JESUS AND A REBUILT JEWISH TEMPLE 
Part 4 The Temple as Community 
Although the gospels have much to say about the temple, their focus falls on Jesus. He fulfills the purposes and functions of the temple. The old era is coming to an end and in the new era, Jesus is the place of atonement and of the presence of God. He builds the temple and He is the temple. But yet the gospels nowhere obviously say the disciples are the temple. Such explicit teaching is found in the New Testament letters. Paul addresses the churches as God’s temple, the holy temple, because God’s Spirit dwells in them. ‘You yourselves are God’s temple’ (1 Corinthians 3:16). The temple is no longer a building but a community. In a chapter devoted to the unity of Jew and Gentile in Christ, Paul caps his discussion by describing all believers as ‘built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit’ (Ephesians 2:20-22). The temple is a picture of unity, the unity of believers with each other in Christ that exists because of the indwelling presence of God in the Spirit. Paul’s language contains a clear allusion to Isaiah 28:16, where God announces His work of salvation and calls Israel to believe:
“See I am laying in Zion,

 a tested stone,

a precious cornerstone for a sure foundation stone;”

God was already erecting His new edifice in Jerusalem in the Old Testament era, and the Old Testament manifestations of that edifice of salvation – whether the king (Psalm 118) or the temple – find their fulfillment in the building of which Jesus Christ is the cornerstone. As Isaiah saw a temple situated on this foundation stone in Zion, a temple in which Jews and Gentiles serve the Lord, so Paul announced the fulfillment of that vision in the new temple in the Lord. The worldwide community of believers in Christ is the superstructure erected on the foundation that God laid in Zion, and the ancient prophetic vision of a universal temple is being fulfilled.
Fulfillment of the Old Testament promises concerning the temple is the theme of 2 Corinthians 6:16-7:1. There Paul makes the claim that ‘we are the temple of the living God’ and he grounds that status of the Church in the fulfillment of Old Testament promises: ‘we have these promises.’ The central promise finding fulfillment is expressed in Leviticus 26:11f ‘I will put my dwelling place among you … I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people.’ That promise was initially fulfilled by God’s dwelling in the tabernacle and the temple, but now that symbolised presence has become actualised in the new temple, the new people of God. That early promise is renewed in Ezekiel 37:27 where, after the exile, God promises to build an eternal sanctuary in the midst of the people to sanctify them: ‘My dwelling place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people.’ These Old Testament promises are claimed by Paul as the possession of the New Testament church. The fulfillment may be even richer than the promise because God not only walks among us but dwells in us (2 Corinthians 6:16). God has welcomed His people as promised and has become a Father to His sons and daughters. This last promise comes from 2 Samuel 7:14 where it is applied firstly to the king as God’s son but through the king who represents Israel to all Israel. Now in Christ that promise extends to all sons and daughters who confess God as Father through Jesus Christ. The house that God promised to build for David has turned out to be the house that David’s Son built for God. The restored house of David (Acts 15:15ff) is the new temple, and its cornerstone is Christ. All who believe in Christ, who is David’s son and God’s Son, enter into David’s house and God’s house. The promises are fulfilled.
The result of the fulfillment of the promises is holiness. Holiness is both a gift and a task. Holiness is primarily a gift of the presence of God. The temple is holy because God dwells there. God’s people are holy because they are the temple in which God lives. But holiness is also a requirement for retaining the presence of God. It shouldn’t come as a surprise then that Paul quotes also from the command given to the priests when the people of Judea departed from Babylon (Isaiah 52:11; 2 Corinthians 6:17). Just as the priests who bore the vessels of the Lord had to leave behind everything that was unclean and purify themselves because God would be accompanying them on their journey, so now believers, those who are the temple, must separate themselves from iniquity, darkness, idolatry and unbelief. Because of the holiness of God dwelling in them, they were exhorted to cleanse themselves ‘from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God’ (2 Corinthians 7:1). They are like priests in the temple who must be holy because God is holy. Holiness is a gift but it must become perfectly expressed in the lives of God’s people. Holiness applies to people, no longer to a building, and temple service, no longer refers to ritual acts but to life itself.
Can the temple be both a building and a community of people? Is it possible to hold that the promised temple is fulfilled in the New Testament body of believers and that Ezekiel’s temple will one day literally stand? Interestingly, the Qumran community, which existed leading up to the time of Christ, believed both. They saw their own community as the temple and applied to their own lives the rules that applied to the priests, yet still expected a new temple to be built by the Messiah.

Can both be held in the light of the fulfillment in Christ? What significance could a temple building have? If the significance of the Old Testament temple was in its sacrificial ritual as the means of atonement, then from a New Testament perspective the temple as a God-ordained means of atonement is exhaustively fulfilled in the once-for-all atonement of Christ.
 If the significance of the temple was in its Holy Place as the symbolic presence of God, then from a New Testament perspective, that symbolic presence finds its actual fulfillment in Jesus Christ. In the light of such complete fulfillment, could a rebuilt temple of stone ever regain its Old Testament significance? If, as Jesus declared to the Samaritan woman, sacred space is no longer limited to any single geographical place, what significance could a single geographical place have as a dwelling place of God? It is possible that a temple could be built again on Mt. Zion (despite the formidable obstacles) but would that make Mt. Zion a sacred mountain? The New Testament proclaims the fulfillment in Christ of all the essential characteristics of the Old Testament temple. A limited temple on a specific holy mountain has been displaced by a universal temple in Christ. The only part that still awaits fulfillment is the coming together of temple and city. God’s history of redemption is moving towards that goal.
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