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THE OLD TESTAMENT 

Torah: The Sanctuary as God’s Dwelling Place 

 It is significant that there is no mention of a holy temple in the creation account. God 

does not order Adam and Eve to build him a house of worship. Only after Israel’s escape from 

Egypt does God order the construction of a temple so that he can dwell with the nation. In the 

beginning, Eden was God’s dwelling place. Eden was the holy sanctuary in which the presence 

of God dwelled closely alongside human beings.1 The primary vocation of man was to act as 

priests and stewards of God’s sanctuary as they lived alongside God and worshiped him.2 God 

and humanity were in such close proximity that Adam and Eve could hear God walking through 

the garden in the cool of the day (Genesis 3:8). After Adam and Eve sinned, God chose to 

remove them from his presence, and Adam and Eve no longer dwelled with God in his holy 

sanctuary.  

 The similarities between God’s tabernacle described in Exodus and the Garden of Eden 

reinforce the idea that Eden was God’s original temple. God said to Moses, “And let them make 

me a sanctuary, that I may dwell in their midst. Exactly as I show you concerning the tabernacle, 

and all of its furniture, so you shall make it (Ex. 25:8-9). God’s design for the tabernacle is 

essentially a re-creation of Eden. It is important to note that God says, “that I may dwell in their 

midst (v. 8)”, not, “that I may dwell in it”.3 The tabernacle does not bind God; God chooses to 

dwell in it alongside humanity, just as he chose to dwell alongside humans in Eden. However, 

the tabernacle still communicated to the Israelites the consequences of the Fall. The design of the 

 
1 Lifsa Block Schachter, “The Garden of Eden as God’s First Sanctuary,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 41, no. 2 

(April 2013): 73–77. 

 
2 Robert M Jr Hinckley, “Adam, Aaron, and the Garden Sanctuary,” Logia 22, no. 4 (2013): 5–12. 
3 Shimon Bakon, “Creation, Tabernacle and Sabbath,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 25, no. 2 (April 1997): 79–

85. 



 3 

tabernacle restricted Israel’s access to God; they were only able to approach God by way of a 

strict set of divinely appointed procedures.4 Cherubim guarded the holy of holies in the temple, 

just as an angel guards the Tree of Life in the garden (Ex. 25:17-22, c.f. Gen. 3:24).5 The 

consecration of the Levites bears similarities to Adam’s duties in the garden: both were charged 

to “work” and to “serve” their respective sanctuaries (Num. 3:7-8).6 However the Levites had to 

undergo a long list of purification rituals in order to enter into God’s presence (Num. 8:5-26). 

Summary of the Temple Motif in the Torah 

 The temple was God’s gracious gift to humankind. It was the sacred space in which the 

presence of God dwelled among his people. The first temple was Eden, which God created as the 

holy meeting place for God and man to live in community. After Adam and Eve’s rebellion God 

gave Israel the tabernacle. The tabernacle was a re-creation of Eden in which God dwelled 

alongside his covenant community, and poured out his will and his blessings. Yet despite having 

a physical house for the Lord’s presence, Israel was still separated from the divine presence.  

Former Prophets: The Temple as the House of the Lord 

 

 The temple motif progresses in the Former Prophets, beginning with David who remarks, 

“See now, I dwell in a house of cedar, but the ark of God dwells in a tent” (2 Sam. 7:2). This 

implies a desire to build a temple for Yahweh, worthy of his presence. However, God does not 

approve of David’s plans (7:4-7). Rather, God promises David that he will build David a 

“house”. This house will be established on the throne, and his kingdom will remain forever 

(7:18).  

 
4 Allen P. Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory: Biblical Worship from the Garden to the New Creation 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2006), 190-191. 

 
5 Schachter, “The Garden of Eden”, 75. 
 
6Bakon, “Creation, Tabernacle, and Sabbath”, 7.  
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 God does declare that one of David’s offspring will build a house for Yahweh. This 

promise is partially fulfilled by Solomon. Solomon gives a reason for David’s inability to build a 

house for the Lord: warfare in the land and enemies surrounding Israel prevented David from 

carrying out its construction (1 Kings 5:3). However, Solomon reigned during a period of peace 

and saw this as a sign to finally construct a house of worship for Yahweh. He sought to fulfill 

what God had promised to David (2 Sam. 7:18), and built a temple of cedar. Cedar is mentioned 

over 20 times in the construction account,7 a direct allusion to David’s displeasure that Yahweh’s 

presence was not housed in a building of cedar. The construction account of the temple (1 Kings 

6-7) culminates with the Ark of the Covenant being brought into the temple and Solomon’s 

prayer of dedication (ch. 8), and Yahweh’s consecration of the temple before Solomon (9). 

Solomon reinforces the idea that the temple was not built because God needed a place of 

residence (1 Kings 8:27-30); it was built for the purpose of Israel having a place to find and 

commune with God. God’s indwelling of the temple was an act of condescending love toward 

his people as a reminder of his presence among them.8 

Included in the temple construction record is a brief mention of Solomon’s palace, which 

he seems to have been building at the same time as the temple. This is a possible indication that 

Solomon was more concerned about his palace than the temple. While Solomon’s temple was a 

grand achievement, the inclusion of this detail indicates the writer of 1 Kings seems to have a 

measure of concern about Solomon’s focus on his own dwelling place. Yahweh seems to have 

shared the same concern. God graciously hears Solomon’s prayer and consecrates the temple for 

himself, but then immediately warns Solomon that, if he is disobedient, the temple will be 

 
7 John A Davies, “‘Discerning between Good and Evil’: Solomon as a New Adam in 1 Kings,” The 

Westminster Theological Journal 73, no. 1 (2011): 50. 

 
8 Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory, 248-251. 
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destroyed and Israel will be thrown into exile (9:1-9). God’s warning is followed closely by 

accounts of Solomon’s misdeeds (11:1-40), and then by a slow unraveling of the kingdom of 

Israel. Eventually, Nebuchadnezzar besieges Jerusalem and destroys the temple, undoing all of 

Solomon’s work. The author specifically details how Nebuchadnezzar’s men systematically take 

apart all the temple accouterments Solomon had constructed.  

Summary of the Temple Motif in the Former Prophets 

 God’s people sought to construct a temple worthy of the presence of the Lord where all 

of God’s people would come to worship him. The temple of cedar built by Solomon was the 

partial fulfillment of God’s promise to David, and God graciously consecrated it as his dwelling 

place. However, an ominous warning of destruction marked the completion of the temple. Israel 

did not heed God’s warning, and their sin and wickedness led to division of the kingdom, 

invasion from foreign peoples, the Assyrian destruction of the temple, and exile. 

Latter Prophets: The Temple as a House of Desecration 

 The Latter Prophets call out against Israel for defiling the temple. God remarks that Israel 

has “trampled his courts” by bringing him meaningless offerings void of repentance and 

reverence (Isa. 1:10-13). He proclaims that Israel has made the temple into a “den of robbers” 

(Jer. 7:11), retreating to the temple as thieves retreated to their caves for safety, assuming that 

God’s presence there granted security.9 They have desecrated the house that bears the name of 

the Lord by worshiping idols within its very walls (Jer. 7:30). Jerusalem has been made into a 

place of evil, idolatry, hypocrisy, and impure worship (Jer. 7:9-10). God proclaims that the 

temple will suffer the same fate as the original sanctuary at Shiloh, which was overrun by the 

 
9 John L Mackay, Jeremiah: A Mentor Commentary, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Fearn: Mentor, 2004), 306-307. 
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Philistines (1 Sam. 4:2-11)10 and will be reduced to “a mound overgrown by thickets” (Jer. 

26:18b). Israel has erroneously assumed that he presence of God’s sanctuary ensures divine 

protection, but the coming judgment proclaimed by Jeremiah will prove that this is not the case. 

In fact, God’s presence in the temple cannot be taken for granted (e.g. Ex. 40:34-38). Ezekiel 

envisions God removing his presence from the temple (Ezek. 10:1-22) as an act of divine 

judgment; for God to grant Israel his presence as a sign of divine favor and protection in the 

midst of their sin, idolatry, and corruption would be incongruous.11 Along with the temple, God 

proclaims that the entirety of Jerusalem will be destroyed because Israel broke the covenant (Jer. 

11:17, 16:1-21). 

God promises through Ezekiel that the Lord himself will be Israel’s sanctuary during 

their coming exile (Ezek. 11:16), and then shows Ezekiel a detailed vision of the gloriously 

restored temple which appears to be a restoration of original creation, far beyond human 

construction (Ezek. 40-48, esp. 47:1-12). Zechariah prophesies of a coming king, the promised 

righteous Branch from the line of David (Jer. 33:15) who will rebuild the temple of the Lord, 

execute justice and righteousness, and rule in royal honor (Zech. 6:12-13). Isaiah prophesies that 

the foundations of the temple will be rebuilt by the decree of Cyrus (Isa. 44:28), but at the same 

time looks forward to a greater iteration of God’s temple  “at the highest of the mountains; it will 

be exalted above the hills, and all nations will stream to it.” It becomes clear that Isaiah is not 

necessarily speaking of Solomon’s temple being rebuilt in Jerusalem; he is speaking of the 

 
10 See also Ps. 78:56-64, and comments in Mackay, Jeremiah, vol. 1, 308 for an elaboration on the 

archaeological and historical support for the destruction of the sanctuary at Shiloh. 

 
11 John L Mackay, Ezekiel: A Mentor Commentary (Mentor, 2018)., 287. 
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consummation of a new creation in which Yahweh himself will reign from Zion and all the 

nations will flock to him to worship him and seek his wisdom (c.f. Mic. 4:1-5)12:  

Many peoples will come and say, 

“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD,  
to the temple of the God of Jacob. 

He will teach us his ways, 

So that we may walk in his paths. 

The law will go out from Zion,  

The word of the LORD from Jerusalem. 

He will judge between the nations.  

(Isa. 2:1-4a) 

Summary of the Temple Motif in the Latter Prophets  

 The Latter Prophets cry out against Israel’s desecration of the temple through their 

oppression of the poor, their unrepentant and irreverent worship, and blatant idolatry within the 

temple courts. God vows to send an enemy to wipe away the city of Jerusalem, reduce the temple 

to ruins, and drive Israel from the land. God then promises that he himself will be Israel’s 

sanctuary in their exile, not abandoning them to worship other gods in pagan lands.13 He 

proclaims that Jerusalem will eventually be restored, and its temple rebuilt, but God further 

promises an even greater establishment of his temple in the new creation, in which he will reign 

over the nations of the world from Zion. This further develops the theological motif that the 

temple of Jerusalem was not meant to be a permanent institution; it was meant to point God’s 

people toward a future, eternal reality in which God’s presence will dwell with his people. 

The Writings: The Temple as the Root of Israel’s Identity 

 Several emphases are developed in the Writings with regard to the temple, including the 

theological and cultural significance of the temple’s construction and destruction, exaltation of 

 
12 Paul R House, Isaiah A Mentor Commentary (Ross-Shire, Great Britian: Christian Focus Publications, 

2014), 73-75. 

 
13 Mackay, Ezekiel, 327. 
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the temple as the center of religious life, and anticipation of the temple’s reconstruction as a 

bastion of hope for an exiled Israel.  

The Center of Worship 

 The temple is exalted, particularly in the Psalms, as the joy and center of God’s people. 

The annual pilgrimages to the Jerusalem temple were sacred, defining occasions in the life of the 

Israelite, where the whole nation would converge on the sanctuary to worship and sacrifice to 

God. The identity of Israel was intimately tied to God’s presence in the temple. To go to the 

temple was to meet with God himself (Psalm 84:1-2, 10; 125:1; 131:13-18).14 The exaltation of 

the temple led to the development of a “theology of Jerusalem”: not only had God chosen David, 

he had chosen Zion as the place that would endure into eternity as God’s throne from which he 

would judge the nations.15 

Recounting the Temple’s Construction and Destruction 

1 Chronicles 17 recounts David’s plans to build the temple. It appears to be fully 

dependent on 2 Samuel 7, the key difference being that the chronicler clearly has Solomon in 

mind as the eventual seed from David’s line who will construct the temple and whose throne will 

be established forever. The writer omits that God gave David rest (2 Sam. 7:1), as peace in Israel 

seemed to be a prerequisite for beginning the construction of the temple (1 Kgs. 5:3). However, 

David was a man of war, and the chronicler makes it clear that David’s son Solomon will be the 

one to build the temple, not David. The time of peace during Solomon’s reign was true divine 

permission to begin construction on the temple.16 Solomon as the temple builder is further 

 
14 T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner, eds., New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Leicester, 

England : Downers Grove, Ill: Inter-Varsity Press ; InterVarsity Press, 2000), 807. 
 
15 Ibid. 
16 Roddy Braun et al., 1 Chronicles, Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; Glenn 

W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 14 (Waco, Tex: Word 

Books, Publ, 1986), 198-199.  



 9 

emphasized in chapter 22, where David makes preparations for his young son to begin 

construction. The chronicler mentions that Solomon is David’s son no less than 7 times in this 

chapter. After David appoints attendants, musicians, gatekeepers, and officials to care for the 

future temple and its grounds, 1 Chronicles culminates with David commissioning his son 

Solomon to build the temple, and enthroning Solomon in his own place as king of Israel. 2 

Chronicles 3 recounts Solomon’s construction of the temple. Despite the fanfare leading up to 

Solomon’s great task in 1 Chronicles, the description of the temple’s construction in 2 

Chronicles is relatively brief. It appears the chronicler is assuming that the reader is familiar with 

the longer account in 1 Kings 6 and 7. However, the chronicler omits one important detail: he 

makes no mention of the construction of Solomon’s palace.17 Where the writer of 1 Kings 

mentions that Solomon was building his palace at the same time as he was building the temple, 

implying that Solomon’s focus was diverted toward the palace, the chronicler focuses only on 

the temple. In fact, the palace is rarely mentioned. This may be the writer’s attempt to focus on 

Solomon primarily as the builder of the temple, but there may also be an underlying conscious 

decision to avoid painting Solomon in a bad light. The writer does include God’s warning of 

exile and destruction to Solomon (2 Chron. 7:19-22), but there is no account of Solomon’s 

wicked deeds. However, Solomon’s death is followed by the accounts of the wickedness of 

Jeroboam and ensuing chaos in the kingdom of Israel. The historian chronicles the various 

invasions and wars which all lead to the eventual invasion of Jerusalem, the burning of the 

temple, and the exile to Babylon (2 Chron. 36:15-21). 

 

 

 
17 Raymond B. Dillard et al., 2 Chronicles, Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. Hubbard; 

Glenn W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 15 (Waco, Tex: 

Word Books, Publ, 1987), 27. 



 10 

Hope for Restoration 

 The temple repeatedly shows up in the Writings as a symbol of hope for Israel, who have 

been thrown into exile. They are left with nothing but memories of the smoking ruins of the 

sanctuary and the desolation of Zion (Lam. 2:6, 4:1, 5:17-18), which serve as a devastating 

reminder of God’s wrath and judgment upon them. A psalmist is forced to rely only on joyous 

memories of his pilgrimages to worship Yahweh in his temple courts – but memories are not 

enough to quench his thirst (Ps. 42:1-4).18 Yet throughout the writings the biblical authors cling 

to the hope of a restored temple. For them, the sign of the full restoration of Israel would be the 

return of the people, the rebuilding of the temple and most importantly the re-indwelling of 

Yahweh’s presence in the temple (Lam. 5:21; Zech. 1:17). However, when the Israelites finally 

return to the land, begin re-instituting their covenant worship practices, and begin re-construction 

of the temple, it becomes clear very quickly to some of the older generation that the new 

Jerusalem temple will not rise to the glory of its predecessor (Ez. 3:12-13 c.f. Hag. 2:3).19 

Indeed, even with the temple rebuilt and covenant worship practices restored, Israel is still 

plagued by rebellion and impurity (Ez. 9:4-15). 

Summary of the Temple Motif in the Writings 

 The temple was a grand achievement of Israel and served as the center of Israel’s worship 

as God’s covenant people. However, Israel’s sin brought God’s judgment upon the nation, and 

Israel was thrown into exile and the temple was destroyed. This was a devastating blow to 

Israel’s identity as heirs of God’s promise. The promised land, people, and Presence were 

 
18 Peter C. Craigie et al., Psalms 1 - 50, 16. Dr., Word Biblical Commentary, [General ed.: David A. 

Hubbard; Glenn W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 19 

(Waco, Tex: Word Books, Publ, 2000), 326. 

 
19 Tiberius Rata, Ezra-Nehemiah (Fearn, Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor, Christian Focus Publications, 

2010), 68. 



 11 

suddenly taken away from Israel. While in exile, Israel looked forward to God’s promised 

restoration of the temple as a symbol of hope. However, when restoration work on the temple in 

Jerusalem began, many Israelites were bitterly disappointed. Despite the eventual successful 

rebuilding of the temple and the reinstitution of their covenant worship rites, Israel was still 

entrenched in deep sin, and left wanting. 

SECOND TEMPLE JUDAISM VIEWS OF THE TEMPLE 

 The view of the temple as the house of the Lord’s presence and the symbol of Israel’s 

election continued into the intertestamental period. The temple’s destruction and Israel’s ensuing 

exile did not change this view for many. Israel for the most part held out hope that God would 

return to elect and sanctify Jerusalem once again. However, Second Temple Judaism featured a 

unique tradition of hostility and aversion toward the temple. This tradition likely has roots in the 

Old Testament. As we have seen the new temple rebuilt by the decree of Cyrus was an 

unimpressive re-creation of the glorious Solomonic temple, especially when compared with 

prophetic visions of the heavenly temple (1 Enoch 90:28-29).20 Further, cultic practices carried 

out in the temple led many Second Temple Jews to believe that the temple priests were not 

practicing proper, God-ordained worship rites. This was the view of the secluded Qumran 

community.  

The Qumran Community 

Those of the Jewish sect at Qumran believed that they were God’s faithful remnant, 

called to carry out to the letter all of God’s commands that he had given to their ancestor 

Abraham. They withdrew and formed their own covenant community, complete with their own 

systems of governance, worship, and community rule. In this way, they emphasized the 

 
20 M.O. Wise, “Temple,” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green, Scot McKnight, and I. 

Howard Marshall (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 811-817 
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community of believers as a spiritual temple of sorts in which the requirements of the covenant 

would be carried out free of the corruption of the non-elect. (1QS 5:5-6).21 Later, the New 

Testament writers would pick up a similar concept of the faithful believing body as a spiritual 

temple.  

The community’s desire to draw away from the wickedness of the non-elect Jews could 

not exclude them from entering into the temple.22 Under the Jewish Law, the offering of 

sacrifices was only valid in the temple of Jerusalem. However, the Qumran sect saw the temple 

as desecrated, unclean ground. Further, they believed the liturgical calendar held by the temple 

was unlawful. They resolved this issue by allowing their priests and Levites to carry out temple 

sacrifices as long as the person bringing the sacrifice was in a state of ritual purity and did not 

actively participate in temple worship.23 They did not permanently reject the physical temple in 

Jerusalem; they also believed in the promised new and restored temple.  

THE NEW TESTAMENT 

Synoptics and Acts: The Temple Redefined 

 The Synoptic Gospels and Acts mostly adhere to the aforementioned negative view of the 

temple. While Jesus clearly does view the temple as the house of God’s presence (e.g. Luke 

2:49), he also speaks of its destruction. These passages are noteworthy, as they shed light on 

Jesus’ understanding of himself as the inaugurator of the new covenant and the new heavenly 

Kingdom. Later in Acts, the apostles utilize the temple as an important, central location for the 

spread of the gospel to the Jews.  

 
21 Alexander and Rosner, NDBT, 808. See also Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. C. Tigchelaar, eds., 

The Dead Sea Scrolls Study Edition (Leiden ; New York: Brill, 1997), 81. 

 
22 James C. VanderKam and Peter W. Flint, The Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for 

Understanding the Bible, Judaism, Jesus, and Christianity, 1st ed (San Francisco, Calif: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), 

376. 

 
23 G. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1970), 45-46. 
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 The triumphal entry kicks off Jesus’ long, theological assault on the temple the Jewish 

authorities, and the city of Jerusalem (Matt. 21-24 c.f. Mk. 11-13, Lk. 19:28-21:38). Jesus’ 

joyous entry quickly turns sour, as Jesus immediately enters the temple and drives out the money 

changers (Matt. 21:13 c.f. Jer. 7:11). During this incident, the blind and the lame come to Jesus 

“in the temple” (v. 14) while children praise him “in the temple” (v. 15), as the chief priests and 

scribes look on in indignation. Jesus’ cursing of the fig tree follows this periscope. The tree was 

leafing – a sign of life that promised fruit but bore none.24 This was a direct attack on the 

hypocrites who displayed outward piety but desecrated the temple. As the fig tree withers, Jesus 

gives his disciples an object lesson on faith and prayer (Mt. 21:21-22), saying “Truly, I say to 

you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what has been done to the fig tree, 

but even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ it will happen” (v. 

21). Read on its own, this is a heartening, if not trite, word of encouragement to the disciples – 

yet to the disciples it was likely a disturbing premonition. The placement and context of this 

story is significant – Jesus is and his disciples are still standing near the Temple Mount in 

Jerusalem. They are in full view of the very place Israel believed would be eternally exalted 

above the nations of the earth, yet Jesus curses the temple as an unfruitful waste and promises 

that, through faith, his disciples could throw the Temple Mount the sea (Mk. 11:22-23)! There is 

good reason to believe Matthew is arguing that the efficacy of the temple has ended with the 

coming of Jesus, and that Zion, the root of Israel’s eternal hope, would not be elevated as Israel 

expected, but diminished. This view is supported by Matthew 21:33-4625, and Matthew 24-25, in 

 
24 Tremper Longman and David E. Garland, eds., The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Rev. ed (Grand 

Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2006), 502. 
25 The Parable of the Vineyard Owner is Jesus’ confrontation of the temple authorities. He illustrates that 

the Kingdom will be transferred due to Israel’s failing to give God what is his, and for their failure to recognize 
Christ as the Messiah. See Klyne Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus 

(Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co, 2008), 266-275. 
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which Jesus proclaims that the kingdom will be transferred from Israel and the temple will be 

destroyed, only to be replaced by the Son of Man himself who will inaugurate the final judgment 

and grant eternal life to his faithful servants.  

 The Synoptic Gospels indicate that the religious efficacy of the temple has ended and 

Jesus is the new meeting place for reconciliation between God and people. Before his ascension 

in Acts, Jesus calls the disciples to be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and 

to the end of the earth” (Ac. 1:8). Starting with Jerusalem, the gospel was to permeate outward to 

the Gentiles, “in an ever-extending series of concentric circles.”26 Salvation was never meant to 

be confined to Israel or centralized to the temple – it was meant to begin with Israel and extend 

outward to the Gentiles. To be sure, the spread of the gospel begins with a mass conversion of 

Jews at Pentecost (Ac. 2). Later, Stephen’s martyrdom (Ac. 6-7) sets off a series of persecution 

events that disperse Christ-followers from Jerusalem out into the Gentile world. The gospel 

spreads so rapidly beyond Jerusalem that, by the end of the book, the former Pharisee Paul is 

spreading the gospel in Rome. This can be seen as the initial accomplishment of God’s purpose 

for Israel to be a blessing to the nations.  

Summary of the Temple Motif in the Synoptics 

The tearing of the temple veil and the confession of the centurion (Mark 15:38-39) 

illustrates the Synoptic view of the temple well: the Son of Man has arrived, the temple has been 

set aside, and a new means of forgiveness has been instituted.27 Loyalty to Jesus Christ – not 

nations or possessions – is sufficient to inherit eternal life. The ethnocentric Jewish paradigm is 

 
26 William Barclay, The Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976), 12. 
27 Alexander and Rosner, NDBT, 808. 
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shattered as Jesus calls his disciples to scatter from Jerusalem to reach the Gentile world with the 

good news.28 

Johannine Literature: Christ as the New Temple 

 John places Jesus’ cleansing of the temple at the beginning of his gospel (John 2:13-24). 

This should not be seen as a contradiction, but as an authorial choice to structure the story in 

such a way that emphasizes the truth about who Jesus was and what he came to do. Cleansing the 

worship of Israel was an act of the promised Messiah (Mal. 3:1-4), and Jesus came as the 

promised Messiah to drive the wickedness out of the temple of Israel and point people toward 

himself as the only path to salvation.29 When the Pharisees asked by what authority he did and 

said these things, Jesus replied “Destroy this temple and I will raise it up in three days” (John 

2:19). The Synoptics make references to Jesus saying these things (Mt. 26:61; Mk. 14:58), but 

only John tells the reader what Jesus meant: “he was speaking of the temple of his body” (John 

2:21).  

 There is little doubt that Jesus expected the end of the temple. The cleansing of the 

temple is followed by Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus, a Pharisee, during which he proclaims 

that one cannot enter the kingdom of heaven unless he is born of the Spirit. The implication here 

is that temple worship is ineffectual for salvation. Later in John’s gospel Jesus tells the Samaritan 

woman that the day is coming when people will not worship God in Jerusalem, but in Spirit and 

truth (4:21).30 John places these pieces before his audience and invites them to consider that the 

source of salvation is not the temple of Jerusalem, but Jesus himself, who was crucified and three 

 
28 Tremper Longman and David E Garland, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke-Acts, 2011. 

 
29 William Barclay, The Gospel of John (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), 108. 
30 G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, eds., Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Grand 

Rapids, Mich. : Nottingham, England: Baker Academic ; Apollos, 2007), 434. 
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days later raised himself up as the new sacred sanctuary to whom all the nations of the world 

come to worship, and through whom mankind is reconciled to God. In John’s Revelation, he 

makes a point of mentioning that, in the new Jerusalem at the end of the age, there is no temple 

(Rev. 21:22); there is only the glory of God and Jesus Christ, seated in majesty on the throne as 

kings bow before them and nations walk by their light.  

Summary of the Temple Motif in Johannine Literature  

Jesus was and is the accomplishment of God’s desire that all nations will come to 

worship him as Lord. God’s desire is to be glorified throughout his entire creation, not confined 

to the four walls of a temple (2 Sam. 7:4-7) or the gates of Jerusalem (Ac. 1:8).  

Paul’s Letters: Believers as God’s Temple 

 There is a much smaller emphasis in the Pauline Epistles with respect to the temple, but 

Paul provides an interesting nuance to the theme. Believers now indwelled with the Holy Spirit 

are God’s house (1 Cor. 13:16-17). God has come to dwell within the body of believers by his 

Spirit, and as such they are called to separate themselves from sin and consecrate themselves to 

God.31 If they cause division in the church, it is akin to desecrating a holy place.32   

General Epistles: The Heavenly Temple as the True Temple 

 In the epistle to the Hebrews, the author argues that the old, inadequate, earthly Levitical 

arrangement has passed away with the old covenant, and that salvation is only possible through 

 
31 Tremper Longman and David E. Garland, eds., The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Romans-Galatians, 

Rev. ed (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2006), 286. See also Joseph A. Fitzmyer, ed., First Corinthians: A New 

Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Yale Bible, v. 32 (New Haven ; London: Yale 
University Press, 2008), 202-203. 

 
32 Alexander and Rosner, NDBT, 809. 
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the divine high priest who ministers in the heavenly sanctuary.33 In this way, the heavenly 

sanctuary, which Christ entered, is the true sanctuary and the earthly Jerusalem sanctuary is a 

“shadow” – a mere representation of the greater reality of salvation (Heb. 8:5).34 

CONCLUSION 

The idea that the presence and worship of God can be centralized to a specific building in 

a specific city of a specific nation, and that this centralization inherently leads to divine blessing 

and protection, is one that permeated the history of Israel. We also see throughout the canon of 

Scripture that God actively worked to refute this faulty theology. God’s offer of salvation began 

with Israel, but was never meant to be confined there. It was meant to begin with Israel and 

spread ever outward to the nations so that all people would know and worship God as Lord. The 

temple was never meant to be the central dwelling place of God; God desires to dwell among his 

people.  

How often does the church fall into the same faulty theology as Israel? Our identity as 

God’s people is so often intimately wrapped up in our building, the size of our congregation, the 

style of our worship, or even our national or political identity, and we assume that these are the 

things that will ensure God’s dwelling among us. Yet what ensures God’s dwelling among us is 

none other than Jesus Christ, the true holy sanctuary in whom we are reconciled to God and who 

has given us his Spirit to dwell in our hearts through faith. Worship was never meant to be 

centralized to a building or a city or a nation; God desires that all people across the earth 

recognize him as Lord. May we as followers of Jesus recognize that our identity is wrapped up in 

 
33 William L. Lane et al., Hebrews 1 - 8, Nachdr., Word Biblical Commentary, [general ed.: David A. 

Hubbard; Glenn W. Barker. Old Testament ed.: John D. W. Watts. New Testament ed.: Ralph P. Martin]; Vol. 47,A 

(Nashville: Nelson, 2009), 206. 

 
34 Ibid., 248. 
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the gospel of Christ, which we are called to extend beyond our walls and borders to reach the lost 

with the good news of salvation.  
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