THE INDIVIDUAL BELIEVER as GOD’S TEMPLE

In I Corinthians 6:19-20, Paul makes the remarkable transfer of this imagery from the church to the individual believer. Thus God not only dwells in the midst of his people by the Holy Spirit, but has likewise taken up residence in the lives of his people individually by the same life-giving Spirit.
The significance of this transfer of images should not be missed. The context has to do with sexual immorality. Paul’s concern is with the “sanctification” of the believer. Reflecting an understanding of the time that sharply distinguished between physical, material reality and the immaterial, invisible realm (Hellenistic dualism), some Corinthians were suggesting that the human spirit was not affected by what happens to one’s body, including having sex with prostitutes. But Paul will have none of that The God who created us in his image created the body as well as the spirit, and thus pronounced the material order to be good.

In this moment of argument with them, Paul appeals to the presence of the Spirit in their lives in the context of the saving work of Christ In “purchasing” them for God’s glory, Christ also purchased their bodies, as evidenced by the Holy Spirit, whose temple they are because God now dwells not in temples made by human hands, but in temples constructed by his own hands. Thus they are not their own, to do with their bodies as they please. They belong to the God who purchased them through Christ’s sacrifice and now indwells them by his Spirit

In this text, as well as in 2 Corinthians 2:14-4:6, lies the Secret to Paul’s personal piety and to his understanding of the Spirit in his own life. in both cases the texts finally point outward; that is, the goal of this dimension of Spirit life is not simply contemplation but the ethical life that the Spirit produces. Nonetheless, the personal dimension cannot be set aside. Indeed, the first location of God’s presence in the new covenant is within his people individually, sanctifying their present existence and stamping it with his eternity.
But as is often true of imagery in Paul, by its flexibility can take a different turn in another context. Part of our way into a proper understanding of 2 Corinthians 2:14-4:6 is again through the combined imagery of tabernacle/temple and presence. It begins in 2:17 with Paul’s arguing regarding the validity of his ministry -  in contrast to the peddlers of another gospel- that he makes his claim as one who “lives in the presence of God.” 
This theme is then picked up in 3:7 and carried through to the end by the contrast of his ministry with that of Moses. This treatment evolves eventually into a kind of midrash (that is a traditional Jewish explanation of a Bible passage) on Moses’ being veiled when he came from the presence of God, whereas he was unveiled when he entered the tent of the Presence. Believers are those who now turn to the Lord, who are indwelled by the Holy Spirit, the key to God’s presence in the present age. As with Moses, but now by the Spirit, we are unveiled as we enter the sanctuary to behold the glory of the Lord
It is the play on veil and Spirit that makes the argument so telling; the Spirit of the Presence has now removed the veil - most likely also alluding to the veil in the temple which kept people away from God’s presence within the temple. The result is that by the death of Christ and the Spirit’s coming, the veil is removed, both from our faces and from the Presence, so that we can behold the glory of the Lord himself in the face of God’s Son, our Lord Jesus Christ.

Here Paul enters the holy place. By the Spirit’s presence one is now behind the veil in the very presence of God, not only beholding God’s glory in Christ but also being transformed into God’s likeness from one degree of glory to another. Here the Abba-cry evolves into praise and adoration. Here too God’s children are transformed from the likeness of their former “father,” the god of this world, who still blinds the hearts of those who do not believe (4:4), into the likeness of God himself (3:18). We now bear his image in our present “already but not yet” existence. This is not the only thing Paul believes the Spirit to be doing in our present world, but it is very significant, and we miss Paul by a wide margin if we do not pay close attention to it.

In summary: For Paul, the Spirit is not merely an impersonal force of influence or power. The Spirit is none other than the fulfillment of the premise that God himself would once again be present with his people. The implications of this are considerable, not only in terms of Paul’s understanding of God and the Spirit, but in terms of what it means for us individually and corporately to be the people of God. The Spirit is God’s own personal presence in our lives and in our midst; he leads us into paths of righteousness for his name’s sake, he “is working all things in all people,” he is grieved when his people do not reflect God’s Triune character and thus reveal God’s glory dwelling in them. God is present in our worship, as we sing “praise and honor and glory and power” to God and the Lamb.

It is for God’s people today to grasp these realities by experiencing them, if we are truly to capture Paul’s understanding. We need to understand the many aspects of the Spirit’s ministry to us and in us. We need to retool our thinking in Paul’s own terms, where we understand and experience the Holy Spirit as the personal presence of the eternal God.
