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EDEN, THE TEMPLE, AND THE CHURCH'S 
MISSION IN THE NEW CREATION* 

GREGORY K. BEALE 

This address has in mind those OT references where fulfillment is being 
indicated, but such fulfillment does not appear on the surface to be "literal" 
from the perspective of the OT author. How can such fulfillment have con­
sistent hermeneutical continuity with the original meaning in the OT, which, 
on the surface, appears different from the meaning? 

I had planned to look at four different examples in the NT in order to 
address this thorny issue. The time we have now, however, will actually per­
mit me to look at primarily one passage in depth to try to use it as a case 
study, which I believe sheds light on other similar difficult "OT in the NT" 
passages. 

We are going to look at the use of the OT in Rev 21:1-22:5, where such 
prophetic passages as Ezek 37:27, 40-48, and Isa 54:11-12 are used. Ezek-
iel 40-48, for example, predicts what many would say is a literal end-time 
temple, yet Revelation 21 does not appear to be depicting a literal architec­
tural temple, though this text utilizes a number of references from Ezekiel 
40-48. Since Revelation 21, in the eyes of many, does not appear "literally" 
to interpret Ezekiel 40-48, some believe the Ezekiel prophecy is not being 
viewed as fulfilled there but merely being compared to the new creation; like­
wise, others believe that John is indicating that Ezekiel is being fulfilled, 
but in an allegorical or spiritualized manner. But is it possible that John is 
indicating that Ezekiel will be fulfilled in the new cosmos and fulfilled in a 
"literal" manner, so that, somehow, John has hermeneutical integrity in the 
way he uses Ezekiel? We could ask the same question about the prophecies 
from Ezekiel 37 and Isaiah 54. My belief is that John neither compares the 
Ezekiel prophecy to the conditions of the future new creation nor does he 
allegorize it, but, in fact, he sees it to be "literally" fulfilled there. 

To try to demonstrate this, we will need to look at Revelation and, es­
pecially, the OT background, not merely of Ezekiel, but of the temple gen­
erally in the OT. In so doing, I will try to summarize my 450-page book, The 
Temple and the Church's Mission (Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2004) and 

* Gregory K. Beale, Kenneth T. Wessner Chair of Biblical Studies and professor of New Tes­
tament at Wheaton College, 501 College Avenue, Wheaton, IL 60187, delivered this presidential 
address at the 56th annuual meeting of the ETS on November 18, 2004 in San Antonio, TX. The 
original title of the presidential address was "The Use of Old Testament Prophecy in the New: 
Literal Fulfillment, Analogy, or Allegory?" 



6 JOURNAL OF THE EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

bring to bear some of the main lines of argumentation in order to try to shed 
light on the above problem that I have proposed.1 

There is a problem in Revelation 21. Why does John see a "new heavens 
and earth" in Rev 21:1 and yet in 21:2-22:5 he sees a city that is garden-like 
and is in the shape of a temple? He does not describe all the contours and 
details of the new creation—only an arboreal city-temple. Note that the di­
mensions and architectural features of the city in these verses are drawn to 
a significant extent from Ezekiel 40-48, which is a prophecy of the dimen­
sions and architectural features of a future temple (so w . 2, 10-12; 21:27-
22:2);2 the precious stones forming the foundation in verses 18-21 reflect 
the description, not only of Isa 54:11-12 but also that of Solomon's temple 
which also was overlaid with gold and whose foundation was composed of 
precious stones (cf. respectively 1 Kgs 6:20-22 and 5:17; 7:9-10; and the di­
mensions of Rev 21:16 ["its length and width and height are equal*] based 
on the dimensions of the "Holy of Holies" in 1 Kgs 6:20 [where the "length 
. . . and the breadth . . . and the height" of the holy of holies were equal in 
measurement]). 

How can we explain the apparent discrepancy that he saw a new heavens 
and earth in verse 1 and then saw only a garden-like city in the shape and 
structure of a temple in the remainder of the vision? Why does John not see 
a full portrayal of the new heavens and earth (valleys, mountains, forests, 
plains, stars of the sky, etc.)? It is possible, of course, that he merely first 
sees the new world and then sees a city in one small part of that world, and 
within the city he sees features of a garden and a temple. But this is not 
likely the solution because he seems to equate the "new heavens and earth" 
with the following description of the "city" and the "temple." 

This equation is evident from the following considerations. First, it is 
probable that the vision of Rev 21:2 interprets the initial vision of the new 
heavens and earth and that what John hears in verse 3 about the tabernacle 
is the interpretation of both verses 1-2. Thus, the new heavens and earth is 
interpretatively equated with the New Jerusalem and the eschatological tab­
ernacle. This pattern of visions interpreting one another or being interpreted 
by a following saying or song occurs elsewhere in the book,3 and is a feature 
generally of apocalyptic genre. Second, Rev 22:14-15 says that only the righ­
teous inhabit "the city" but that the unrighteous (cf. 22:11) remain perpet­
ually "outside" the city. This unlikely depicts unbelievers dwelling directly 
outside of the city's walls but in the new creation; more likely it pictures the 

1 The precursor to the book itself can be found in "The Final Vision of the Apocalypse and Its 
Implications for a Biblical Theology of the Temple," in Heaven on Earth. The Temple in Biblical 
Theology (éd. S. Gathercole and T. D. Alexander; Carlisle: Paternoster, 2004) 191-209. Indeed, 
every part of the following essay is elaborated on in more detail in my book. 

2 See Beale, Temple and Church's Mission 346-54, for a fuller description and discussion of the 
use of Ezekiel 40-48 in Rev 21:1-22:5. 

3 E.g. see G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation (NIGTC; Grand Rapids/Cambridge: Eerdmans/ 
Carlisle: Paternoster, 1999), in loc. at Rev 5:5-6, 7-13, and 21:1-3. 
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impious dwelling outside of the entire new creation, since no unrighteousness 
can exist in the conditions of the consummate new creation. This implies 
that the "city limits," therefore, are co-equal with the boundaries of the new 
creation. Similarly, Rev 21:27 affirms that "nothing unclean and no one who 
practices abomination and lying shall ever come into" the city. What further 
confirms the city's equation with the new creation is Rev 21:8, where the 
same category of unrighteous people are said to exist in "the lake that burns 
with fire and brimstone, which is the second death." The lake of fire and "the 
second death," of course, cannot be in the new creation (on which see 21:4), 
so this places the same category of people in 22:15 outside of the new creation, 
which is also the new city and, as we have proposed above, the new temple, 
since no uncleanness could enter Israel's temple.4 

The equation seems problematic. Some might attribute the apparent odd-
ness of equating the new cosmos to a garden-like city shaped like a temple 
to the irrational nature that visions and dreams can have, though this would 
be hard to accept for a vision that John claims has its origin in God (see e.g. 
21:9 with Rev 1:1 and 22:6). Also, how does this vision relate to Christians 
and their role in fulfilling the mission of the Church? 

In order to solve the problem of this strange equation of the new creation 
and new Jerusalem with the temple we need to look at the temple in the OT 
and see what its purpose was and then see how such a purpose relates to the 
NT conception of the temple. It becomes evident in pursuing this task that 
the first tabernacle and temple existed long before Israel happened on the 
scene. Indeed, it is apparent that the first sanctuary is discernible from the 
very beginning of history. 

I. THE GARDEN OF EDEN WAS A TEMPLE 
IN THE FIRST CREATION 

The first sanctuary was in Eden. How do we know this, since there was 
no architectural structure in Eden? Such a claim may sound strange to the 
ears of many. The following nine observations, among others that I do not 
have space to mention, show that Eden was the first temple. 

First, the temple later in the OT was the unique place of God's presence, 
where Israel had to go to experience that presence. Israel's temple was the 
place where the priest experienced God's unique presence, and Eden was 
the place where Adam walked and talked with God. The same Hebrew verbal 
form (hithpael), hithallek, used for God's "walking back and forth" in the 
Garden (Gen 3:8), also describes God's presence in the tabernacle (Lev 26:12; 
Deut 23:14 [15]; 2 Sam 7:6-7). 

Second, Gen 2:15 says God placed Adam in the Garden "to cultivate it 
and to keep it." The two Hebrew words for "cultivate and keep" (respectively, 
cäbad and shämar) can easily be, and usually are, translated "serve and 

4 On 21:27 and its resonance with uncleanness in association with the new temple, see Beale, 
Revelation 1101-2. 
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guard." When these two words occur together later in the OT, without ex­
ception they have this meaning and refer either to Israelites "serving and 
guarding/obeying" God's word (about 10 times) or, more often to priests who 
"serve" God in the temple and "guard" the temple from unclean things 
entering it (Num 3:7-8; 8:25-26; 18:5-6; 1 Chr 23:32; Ezek 44:14).5 

Therefore, Adam was to be the first priest to serve in and guard God's 
temple. When Adam fails to guard the temple by sinning and letting in an 
unclean serpent to defile the temple, Adam loses his priestly role, and the 
two cherubim take over the responsibility of "guarding" the Garden temple: 
God "stationed the cherubim . . . to guard the way to the tree of life" (so Gen 
3:24). Their role became memorialized in Israel's later temple when God com­
manded Moses to make two statues of angelic figures and station them on 
either side of the "ark of the covenant" in the "Holy of Holies" in the temple. 

Third, the "tree of life" itself was probably the model for the lampstand 
placed directly outside the "Holy of Holies" in Israel's temple: it looked like 
a small tree trunk with seven protruding branches, three on one side and 
three on the other, and one branch going straight up from the trunk in the 
middle. 

Fourth, that the Garden of Eden was the first temple is also suggested 
by observing that Israel's later temple had wood carvings which gave it a 
garden-like atmosphere and likely were intentional reflections of Eden: 1 Kgs 
6:18, 29 says there was "cedar . . . carved in the shape of gourds and open 
flowers" (v. 18); "on the walls of the temple round about" and on the wood 
doors of the inner sanctuary were "carvings of cherubim, palm trees, and 
open flowers" (w. 29, 32, 35); beneath the heads of the two pillars placed at 
the entrance of the holy place were "carved pomegranates" (1 Kgs 7:18-20). 

Fifth, just as the entrance to Israel's later temple was to face east and be 
on a mountain (Zion, Exod 15:17), and just as the end-time temple of Ezekiel 
was to face east (Ezek 40:6) and be on a mountain (Ezek 40:2; 43:12), so the 
entrance to Eden faced east (Gen 3:24) and was situated on a mountain (Ezek 
28:14, 16). 

Sixth, the ark in the Holy of Holies, which contained the Law (that led to 
wisdom), echoes the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (that also led to 
wisdom). The touching of both the ark and this tree resulted in death. 

Seventh, just as a river flowed out from Eden (Gen 2:10), so the post-
exilic temple (Ep. Arist. 89-91) and the eschatological temple in both Ezek 
47:1-12 and Rev 21:1-2 have rivers flowing out from their center (and like­
wise Rev 7:15-17 and probably Zech 14:8-9).6 Indeed, Ezekiel generally de­
picts latter-day Mount Zion (and its temple) with descriptions of Eden in 
an attempt to show that the promises originally inherent in Eden would be 

5 Cf. M. G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue (South Hamilton: Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, 
1989) 54, who sees that only the "guarding" has any priestly connotations, particularly with respect 
to the priestly "guarding" of the temple from the profane (e.g. Kline cites Num 1:53; 3:8, 10, 32; 
8:26, 18:3ff.; 1 Sam 7:1; 2 Kgs 12:9; 1 Chr 23:32; 2 Chr 34:9; Ezek 44:15ff.; 48:11). 

6 Later Judaism understood that from "the tree of life" streams flowed (Midr. Rab. Gen 15.6; 
2 Enoch [J] 8:3, 5). 
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realized in the fulfillment of his vision.7 Fertility and "rivers" are also de­
scriptions of Israel's temple in Ps 36:8-9: 

They drink their fill of the abundance of your house [temple]; 
And Thou dost give them to drink of the river of Thy delights [literally, "the 
river of your Edens"!]. 
For with Thee is the fountain of life;8 

In Thy light we see light [perhaps a play of words on the light from the lamp-
stand in the Holy Place]. 

Jeremiah 17:7-8 also compares those "whose trust is the Lord" to "a tree 
planted by the water, that extends its roots by a stream," with the result 
that "its leaves will be green" and it will not "cease to yield fruit" (cf. Ps 1:2-
3). Then verses 12-13 refer to "the place of our [Israel's] sanctuary" and vir­
tually equate it with "the fountain of living water, even the Lord."9 

Eighth, it may even be discernible that there was a sanctuary and a holy 
place in Eden corresponding roughly to that in Israel's later temple. The 
Garden should be precisely viewed as not itself the source of water but 
adjoining Eden because Gen 2:10 says "a river flowed out of Eden to water 
the garden." 

Therefore, in the same manner that ancient palaces were adjoined by 
gardens, "Eden is the source of the waters and [is the palatial] residence of 
God, and the garden adjoins God's residence."10 Similarly, Ezek 47:1 says 
that water would flow out from under the Holy of Holies in the future eschat-
ological temple and would water the earth around. Similarly, in the end-time 
temple of Rev 22:1-2 there is portrayed "a river of the water of life . . . coming 
from the throne of God and of the Lamb7* and flowing into a garden-like grove, 
which has been modeled on the first paradise in Genesis 2, as has been 
much of Ezekiel's portrayal. 

If Ezekiel and Revelation are developments of the first garden-temple, 
which we will argue later is the case, then Eden, the area where the source 
of water is located, may be comparable to the inner sanctuary of Israel's 
later temple and the adjoining Garden to the Holy Place.11 Even aside from 
these later biblical texts, Eden and its adjoining garden formed two distinct 
regions. This is compatible with our further identification of the lampstand 
in the Holy Place of the temple with the tree of life located in the fertile plot 
outside the inner place of God's presence. Additionally, "the bread of the 

7 J. D. Levenson, Theology of the Program of Restoration of Ezekiel 40-48 (Harvard Semitic 
Monograph Series 10; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1976) 25-53. 

8 See Levenson, Program of Restoration of Ezekiel 40-48 28, who sees this phrase as an allusion 
to the "flow [which] welled up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the soil" from which 
Adam was created in Gen 2:6-7. 

9 Among other commentators, D. Callender, Adam in Myth and History (Harvard Semitic 
Museum Publications; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2000) 51-52, especially cites Psalm 36 and 
Jeremiah 17 as examples of Israel's temple being likened to Eden. 

1 0 J. Ή. Walton, Genesis (NIVAC; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) 167, citing others also for 
sources showing that ancient temples had gardens adjoining them. 

1 1 Discussion of the distinction between Eden and its Garden is based on Walton, Genesis 167-
68, 182-83. 
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presence," also in the Holy Place, which provided food for the priests, would 
appear to reflect the food produced in the Garden for Adam's sustenance.12 

I would add to this that the land and seas to be subdued by Adam out­
side the Garden were roughly equivalent to the outer court of Israel's subse­
quent temple, which, as I will argue in a following section below, is, indeed, 
symbolic of the land and seas throughout the entire earth.13 Therefore, one 
may be able to perceive an increasing gradation in holiness from outside the 
garden proceeding inward: the outermost region surrounding the garden is 
related to God and is "very good" (Gen 1:31) in that it is God's creation (= the 
outer court); the garden itself is a sacred space separate from the outer 
world (= the Holy Place), where God's priestly servant worships God by 
obeying him, by cultivating and guarding; Eden is where God dwells (= the 
Holy of Holies) as the source of both physical and spiritual life (symbolized 
by the waters). 

Ninth, in the light of these numerous conceptual and linguistic parallels 
between Eden and Israel's tabernacle and temple, it should not be unexpected 
to find that Ezek 28:13-14, 16, 18 refer to "Eden, the garden of God . . . the 
holy mountain of God," and also allude to it as containing "sanctuaries," 
which elsewhere is a plural way of referring to Israel's tabernacle (Lev 21:23) 
and temple (Ezek 7:24; so also Jer 51:51). The plural reference to the one 
temple probably arose because of the multiple sacred spaces or "sanctuaries" 
within the temple complex (e.g. courtyard, Holy Place, Holy of Holies).14 It 
is also probable that the Greek OT version of Ezek 28:14 and 16 views the 
glorious being who had "fallen" to be Adam: "From the day that you were 
created you were with the cherub" (v. 14); "you sinned; therefore, you have 
been cast down wounded from the mount of God [where Eden was]" (v. 16). 
Ezekiel 28:13 pictures Adam dressed in bejeweled clothing like a priest 
(28:13), which corresponds well to the reference only five verses later to 
Eden as a holy sanctuary. Ezekiel 28:18 is probably therefore the most ex­
plicit place anywhere in canonical literature where the Garden of Eden is 
called a temple. 

All of these observations together point to the likelihood that the Garden 
of Eden was the first sanctuary in sacred history. Not only was Adam to 
"guard" this sanctuary but he was to subdue the earth, according to Gen 1:28: 
"And God blessed them . . . Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and 
subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky, and 
over every living thing that creeps on the surface." As he was to begin to 
rule over and subdue the earth, he was to extend the geographical bound­
aries to the Garden of Eden until Eden extended throughout and covered 

12 So ibid. 182. 
13 See T. Stordalen, Echoes of Eden (Leuven: Peeters, 2000) 307-12, for a discussion of other 

commentators who, in various ways, have identified the Garden of Eden with a temple or sanc­
tuary, in favor of which he offers further evidence (pp. 457-59). 

14 There were even smaller sacred areas in the temple complex, e.g. of Solomon's temple (1 Chr 
28:11) and of the second temple (1 Mace 10:43). Philo can refer to "the Holy of Holies" as "the Holies 
of Holies" (Leg. All. 2.56; Mut. Nom. 192) or "the innermost places of the Holies" (Somn. 1.216). 


