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Abstract
The Church as the Temple of God in Corinthians
For the Degree Master of Arts
By Amy Beange
2003

This thesis investigates Paul’s thoughts on the Church — as the new temple of God
the Church made the physical temple irrelevant. The passages under consideration are:
1Cor 3:16, 17; 1 Cor 5:1-8; 1 Cor 6:12-20; 1 Cor 10:14-22 and 2 Cor 6:14-7:1.

In 1 Cor 3:16, 17 Paul first uses the metaphor of the church as the temple. The
Holy Spirit now dwells in God’s people rather than in a structure therefore the
Corinthians must be holy as befits their status as God’s temple.

First Corinthians 5:1-8 gives a concrete example of what it means for the
congregation to be God’s holy temple, the exclusion of a sinner. Exclusion/cleansing of
sin can be linked to Pentateuchal practise. Paul also refers to Christ as the Passover
sacrifice — the Corinthians are to cleanse themselves of sin because of Christ and this can
be linked to certain instances of temple cleansing before Passover in the Hebrew Bible.

First Corinthians 6:19-20 applies the temple metaphor to individuals, commenting
on the need for holiness since the believer is one with Christ.

First Corinthians 10:14-22 addresses the issue of idolatry as practised in by eating
meals in a deity’s temple. Again, unity with Christ precludes participation.

Second Corinthians 6:14-7:1 further addresses the issue of holiness, applying it to
the idea of separation from evil — “what agreement has Christ with Beliar? . . . Or what
agreement has the temple of God with idols?” If God lives in people, they must maintain

holy lives.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Part one of this chapter briefly outlines th.e Old Testament background of the
temple, reviews the relevant literature concerning the use of temple metaphors, comments
on metaphor usage in general, outlines the delimitations and method of the current study
and briefly summarizes the following chapters. -

Part two of this chapter briefly looks at the usage of temple metaphors in the Ne\;v
Testament: in the gospels, in other Pauline passages, and in non-Pauline passages. It also
looks at temple metaphor usage in the writings of Qumran. The next five chapters are

each devoted to one Corinthian passage as outlined below.

PART ONE
Background
The writers of the New Testament were Jewish. They worshipped the living God,

the LORD, creator and sustainer of life, king and judge of the righteous and the
unrighteous. Though it was true that “the heavén of heavens cannot contain you” (1 Ki |
8:27), he chose to make his earthly dwelling place in the midst of his chosen people, the
Jews, in their capital city of Jerusalem, on mount Zion, in the temple. The
temple/tabernacle was the place for meeting God (Exod 25:22). There the sacrifices and
offerings for atonement and thanksgiving were given, there prayers were offered and

there was the place to which all Jews strove to make a pilgrimage. The temple contained



the Most Holy Place, where the LORD dwelt in darkness and smoke, the place only
entered once a year on the day of atonement. The temple showed the people that the
LORD was with them, that they had his blessing, even when they were oppressed. The
building of the temple during the reign of Solomon was cause for great rejoicing. The
Israelites had endured a wandering and strife-filled existence since the Exodus. Now
they had been given rest from their enemies and the kingdom had been established (1 Ki
5:4). The destruction of the temple when the southern kingdom of Judah was exiled to -
Babylonia was cause for heart-rending sorrow and bewilderment, for if the temple was
destroyed, where was the LORD? After the exile the temple was rebuilt and once again
its dedication cause for rejoicing (Ezra 6:16).

The first followers of Christ were Jewish, as was Paul. How did the Jerusalem
temple figure into their theology? Was there a change in its status? Paul refers to
believers as the temple (of God — 1 Cor 3:16, 17; of the Holy Spirit — 1 Cor 6:19; of the
living God 2 Cor 6:16). Is his usage of this metaphor casual, as though he noticed some
similarities between the jerusalem temple and the Christian community and drew a
comparison? Or is his theology driving his usage? This study examines how, why and to
what extent Paul uses the metaphor of church as temple in his letters to the Corinthians in

order to begin to answer these questions.

Literature Review

Little writing has been done on the subject of the Church as temple. The
metaphor of choice in the twentieth century to describe the church is the “body of

Christ.” The metaphor of temple is explicit in scripture and theologies dutifully mention



it, but only briefly or not at all." Perhaps this is so due to the lack of experience in
western culture with temples. In a scientific era, the idea of sacred space has been written
off as a component of pre-critical thinking, irrelevant in the modern era. However, post-
modernism has seen a shift from a strictly rationalistic worldview to one that
acknowledges the spiritual aspect of humanity and so the idea of sacred space is not
dismissed as easily as it once was.

Another reason for the lack of work may be the difficulty of constructing a
theology that encompasses both Old and New Testaments. This difficulty may have led
to specialization in one or the other at the expense of the one, organic story. Other
metaphors for the Church — “flock,” “body,” “bride” — can be described without reference
to the Old Testament, but “temple” is hard pressed not to refer to it.

Bertil Gartner devotes a book to a comparison of the temple symbolism used by
the Qumran community and the writers of the New Testament.” He notes many
similarities and feels that the Qumran community’s usage influenced Paul’s handling of
the concept. With regards to 2 Cor 6:16, which says “we are the temple of the living
God,” he writes “the image of the temple appears to have been used here as it was used in
Qumran, to show that the ‘presence,’ Shekinah, of God had been removed from the

official Jerusalem temple to the ‘new’ people of God, the Christian Church.”

! See footnote 141.

2 Bertil Gartner, The Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New Testament, (Cambridge:
University Press, 1965).

3 Ibid., 50.



R. J. McKelvey investigates the image of church as temple.* He first examines
the concept of temple in the ancient Near East and then looks at the different ways in
which the divine presence was understood by Israel after the destruction of the Jerusalem
temple by the Babylonians. This is followed by a discussion of the view of God’s temple
in the New Testament.

According to McKelvey,

the essence of biblical and post-biblical thinking on the eschatological age is the

conviction that God will graciously condescend to dwell in the midst of his people

in a new and unparalleled way . . . The New Testament declares that God has
fulfilled his word of promise made by the prophets and erected a new and more
glorious temple . . . [the temple] supersedes and not merely consummates the
previous modes of the divine indwelling. God no longer dwells in a house with
his people: he dwells in them; they are his temple.’

The relevancy of the Jerusalem temple for the New Testament is affirmed in the
writings of Margaret Barker. In On Earth as It Is in Heaven: Temple Symbolism in the
New Testament, she argues that a fuller understanding of temple theology will enrich a
person’s understanding of the New Testament.’ She does this by demonstrating how the
symbols of the temple affected early Christianity. For example the LORD is pictured as
dwelling in the temple between the cherubim and “shining forth” in Psalm 80:1.
Similarly, 1 Tim 6:16 pictures the LORD as “dwelling in unapproachable light.”

Surprisingly, she does not address the concept of the believers as the temple of God,

which is a significant departure from Jewish religion.

*R. J. McKelvey, The New Temple: the Church in the New Testament, (Oxford: University Press,
1969).

5 1bid., 179-180.

$ Margaret Barker, On Earth as It Is in Heaven: Temple Symbolism in the New Testament,
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995), xii.



1. Howard Marshall has written an article examining how the religious activities
of Judaism effected the practises of the first Christians who were themselves, Jewish.
Concerning the temple of God he writes, “in some parts of the NT Jesus himself is
regarded as the temple, the locus of the presence of God among his people.”” Marshall
then looks at texts from the epistles and states “Paul takes them to apply to the New Israel
(i.e. the Church) and to refer to the Church as the place of God’s presence rather than the
temple.”8 He concludes his article saying “the concept of the temple is part of the
theology of the church . . . the thought of the temple serves to underline the fact that the
church is the people of God, joined to him and to one another in fellowship.”’

Robert G. Zimmer outlines the concept of temple in the OT, the writings of
Qumran and in the NT, the latter emphasizing the inclusion of Gentiles in the faith (Eph
2:21, 22; 1 Pet 2:4ff) and the building up/growing of the temple. He concludes that the
temple plays an important role in the history of God’s people since it is his dwelling place
“whether that temple be the wilderness tabernacle, Solomon’s magnificent edifice, or the
church of the living God»"

James Dunn describes the church as “a temple constituted by the immediate

indwelling of God” and that Paul was “deliberately breaking with the typical

1. Howard Marshall, “Church and Temple in the New Testament” Tyndale Bulletin 40 (1989):
212.

8 bid., 213.
° Ibid., 222

10 Robert G. Zimmer, “The Temple of God,” JETS 18 (Wint 1975), 46.



understanding of a religious community dependent on cult centre, office of priest, and act
of ritual sacrifice”"!

Brian Rosner sees a link between 1 Cor 3:16,17 and 1 Cor 5:4,5. In chapter three
Paul says the community is God’s temple that must be holy. In chapter five the sinner
must be excluded from the congregation. Exclusion and holiness are related in the Old
Testament (Deut 7:26; 13:14-18; 23:1-8). Therefore, the sinner must be excluded to
maintain holiness in the community of God, which is his temple.'? Rosner also links the
expulsion of the sinner in chapter five to corporate responsibility in the church — also a
mark of the congregation of the Old Testament.

According to the Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, the temple often symbolizes
God’s people both in the Old Testament (Isa 51:16; Ezek 40:1-43:12; Ps 79:1; 114:2; Jer
24; Ezek 9:6; 43:10; Dan 8:13; 11:31) and the New (Rev 11:1; Mt 24:11; Mk 13:1; Lk
21:5; 1 Pet 2:4-5). The Gospel of John “in particular emphasizes the function of the
community, Jesus’ body, as the temple that bears God’s presence.”14 For Paul it is the
redeemed community that is the temple and it therefore must be separate from the unholy
(1 Cor 3:16, 17; 6:19; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:21).

The Dictionary of Paul and His Letters notes that, “Paul the apostle

acknowledg[ed] an ongoing significance for the Jerusalem Temple (Acts 21:26-30;

22:17; 24:18; 25:8; 26:21)” and that “it was perhaps inevitable that when Paul spoke of

" James Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 547-548.
12 Brian Rosner, “Temple and Holiness in 1 Corinthians,” Tyndale Bulletin 42 (1991): 137-145.

13 Brian Rosner, ““OUKI MALLON EPENQHZATE’ Corporate Responsibility in 1 Corinthians
5 NTS 38 (1992): 470-473.

1 Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, (Downer Grove: Intervarsity, 1998), s.v. “Temple.”



God’s new work in Christ, he would appropriate temple imagery in some way.”"> He did
this because of his Jewish background and because of the commonality of temples in the
Greco-Roman world. It seems to suggest that Paul chose temple imagery in order to
preserve spiritual unity in Corinth that was threatened by divisions (1 Cor 1:10-13), just
as the concept of one God/one temple of Israel helped preserve its unity and identity.
Scott Hafemann has written an article about the fulfillment of the new covenant in
Corinthians in which he writes, “the people of the new covenant have already become the
eschatological temple of God’s presence by virtue of the presence of the Spirit.”16 The
Spirit enables access to God by transforming believers, making them able to “respond to

him (God) positively with both the desire and ability to keep his covenant stipulations.”"”

Use of Metaphor

Francis Lyall notes that the use of metaphors has great potential to increase a
reader’s understanding but runs the risk of lessening a statement’s impact if the metaphor
refers to something not entirely familiar to the audience. For example, the armour

passage in Ephesians:

““The whole armor of God . . . breastplate . . . shield . . . helmet . . . sword” (Eph
6:13-17). The passage still communicates, but now in a romantic way, and its
impact is thereby lessened. It is pleasing to think of oneself as a knight, with all
the overtones of chivalry. The reality of which Paul spoke was different. Battle
by sword in armor was nasty. The “flaming darts of the evil one” that are to be

15 G. F. Hawthrone, R. P. Martin and D.g. Reid, eds. Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (Downers
Grove: InterVaristy Press, 1993), s.v. “Temple,” by P. W. Comfort.

16 gcott Hafemann, “The “Temple of the Spirit” as the Inaugural Fulfillment of the New Covenant
Within the Corinthian Correspondence” Ex Auditu 12 (1996): 40.

7 1bid., 39.



dealt with by the shield of faith (Eph 6:16) are, in modern terms, attacks by
napalm.”18

Similarly, the use of temple imagery is no doubt not quite grasped by twenty-first
century, western minds. Perhaps this is why the metaphor the “body of Christ” has
received so much attention in modern commentaries and theologies. Theologians and
laypeople alike have bodies; it is a figure to which they can easily relate.

A metaphor is defined as a comparison between items without using the words
“like” or “as”. The description “you are my rock” describes the “you” as having
characteristics of a rock such as stability. In the writings of Paul he calls the Christian
community “the temple of God” (1Cor 3:16). The physical temple was the dwelling
place of God and the community is the dwelling place of God. However, it is my opinion
that Paul does not simply use the concept of temple as an illustration of certain
characteristics of the Christian community. He does not call the community the temple
of God because both are considered holy, for example. His use is metaphorical but it is
more than that. He solemnly intones “you are the temple of God,” not meaning they are
simply like the temple of God, but that they actually are the temple of God, unlike the
preceding example where the “you” in the phrase “you are my rock” is compared to a
rock but is not called an actual rock. Paul’s metaphor, then, is actualized. In the
examination of the passages, this study first devotes space to the description of the
metaphor as simply a comparison between two entities but then it comments on the
actualization of the metaphor.

This actualization has an important implication. God has only one temple. If the

church is the temple of God then the temple of the Jews is no longer relevant. God’s

18 Erancis Lyall, Slaves, Citizens, Sons: Legal Metaphors in the Epistles, (Grand Rapids:



presence has moved from the one physical temple into the persons of faith in Christ. If
he is within people, those people have no need for a temple since the temple only served
to emphasize the separation between God and humanity. In the temple the Presence
dwelt behind the veil, accessible by only one person on one day of the year and he with

fear and trembling. The Church has therefore replaced the physical temple.

Delimitations and Method

In the interest of space, this study is limited to the usage of temple metaphor in
the letters to the Corinthians. The texts examined are 1 Cor 3:16-17; 5:1-8; 6:19-20,
10:14-22, and 2 Cor 6:14-7:1. A debate concerning the authorship of these texts is
beyond the scope of this study so for the sake of brevity we will assume Pauline
authorship. Therefore, this work will makes statements as ‘“Paul says such-and-such...”

bl

rather than “The author of this text says such-and-such...”. It is also taken as a given
that Paul assumes the Church replaces the physical temple.

The method of this study is both historical and exegetical. Although not
elaborated here, exegesis is performed on the passages to determine themes and details

relevant to the study.

Summary of Chapters

Chapter two examines 1 Corinthians 3:16-17. Paul calls the church the temple of
God because the Holy Spirit indwells them. In times past the presence of God was in the
physical temple. But now through Christ there was no separation between God and his
people. Now he could dwell with them directly therefore there was no need for the

physical temple. Since they are the temple Paul admonishes the Corinthian church to

Zondervan, 1984), 20.
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unity since salvation, the end of separation between God and humanity, is through Christ
alone. He also commands them to be holy since the temple is to be developed in a
worthy manner and will be judged at the Day of the Lord.

Chapter three examines 1 Corinthians 5:1-8. This passage does not use the word
temple. Rather, I believe, it describes a practical example of what it means for the
congregation to be the temple of God. In it Paul emphasizes the holiness of the
congregation. The pattern of exclusion that was the rule of temple worship in the
Pentateuch is evident in Paul’s instruction to the Corinthian church in its dealing with a
sinner. Paul develops the example by using the image of the Passover. The church is to
be cleansed of sin since Christ has been sacrificed just as in the past the temple was
cleansed before the sacrifice of the Passover lamb

Chapter four examines 1 Corinthians 6:19-20. In this text Paul applies the
metaphor of temple to the believers as individuals rather than as a corporate entity.
Again, the issue of holiness is prominent, this time in relation to the unity that believers
share with Christ and the incompatibility of sexual immorality with faith.

Chapter five examines 1 Corinthians 10:14-22. This is another passage that does
not expressly call the believers the temple but addresses the relationship between
worshippers and their deity. Paul addresses the concept of the sacred meal and the union
with the deity that such a meal implies. There can be no participation in idolatry since
the believers are united with God alone.

Chapter six examines 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1. The metaphor of temple is applied
to the believers corporately and speaks to the separation from evil that is required of the

temple of the living God and supports this concept of separation with quotes from the Old






