
Although the words "temple" and "sanctuary" never appear in Genesis 1-3, a substantial body of

biblical scholarship—most prominently associated with G.K. Beale—argues that the creation

account is saturated with sanctuary imagery that later Israelite readers would have readily

recognized. On this reading, Eden functions as the archetypal temple, Adam (and by extension

Eve) functions as the first priest-king, and the "work" assigned to humanity in the garden is not

mere agricultural labor but priestly service—that is, worship enacted through obedient care of

sacred space. This interpretation is influential in evangelical biblical theology but is not

universally accepted; some scholars (including young-earth creationist writers and OT

specialists like Daniel Block) argue the parallels are overstated or reversed in direction. Both

the constructive case and its critique are laid out below.[ 2][ 4]

The temple's defining feature in the Old Testament was that it housed the localized, manifest

presence of God among his people. Genesis 3:8 describes God "walking" (Hebrew hithallek) in

the garden in the cool of the day, and this same reflexive verb form is used elsewhere almost

exclusively for God's presence moving within the tabernacle and temple (compare Leviticus

26:12, Deuteronomy 23:14, and 2 Samuel 7:6-7). Later prophetic tradition reinforces the

connection: Ezekiel explicitly labels Eden "the garden of God" and "the holy mountain of God,"

terminology used everywhere else in the Old Testament for tabernacle and temple space. This

suggests that ancient readers were meant to hear echoes of sanctuary language even though

Genesis itself never uses the technical vocabulary.[ 6][ 1]

The linguistic centerpiece of the "Eden as temple" argument is Genesis 2:15, where God places

Adam in the garden "to work it and keep it" (Hebrew avad and shamar). These same two verbs

appear together elsewhere in the Torah exclusively to describe the duties of Levites and priests

"serving" and "guarding" the tabernacle (Numbers 3:7-8; 8:25-26; 18:5-6; 1 Chronicles 23:32).

Because the pairing is otherwise reserved for cultic service rather than ordinary agricultural

labor, Beale and others (including John Walton in The Lost World of Adam and Eve) argue

Adam's commission was inherently priestly: he was to serve God's sanctuary-garden and guard

it from defilement, meaning his physical labor was simultaneously an act of worship and

covenant obedience. Ezekiel 28:11-19 reinforces this by picturing Adam dressed in stones and

imagery associated with the high priest's breastplate, further supporting the priest-king

reading.[ 3][ 5][^1]
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When Adam fails to guard the garden from the "unclean" intruder—the serpent—and sin enters,

God stations cherubim at the entrance to guard the way to the tree of life (Genesis 3:24). This

mirrors the later Holy of Holies, where two cherubim-shaped statues guarded the Ark of the

Covenant, and where woven cherubim images barred casual entry into the innermost

sanctuary (Exodus 25:18-22; 1 Kings 6:29-35, 8:6-7). Interpreters read this as evidence that

Adam's task always included a protective, guarding function analogous to priestly gatekeeping,

and that his expulsion represents a priest being barred from sanctuary access after cultic

failure.[ 8][ 10][^1]

Beale catalogs numerous additional parallels supporting the temple-Eden connection, several

of which are summarized in the table below.[ 1]

Eden Feature Later Tabernacle/Temple Parallel Source

Tree of life
Model for the seven-branched lampstand outside the Holy of

Holies
[ 8]

River flowing out of Eden (Gen 2:10)
River flowing from the end-time temple (Ezekiel 47:1-12;

Revelation 21-22)
[ 8]

Entrance to Eden faces east, on a mountain
Temple entrances face east; Zion and Ezekiel's temple are on

mountains
[ 10]

Tree of knowledge, touched on pain of death
Ark of the Covenant, touched on pain of death; both sources

of wisdom
[ 8]

Tripartite sacred geography (outer world, garden,

Eden itself)
Outer court, Holy Place, Holy of Holies [ 10]

Wood carvings of flowers, palm trees,

pomegranates in temple

Recall Eden's garden imagery (1 Kings 6:18, 29, 32, 35; 7:18-

20)
[^5]

Ezekiel 28:13-14, 18 is frequently cited as the most explicit biblical text calling Eden a sanctuary

outright, referring to it as "the holy mountain of God" containing "sanctuaries," language used

nowhere else except for tabernacle/temple contexts.[ 1]

Genesis 1:28 commands humanity to "be fruitful and multiply... and subdue" the earth, which

Beale and others read not as a separate mandate from Eden's temple imagery but as a call to

extend the boundaries of the garden-sanctuary until God's presence fills the whole earth. Under

this framework, Adam and Eve are simultaneously priests (serving and guarding sacred space)

and kings (exercising dominion), a dual office later split apart at the Fall and only reunited in

figures like Melchizedek and ultimately Christ. Work in the garden—cultivating, naming

animals, guarding boundaries—thus becomes an act of worship precisely because it is priestly

service rendered in God's dwelling place, extending sacred order into the wider, "very good"

but as-yet unsanctified creation.[ 11][ 3]
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Not all scholars accept the temple-Eden thesis, and the disagreement is worth noting for

anyone teaching this material. Daniel Block and other critics argue the logic runs backward:

the later tabernacle and temple were deliberately patterned to recall Eden, but that does not

prove Eden itself was conceived as a temple in Genesis 1-3—the priestly service language may

simply describe ordinary garden labor, later borrowed by priestly writers rather than the

reverse. Some also object that a temple exists as a symbol for God's presence precisely because

that presence has been withdrawn due to sin; since God's presence was directly and

unmediated in Eden, no symbolic "temple" was structurally necessary there. Answers in

Genesis similarly cautions that Eden and "the garden of Eden" are not strictly identical in the

text, and that Genesis assigns no sacrificial function to the garden prior to the Fall, which

weakens a strict temple identification. These critiques do not eliminate the linguistic evidence

(avad/shamar, cherubim, eastward orientation) but urge caution against treating the temple-

Eden connection as an explicit textual claim rather than an inferred typological pattern.[ 4]

Whether treated as an explicit design or a suggestive typological pattern, the cumulative

parallels—divine presence, priestly vocabulary, guarding cherubim, sanctuary architecture,

and a commission to expand sacred space—offer a coherent lens for understanding why "the

Fall" is framed as a priest defiling and losing access to sacred space rather than simply a moral

infraction. This reading also explains why redemption in Scripture is consistently described in

temple-rebuilding and new-creation terms, culminating in Revelation's vision of a garden-city

where God's presence again dwells fully with humanity (Revelation 21-22). For teaching

purposes, the temple-Eden framework is best presented as a well-evidenced but debated

interpretive tradition rather than settled exegetical fact, allowing space to explore both the

linguistic strength of the priestly-service argument and legitimate scholarly caution about

overextending typology into explicit doctrine.[ 4][ 1][ 9]
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