His atoning sacrifice pays the price of sin, breaking down the wall of partition that stands between God and us.  It also changes our nature so that our body and spirit are enemies no longer.  We are made one with God as well as made one complete person, our spirit and body being united “… in whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the Lord: In whom ye also are builded together for an habitation of God through the spirit” (Ephesians 2:21-22).
Receiving a Holy Temple


By accepting the atonement of Christ and living according to the ordinances of God, our spirit is given power to bridle our flesh in order to use it according to the purposes of the Lord.  Brigham Young taught, “When through the gospel, the Spirit in man has so subdued the flesh that he can live without willful transgression, the Spirit of God unites with his spirit, they become congenial companions, and the mind and will of the Creator is thus transmitted to the creature” (footnote 19).  Paul taught this same idea to the Romans.  “But ye are not after the flesh, but after the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God dwell in you…. And if Christ be in you, though the body shall die because of sin, yet the Spirit is life, because of righteousness.  But if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead dwell in you, he that raised up Christ from the dead shall also quicken your mortal bodies by his Spirit that dwelleth in you” (JST Romans 8:9-11).  As we follow the dictates of the spirit of God, our bodies are quickened, or made alive, by that same spirit.  We are redeemed through Christ “… that we might receive the adoption of sons” (Galatians 4:5).  Paul goes on to say, “And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father.  Wherefore thou art no more a servant, but a son; and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ” (Galatians 4:6-7). 


As sons and daughters of God, reconciled to Him through the atonement of Christ, we again long for a body like unto our Father’s; one free from sin and death.  “For in this we groan”, Paul told the Corinthians, “earnestly desiring to be clothed upon with our house which is from heaven: … For we that are in this tabernacle do groan, being burdened:  not for that we would be unclothed, but clothed upon, that mortality might be swallowed up of life” (2 Corinthians 5:2-4).  We do not desire asceticism, to have our bodies taken from us:  we desire to be clothed with a temple that is perfect like unto our Father’s.  

The promise of a perfected temple comes also through Christ.  Writing to the saints in Philippi, Paul stated, “For our conversation is in heaven; from whence also we look for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ:  Who shall change our vile body, that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto himself” (Philippians 3:21).  By taking our sins upon himself, Christ has gained power to take out of our bodies those things which we have sown into them, but have later abhorred and forsaken.  Thus, when we are brought back to the presence of God following the resurrection (footnote 20), we will be presented without spot.  Paul declared that God “hath made [Christ] to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him” (2 Corinthians 5:21).  Christ will be our advocate with the Father to plead our cause, “saying, Father, behold the sufferings and death of him who did no sin, in whom thou wast well pleased; behold the blood of thy Son which was shed, the blood of him whom thou gavest that thyself might be glorified; Wherefore, Father, spare these my brethren that believe on my name, that they may come unto me and have everlasting life” (D&C 45:3-5).  Through the shedding of the blood of Christ, that with which we will be clothed upon, or our garments, will be “washed clean in the blood of the Lamb” (3 Nephi 27:19-22), and we will receive our glorified and perfected body. 

It was in His glorified and perfected body that Jesus appeared to the Nephites when He instituted the sacrament among them saying, “I have broken bread and blessed it and given it unto you.  And this shall ye do in remembrance of my body, which I have shown unto” (3 Nephi 18:6-7).   The sacrament takes on added meaning when we take it in remembrance of His glorified and perfected body.  It becomes a promise that through His blood we too may receive a perfect tabernacle and become perfect, even as Christ or His Father which is in Heaven is perfect (See 3 Nephi 12:48).  

Conclusion

We truly are temples of God that have been “bought with a price” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20).  Through the atonement of Christ and the resurrection, the nature of our mortal bodies can be changed and we can become as God is.  Knowledge of and faith in Christ, an acceptance of His atonement and the ordinances, and the resurrection give us hope that one day we will attain unto the perfection that He has made possible.  It is of this hope of godliness that Paul speaks when he wrote to the Philippians, “That I may know him; and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death; If by any means I might attain unto the resurrection of the just.  Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect:  but I follow after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus.  Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth to those things which are before, I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus” (JST Philippians 3:10-14).
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