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From Genesis to Revelation, the presence of God remains central to Scripture. The Bible reveals that God’s ultimate goal was, is, and always will be to dwell with his people in an unmarred relationship. God’s presence with His people is a principal aspect of Scripture that connects many different biblical themes, from salvation to redemption, covenants, incarnation, Holy Spirit, and God’s kingdom, similar to how a thread holds all the pieces of a quilt together. Chief amongst the themes that convey God’s presence is the temple. This paper will explore how the biblical theology of the temple and tabernacle serve as a central theme throughout Scripture in order to demonstrate God’s presence dwelling with His people.  
Creation & Eden: God’s Cosmic Temple
While there is debate as to whether the tabernacle and temple are echoes of the Genesis One and Two creation story (specifically Eden) or vice versa, there is little debate regarding their prominent similarities, mainly, God’s presence residing amongst His creation. While each of the first six days of the creation week is mentioned only once in Genesis 1-2:3, the seventh day serves as the climax of the entire seven-day creation story by emphatically mentioning its date three times in three consecutive sentences.[footnoteRef:1] On day seven, God rested. This gesture should not be thought of as God going on vacation or taking a nap. Rather, it reveals God taking up his residence to reign over and with His people with all of creation serving as His temple.[footnoteRef:2] In Psalms 132, the Psalter unveils that the resting place of God is His temple, declaring “Let us go into His dwelling place…Arise, O LORD, to Your resting place…For the Lord has chosen Zion; He has desired it for His habitation. This is My resting place forever; Here I will dwell” (Ps. 132: 7-8,13-14). Zion, the sanctuary and city that God establishes as his earthly residence, becomes a microcosmic metaphor for creation itself. [footnoteRef:3] [1:  L Michael Morales, The Tabernacle Pre-Figured: Cosmic Mountain Ideology in Genesis and Exodus (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters Publishers, 2012), 77.]  [2:  Carmen Joy Imes, Bearing God’s Name: Why Sinai Still Matters (Downers Grove, Il: Intervarsity Press, 2019), 55-56.]  [3:  Warren Austin Gage and Bruce K Waltke, The Gospel of Genesis: Studies in Protology and Eschatology (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf And Stock Publishers, 2001), 50.] 

Contrary to the Ancient Near East polytheistic societies, who have multiple temples for their multiple gods to fill, the author of Genesis One makes the bold claim that the cosmos is God’s (singular) temple.[footnoteRef:4] Furthermore, contrary to the statues and images that neighboring nations used to embody their deities, the God of Israel chose humans to bear His image (Gen. 1:26-27), commissioning them with the very special role to work and keep his creation. Together, these pair of Hebrew verbs are only used in combination elsewhere in the Pentateuch of the duties of the Levitical priests who were tasked with preserving sacred space in the tabernacle and temple (Num. 3:7; Neh. 13:22).[footnoteRef:5] In other words, the Bible claims that the cosmos, where God’s Spirit moves amongst His human priestly images bearers, is all God’s temple. This means that Adam, and consequently, all humanity, have a continuing role as God’s priestly representatives in caring for, preserving, and extending His relational, dwelling presence to all creation. [footnoteRef:6] Therefore, when Peter claims that the New Covenant people are a “holy priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:5), he uses priestly, temple language in order to communicate that the original ministry God gave to all humanity has been redeemed through Jesus.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Jeffrey Jay Niehaus, Ancient near Eastern Themes in Biblical Theology (Kregel Academic, 2008), 99.]  [5:  T Desmond Alexander, From Paradise to the Promised Land: An Introduction to the Pentateuch (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2015), 21.]  [6:  John H Walton, The Lost World of Adam and Eve: Genesis 2-3 and the Human Origins Debate (Downers: Intervarsity Press, 2015), 105]  [7:  G K Beale and Mitchell Kim, God Dwells among Us: Expanding Eden to the Ends of the Earth (Nottingham: Ivp, 2015), 121] 

In addition, the biblical authors also used the literary structure of the narrative to depict the cosmos as God’s sanctuary where He ruled and dwelt with humanity. When compared to one another, the literary layout of the tabernacle and the Israelite temple both draw upon echoes of the seven-day creation story of Genesis One. All three stories share a repetition of seven speeches/acts (Gen. 1-2:3/ Ex. 25-31, Ex. 39-40/ 1 Kings 6-8), followed by an equivalent culmination of sabbath (Gen. 2:1-3/ Ex. 31:12-17, Ex. 40:32-35/ 1 Kings 8: 46-53), and culminating with a temptation and fall narrative (Gen. 3/ Ex. 32, Lev. 10/ 1 Kings 9:1-9,11:1-13).[footnoteRef:8] Furthermore, creation and Eden connect with the three-tiered design pattern of the tabernacle and temple. First, the skies of Genesis One serve as the throne room of God as seen as the Holy of Holies with the ark of the covenant as God’s throne. Second, the land with trees, animals, humans in the garden of Eden are depicted as the Holy place where the Menorah (tree), Cherubim (animal), and priest (Adam) are located. Lastly, the seas outside Eden are portrayed by the courtyard and its bronze sea from 1 Kings 7:23. All of these intentional parallels illustrate the incredible reality that all creation is meant to serve as God’s temple, where He reigns and dwells amongst His people.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Peter J Kearney, “Creation and Liturgy: The P Redaction of Ex 25—40,” Zeitschrift für die Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 89, no. 3 (January 1, 1977).]  [9:  J Daniel Hays, The Temple and the Tabernacle: A Study of God’s Dwelling Places from Genesis to Revelation (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Bakerbooks, 2016), 23-24.] 

Tabernacle & Temple: God’s Mobile and Stationary Sanctuary
Unfortunately, humanity rejected their position as God’s priestly representatives who walked with Him, and were banished from the Garden. Story after story, and character after character the biblical narrative revealed how humanity repeatedly rejected God’s dwelling presence in pursuit of their own ambitions. Eventually, God chose one person, Abraham, and promised that through his offspring He would restore His presence and redeem humanity. These offspring, Israel, end up enslaved in Egypt for hundreds of years before God ultimately freed them and entered into a covenant with them. Immediately after the Israelite people affirmed their covenant faithfulness to God, He instructed them to make a sanctuary for Him so that He “may dwell among them” (Ex. 25:8). Upon their covenantal agreement, God had His people construct a holy, mobile temple called the tabernacle. At the consummation ceremony, God’s presence entered in as He once again resided amongst His people (Ex. 40:34-35). Even the construction of the tabernacle was written in such a way that parallels God’s own creation work recorded in Genesis One, signifying that just as the creation narrative portrayed the heavens and earth as God’s arena to have fellowship with mankind, so too, the tabernacle has become the means for His people to experience His relational presence.[footnoteRef:10] Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy explain, in immense detail, how the tabernacle and all of its civil, moral, and ceremonial laws, served as the way God would dwell with His people.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  John Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative: A Biblical Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1992), 298.]  [11:  L Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord? A Theology of the Book of Leviticus (Intervarsity Press, 2015), 145-185.] 

	Despite their unfaithfulness, God remained with His people. He guided them day in and day out, keeping true to His promise to dwell with them. Generations later, a king named Solomon, decided God needed more than a mobile sanctuary. Instead, he built God a stationary temple. It was created in the same pattern, design, and formation as the tabernacle. With priestly roles, sacrifices, and ceremonies remaining unchanged, God consummated the completion of the temple as His glory filled it and His presence continued to dwell amongst His people (1 Kings 8:10-11). The author of Hebrews adds great insight into how the Jewish people understood the temple and tabernacle to be the temporary housing of God’s presence amongst His people. In chapter nine of his letter, the author explains how Jesus fulfilled the Old Covenant regarding His superiority of the Levitical priests and the sacrificial system. In doing so, the author expresses that because of His death, Jesus, the ultimate High Priest, entered the Holy of Holies, God’s reigning presence, but Jesus did not enter the Holy of Holies made with human hands, referring to the tabernacle/temple which served as a mere blueprint of God’s heavenly, eternal presence. Rather, Jesus entered “heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God” (Heb. 9:24). Simply put, the author indirectly states that the tabernacle, even for a specific time, place, and people, served as the earthly dwelling place of God just as the throne room in heaven housed the eternal presence of God. Through the tabernacle and temple, God was revealing His heavenly realities. [footnoteRef:12] Mainly, that these earthly structures were merely a small glimpse of the reality of God’s unveiled presence, not contained behind a curtain, that all humanity was intended to experience. [12:  Ardel Caneday, “God’s Parabolic Design for Israel’s Tabernacle: A Cluster of Earthly Shadows of Heavenly Realities,” The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 24, no. 1 (2020), 105.] 

Jesus: God’s Divine Temple
After entering into a covenant with His people and dwelling among them through the tabernacle and temple, God’s people still continued to reject Him. Eventually, God removed His presence from them. Ezekiel, while held captive in exile, recorded the moment God exited the temple (Ezek. 10). Without residing inside of His temple, the temple ceased to fulfill its purpose, and without God’s presence dwelling amongst His people, they ceased to fulfill their purpose in bearing His image and redeeming all humanity back to His blessing.[footnoteRef:13] Nevertheless, God remained a faithful covenant partner. He promised that one day, He would make a New Covenant with His people. God reassured them that in this New Covenant, He would return to dwell with them. In order to convey this promise, God used temple imagery, saying “My dwelling place will be with them; and I will be their God, and they will be my people” (Ezekiel 37:27). At first, upon their return from exile, the Israelites thought that the reconstruction of their temple would invite God to return and dwell with them and jumpstart this new covenant, but God did not come. Instead, the Hebrew Bible concludes with God’s people waiting the return of their King who would build an everlasting sanctuary to dwell amongst them. [13:  William R Osborne, Divine Blessing and the Fullness of Life in the Presence of God (Crossway, 2020), 104.] 

The New Testament begins with four different accounts of Jesus. In the Gospel according to John, John introduces God by referring to Him as the Word, surely a hyperlink to Genesis One, and God’s life giving and creating word. A couple verses later, John records how “the Word,” God Himself, “became flesh and dwelt among [them]” (John 1:14). To any faithful Israelite eagerly awaiting the promises of Ezekiel Thirty-Seven, hearing that their Creator God has returned to dwell amongst them would have meant that His presence had returned to His people and His eternal sanctuary was built. This is exactly what John declared happened, but not in a temple built by human hands, rather, in and through the person of Jesus. John ascertains that Jesus was the fulfillment and redemption of the Old Testament temple and God’s eternal dwelling presence.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  J. Ryan Lister, The Presence of God: Its Place in the Storyline of Scripture and the Story of Our Lives (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), 258.] 

	Jesus understood that His own life and ministry was the return of God’s presence to His people and the restoration of His relational presence with all mankind. As Jesus entered Jerusalem for the last time, just days before His execution, Luke records that Jesus wept for His people because they “did not recognize the time of God’s coming” to dwell amongst them (Luke 19:44). Thus, Jesus referred to Himself as the temple. During the Passover, Jesus enters the Jerusalem temple and begins to drive out sellers who are perverting God’s house. Demanding on what authority Jesus did these things, Jesus tells His accusers, “Destroy this temple in three days, and I will build it up” (John 2:19-21). By calling himself the temple Jesus reclaimed its divine ideal- God dwelling and living in relationship with His people. Paul picks up on this same theme, using temple language to express Christology. He tells the church in Ephesus that Jesus is the only way one can be drawn near to the Father. Here, Paul calls Jesus the cornerstone of God’s house, that is, His temple (Eph. 2:19-22). Because Jesus embodies the temple, all who are founded in Him, experience God’s presence.
The Church: God’s New Kingdom Temple
After Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, God’s eternal presence began to reside in and amongst His New Covenant people through the outpouring and indwelling of Holy Spirit. Luke records in Acts Two, that on the day of Pentecost the disciples “saw what seemed to be flames of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirt” (Acts 2:3-4). Throughout the Old Testament fire was a key element used to represent God’s presence. For example, God is described as a smoking firepot and blazing torch when he solidified His covenant with Abraham and passed between the split animals (Genesis 15:17). God revealed himself to Moses through a burning bush (Exodus 3:2-4). God led the Israelite nation in the wilderness through pillar of fire (Exodus 13:21). God met Moses and the Israelites again on Mount Sinai by descending on it in fire (Exodus 19:17-18). God, or at the very least one who representatives Him, met and protected Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the fire of a blazing furnace (Daniel 3:25-26). Story after story, God came down to meet His people through fire. But the most prevalent imagery of God’s dwelling presence is in terms of fire coming down upon the tabernacle and temple. The author of Numbers reminds the reader that God’s presence covered the tabernacle in “the appearance of fire” (Numbers 9:15-23), and after King Solomon finished building the temple “the Israelites saw the fire come down from heaven and the Glory of the Lord on the Temple” (2 Chronicles 7:1-3). Luke’s account of the day of Pentecost in Acts Two offers a profound theological truth, just as God’s presence reigned down upon the tabernacle and temple through fire, His New Covenant people have now become His new temple, the ultimate expression of His dwelling presence, via Holy Spirit.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Alan J Thompson, The Acts of the Risen Lord Jesus: Luke’s Account of God’s Unfolding Plan (Nottingham, England: Apollos ; Downers Grove, Il, 2011), 147.] 

It is with this same temple imagery that other New Testament authors designate God’s renewed presence with His people. In Paul’s letter to the church in Ephesus, he explains that because of Jesus’ atoning work on the cross all who put their faith in Jesus are drawn to and can now approach God presence (Eph. 2:13-16). In fact, with Jesus and His completed work on the cross as their cornerstone, all who follow Him are like the rest of the building that is built on that cornerstone. Paul describes this building, God’s Church, as God’s temple, “built together into the dwelling place of God” (Eph. 2:22). Elsewhere, Paul refers to people in Corinth as “new temples of God,” alluding multiple times to their identity as God’s present dwelling people (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 6:16).[footnoteRef:16] Quoting from Leviticus 26:11-12 and Ezekiel 37:26-27, Paul does not merely making an analogy between the temple and Christians, rather, he is expressing that New Covenant followers of Jesus are the actual fulfillment of the last days that prophesied about God’s ultimate return.[footnoteRef:17] In other words, Paul is saying that Christ followers, both individually, and corporately, function as a temple, housing God’s unending presence.[footnoteRef:18] Jesus’ ministry is not done just because His physical body is no longer present on earth. Instead, God’s presence still reigns because Christ followers have now become His temple, the dwelling place of God, in order to restore all mankind to relationship with Him. [footnoteRef:19]  [16:  Grant Macaskill, Living in Union with Christ: Paul’s Gospel and Christian Moral Identity (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, 2019), 56.]  [17:  G K Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God (Downers Grove, Ill.: Apollos, 2004), 254.]  [18:  J Daniel Hays, The Temple and the Tabernacle: A Study of God’s Dwelling Places from Genesis to Revelation, 179.]  [19:  Gordon D Fee, Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God (Grand Rapids, Mi: Baker Academic, 2011), 17.] 

How is one to understand the theological significance as to why both Jesus and His people are described in terms of the temple? The New Testament authors’ do not proclaim that Christians become God’s temple once they start living and acting as better versions of themselves. Rather, the New Testament authors declare that Christians become His temple people when they die to themselves and allow Jesus, the truest reality of God’s present temple, to inhabit their very being. Said differently, because of the new life found in Jesus, the people of God are united to the life of God and become the new temples of God. In principle, just as the righteousness of Christ is imputed to His people, so too, Jesus’ temple identity becomes the very identity of His followers. The New Testament authors make such a grand parallel, calling both Jesus and His followers the temple, in order to express that all who place their faith and allegiance in Jesus are given His identity through incorporation into His death and resurrection. For this reason, Paul claims that it is no longer he who lives, but it is Jesus who lives in him (Gal. 2:20). Therefore, it is appropriate for every Christian to claim that while Jesus is the temple, they too have become God’s New Kingdom Temple.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Grant Macaskill, Living in Union with Christ: Paul’s Gospel and Christian Moral, 53.] 

Renewed Creation: God’s Ultimate Temple
Just as Genesis introduced God dwelling with creation in His cosmic temple, so too, Revelation concludes wth God dwelling amongst His people using the temple theme. John the elder was given a vision that unveiled the realities of the cosmic conclusion to history. In this vision, John saw a renewed heaven and earth, with a renewed Jerusalem descending. He heard a loud voice cry out,  “Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them” (Rev. 21:3). Commentating on the implication, theologian, Graeme Goldsowrhy, says “This one verse could be said to sum up the entire message of the Bible”- God eternally dwelling with his people.[footnoteRef:21] As John continues to describe this renewed Jerusalem, he notes that there will be no temple because God and Jesus will be the temple (Rev. 21:22). In the absence of all evil and corruption, God declares that at the end of days, He will forever rule, reign, and dwell with his people like never before. There will be no need for a physical structure to house God’s presence because God and Jesus freely dwell with their people. Just as Genesis One portrayed that all of creation was meant to be God’s dwelling temple, so Revelation Twenty-One communicates, through temple language and imagery, that at the conclusion of history God will have expanded His glorious presence to the ends of the cosmos.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Graeme Goldsworthy, The Goldsworthy Trilogy (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2014), 313.]  [22:  Duvall, J. Scott and Hays, J. Daniel. God’s Relational Presence: The Cohesive Center of Biblical Theology. Baker Academic, 2019, 320.] 

In conclusion, by tracing the biblical storyline from Genesis to Revelation, the theology of the temple reveals God’s relentless desire to dwell with His people. What begins with creation and the cosmos as God’s temple in Genesis is progressed through Eden, the tabernacle, Solomon’s temple, the incarnate presence of God in Jesus, and His Spirit-indwelt Church. Each stage advances the same redemptive purpose of restoring humanity to God’s presence. The temple, therefore, is not merely a physical structure or theological motif, but the unfolding revelation of God’s mission to restore His image-bearers and extend His holy presence throughout all creation. This grand movement reaches its completion in Revelation, where all of the renewed creation will become the everlasting dwelling place of God, fulfilling the divine intention that has always stood at the center of Scripture- God eternally dwelling with His people, and they with Him.
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