Acts 7:48



 is the strong adversative conjunction ALLA, meaning “But,” followed by the absolute negative OUCH, meaning “not.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and superlative adjective, used as a proper name, HUPSISTOS, meaning “the Most High of God Mk 5:7; Lk 8:28; Acts 16:17; Heb 7:1; Acts 7:48; Lk 1:32, 35, 76; Lk 6:35.”
  This is followed by the preposition EN plus the locative of place from the masculine plural adjective CHEIROPOIĒTOS, meaning “hand-made; made by human hands of buildings, temples Mk 14:58; Acts 17:24; Heb 9:11, 24, used as a substantive: temples built by human hands Acts 7:48; of physical circumcision (as opposed to ‘circumcision of the heart’) by human hands Eph 2:11.”
  Then we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb KATOIKEW, which means “to dwell, live, or reside” (BDAG, p. 534).

The present tense is a static present for an action that perpetually exists.


The active voice indicates that God produces the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a dogmatic statement of fact.

The preposition and adjective (“in hand-made”) in the masculine plural look back to the masculine noun OIKOS (= house) in the last verse for the completion of the thought.

“But, the Most High does not reside in hand-made [houses],”
 is the comparative use of the conjunction KATHWS, meaning “just as,” followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and noun PROPHĒTĒS, meaning “the prophet.”  Finally, we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: says.”

The present tense is a static present for an action that perpetually exists.


The active voice indicates that the prophet Isaiah produces the action forever in the word of God.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

“just as the prophet says:”
Acts 7:48 corrected translation
“But, the Most High does not reside in hand-made [houses], just as the prophet says:”
Explanation:
1.  “But, the Most High does not reside in hand-made [houses],”

a.  Stephen now makes an abrupt and startling statement regarding the non-importance of Herod’s temple in Jerusalem—God does not reside, live, or dwell in houses, buildings, or temples made by human hands.

b.  The title “Most High” is used of God in both the Old and New Testaments.


c.  In the following passages, Jesus is distinguished from the “Most High”:



(1)  Mk 5:7, “and shouting with a loud voice, he said, ‘What business do we have with each other, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I implore You by God, do not torment me!’”  Lk 8:28 is the parallel passage.


(2)  Lk 1:32, “He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David.”


(3)  Lk 1:35, “The angel answered and said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, that is, the power of the Most High will overshadow you; and for that reason the holy Child shall be called the Son of God.’”


(4)  In Lk 1:76 the Lord Jesus Christ is identified as the Most High, “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare His ways;”


(5)  Lk 6:35, “But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for He Himself is kind to ungrateful and evil men.”

d.  In some passages the title “the Most High” could refer to either God the Father or God the Son.



(1)  Num 24:16, “The oracle of him who hears the words of God, and knows the knowledge of the Most High, who sees the vision of the Almighty, falling down, yet having his eyes uncovered.”



(2)  Dt 32:8, “When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance, When He separated the sons of man, He set the boundaries of the peoples According to the number of the sons of Israel.”



(3)  2 Sam 22:14, “The Lord thundered from heaven, and the Most High uttered His voice.”



(4)  Ps 18:13, “The Lord also thundered in the heavens, and the Most High uttered His voice, hailstones and coals of fire.”


(5)  Heb 7:1, “Now this Melchizedek, the king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, the one who met Abraham while he was returning from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him.”

e.  If we assume that the title “the Most High” refers only to God the Father, then this statement (that He does not reside or dwell in man-made structures) is perfectly accurate and allows for the second person of the Trinity to reside in the tabernacle and temple as the Shekinah Glory.  However, from the time of the fall of Jerusalem this statement is also true of all members of the Trinity.

f.  Some scholars would argue the point that there is a difference between permanent and temporary residence, and that what Stephen is saying is that God does not permanently dwell in man-made structures.  However, that is stretching the language beyond its meaning in order to support a preconceived theological viewpoint, which is not good biblical hermeneutics.

g.  The point Stephen is making is that God is not living, residing, or dwelling in the present temple in Jerusalem and had never done so.  The Shekinah Glory departed from Solomon’s temple in 586 B.C. with the fall of Jerusalem and the despoliation of the temple as described in 2 Kg 25.  The Holy of Holies was empty and remained empty during the time of Herod’s temple.  The Shekinah Glory did not return to Israel until the first advent of Jesus, when it returned in the incarnation of God.

h.  The God of Israel was no longer in a temple made with human hands, but in the temple of the body of all who believed in Christ—a temple not made with human hands.  Heb 9:11, “But when Christ appeared, the high priest of the existing good things, through the greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made by human hands (that is, not of this creation),…”  And notice the accusation of the witnesses against our Lord before this same Sanhedrin, Mk 14:58, “We heard Him say, ‘I will destroy this temple made with hands, and in three days I will build another made without hands.’”

i.  This point is also emphasized by the fact there will be no ark of the covenant in the temple in Jerusalem during the millennial reign of Christ, Jer 3:14-18, “‘Return, O faithless sons,’ declares the Lord; ‘For I am a master to you, and I will take you one from a city and two from a family, and I will bring you to Zion.  Then I will give you shepherds after My own heart, who will feed you on knowledge and understanding.  It shall be in those days when you are multiplied and increased in the land,’ declares the Lord, ‘they will no longer say, “The ark of the covenant of the Lord.”  And it will not come to mind, nor will they remember it, nor will they miss it, nor will it be made again.  At that time they will call Jerusalem “The Throne of the Lord,” and all the nations will be gathered to it, to Jerusalem, for the name of the Lord; nor will they walk anymore after the stubbornness of their evil heart.  In those days the house of Judah will walk with the house of Israel, and they will come together from the land of the north to the land that I gave your fathers as an inheritance.”

2.  “just as the prophet says:”

a.  Stephen/Luke now quotes from the Old Testament to prove his point.

b.  The prophet is Isaiah, and the passage that will be quoted is Isa 66:1-2, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool.  Where then is a house you could build for Me?  And where is a place that I may rest?  For My hand made all these things, thus all these things came into being,’ declares the Lord.  ‘But to this one I will look: to him who is humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My word.’”

c.  Stephen now begins telling the Sanhedrin things they don’t want to hear.  The temple is considered sacred only because God is there.  However, if God is in fact not there, then the temple is no longer sacred or holy, and this is the point upon which the Sanhedrin will focus and call for the death of Stephen.


d.  John B. Polhill gives an excellent summary of Stephen’s argument regarding the temple, which is worth repeating at length:

“The theme of worshiping God in this place (i.e., in the Jerusalem temple) is set forth quite positively in the beginning of Stephen’s speech (verse 7).  The empha​sis, however, is on the worship-not the ‘place’ of worship.  Stephen did not reject the temple as such but the abuse of the temple, which made it into something other than a place for offering worship to God.  His view is thus closely linked to that of Jesus, who also attacked the abuses of the temple cult and stressed its true purpose of being a ‘house of prayer’ (Luke 19:46).


The particular abuse that Stephen addressed was the use of the temple to restrict, confine, and ultimately to try to manipulate God.  This seems to have been the significance in his contrast between the tabernacle in verses 44-46 and the temple in vv. 47-48.  The tabernacle was designed (v. 44) and approved by God.  It was a ‘dwelling place’ for God, but not a ‘house’ of God.  It is the concept of ‘house’ to which Stephen objected.  As a ‘house’ the temple was conceived as a man-made edifice in which God was confined: ‘This is his house—here and nowhere else.’


Stephen’s reference to its being ‘made by men’ (v. 48, literally, ‘hand-made’) connects directly with the golden calf in the wilderness (v. 41) and is an implicit charge of idolatry.  When a place of worship becomes a representation for God himself, it becomes a substitute for a living relationship to God.  The man-made ‘house’ is worshiped, not the living God; and that is idolatry.  This seems to have been the point Stephen was driving at in his whole speech.  God cannot be confined to one place or people.  Israel’s history demonstrates that, God revealed him​self to Abraham in Mesopotamia, far from Jerusalem and its temple; indeed, the promises to Israel began there.  He revealed himself to Moses not on Mt. Zion but in the wilderness of Mt. Sinai.  His great act of deliv​erance for his people was set in Egypt, a foreign land.  The tabernacle was the prototype of the true worship of God; for it symbolized God’s move​ment with his people, a pilgrim people on the move, not tied down to land or place.  The concluding quotation from Isa 66:1f. caps off the entire argument.  God is transcendent.  He cannot be restricted to any ‘house,’ where one can say, ‘This is where God is to be found.’  He is Creator of heaven and earth, and his presence is to be found in all his creation. Solomon himself was well aware of this, that his temple could scarcely contain the God of heaven and earth (I Kg 8:27). The temple was to be a house for Israel, not for God, a place for Israel to express their devotion to God.  Stephen’s critique was that it had become something else-not a house for Israel’s worship but a house for God, a place where Israel sought to imprison their God and manipulate him according to their own concerns.

Stephen was a reformer, standing in a long line of prophets who criti​cized Israel’s tendency to substitute man-made institutions for a living relationship to God.  Had he ‘blasphemed’ the temple as he was charged?  Certainly not.  Had he predicted its destruction?  Probably so.  Likely the most accurate of the Jewish charges leveled at Stephen’s teaching on the temple was the reference to his propounding Jesus’ prophecy of the tem​ple’s destruction (Acts 6:14; cf. Mark 13:2).  Standing in the line of his Mas​ter’s prophetic critique, Stephen saw that the temple of his day had become something other than a house of prayer.  It had become a symbol of Jewish exclusivism and a rallying place for Jewish nationalism.  Unless it recovered its true purpose as a house of prayer and devotion, it was ultimately doomed.  As a Jew, Stephen offered a prophetic critique of the temple abuse.  As a Christian he was convinced that Israel would never find its true relationship to God, its true worship, apart from the Messiah, as the following verses (vv. 51-53) make clear.  Tragically, his contempo​raries heeded neither Stephen’s temple critique nor his witness to the Messiah. The temple became more and more a seedbed of nationalism, the place where revolutionary movements began. Eventually this led to war with their Roman overlords, which resulted in their utter defeat.  The Romans reduced the temple to rubble in A.D. 70; not one stone was left on another. The warnings of Jesus and of Stephen had not been heard.”


e.  Ben Witherington III gives a similar assessment at this point:

“The point of all three of these verses is not that God’s presence can’t be found in the temple (clearly Acts 2-4 shows it can), but that God’s presence can’t be confined there, nor can God be controlled or manipulated by the building of a temple and by the rituals of the temple cultus or the power moves of the temple hierarchy.  What is being opposed is a God-in-the-box theology that has magical overtones, suggesting that if God can be located and confined, God can be magically manipulated and used to human ends.  Such an approach is idolatry - the attempt to fashion or control God with human hands and according to human devices. 


In contrast to such a view Stephen stresses that God does not dwell or reside in the Jerusalem temple, God dwells in heaven, and furthermore not only is God and God’s true dwelling not handmade, instead all the world and all that is in it is God-made.  Nothing is wrong with the temple nor with building it, but it is wrong to believe that it (and perhaps it alone) is the habitation of God.  Moreover, allegiance to a temple built with human hands could place Israel in danger of repeating its earlier wilderness sin, for the golden calf had also been made by ‘their hands’ (verse 41).”
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