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Introduction 
We noted in the previous section the similarities between the world-constructing vision of 
Ezekiel 40–48 and Genesis 1–2. A further similarity emerges in Ezekiel 43–46 as the 
account of the formation of the different spaces in chapters 40–42 is followed by an 
account of their filling, just as the spaces formed in days 1–3 of Genesis 1 were 
subsequently filled in days 4–6. An empty temple is, by itself, worthless; it was made to be 
occupied. The logic of the description starts from the center with the filling of the Most 
Holy Place (Ezek. 43:1–9) and ends at the corners of the outer court, with the description of 
the activities in the kitchens (46:24). 
 

Return of God’s Glory (43:1-5) 
The return of the glory of the Lord to the new temple is the high point of chapters 43–46. 
This return, which reverses the abandonment of the temple and its destruction described 
in equally visionary form in chapters 8–11, is the fulfillment of the central promise of 
restoration: the Lord dwelling in the midst of his people forever (37:26–28). The 
connection with the previous visions is made explicit in 43:3: “The vision I saw was like the 
vision I had seen when he came to destroy the city and like the visions I had seen by the 
Kebar River.” 
 
The glory returns to the temple through the east gate, from the same direction in which it 
had earlier left (Ezek. 10:18–19). Whereas its departure was slow and halting, however, its 
return is rapid and direct. On its return, the glory of God not only fills the temple, as it had 
filled the Solomonic temple at its consecration (1 Kings 8:10–11), it even causes the land 
itself to shine (Ezek. 43:2). As with the other visions, the prophet’s response to the 
revelation of God’s glory is to fall on his face (43:3b). 
 

The Lord is King (43:6-9) 
As King, the Lord is marking out his territorial claim to the areas defined in the vision, with 
the new temple as his throne room and footstool. But what is new is not the Lord’s claim to 
kingship or the area over which he makes that claim, it is the assertion that his kingship 
will be exercised there forever. 
 
In the past, the house of Israel and their kings had defiled the Lord’s name by their 
prostitution (i.e., their spiritual adultery with the gods of other nations, as in ch. 23) and by 
setting up memorial stelae to their monarchs within the temple grounds (43:7–8). 
There is no room for these stelae in honor of the human king in the place dedicated to the 
worship of the divine King. Henceforth they will be banished. Indeed, the whole former 
social geography of the temple mount, where the house of the divine King was merely a 



(smaller) neighboring residence to the palace of the human king, will be swept away. 
Because the former kings defiled the Lord’s name by their detestable practices, their 
position in the future kingdom will be further removed from the center. This is a necessary 
precondition for the Lord’s perpetual dwelling in the midst of his people (43:9). 
 

Message of the Vision (10-12) 
Verses 10–12 sum up the rationale for the temple vision: Ezekiel is being shown these 
things so that he can relay them to his own generation. They must consider the design and 
“be ashamed of their [former] sins.” The temple vision is not a building plan or a prediction 
of the future but rather a powerful symbol that addresses the people in Ezekiel’s day. What 
specifically about the temple design is to move them to shame? They must consider in 
particular its “plan” (43:10), its “arrangement,” its “exits and entrances,” along with its 
“regulations and laws” (43:11). In other words, the temple vision is a pedagogical tool that 
speaks by its shape and size, and particularly by its permission or denial of access (“exits 
and entrances”). These regulations all serve a single overriding purpose: that the whole 
area all around the temple may be most holy. In order for God to continue to live in their 
midst forever, regard for his holiness must govern not simply access to the Most Holy Place, 
but the entire temple mount (43:12). 
 

The Altar (13-27) 
Removal of sinners to a safe distance is only one aspect of maintaining the holiness of the 
temple area; the other, more positive, aspect is through the reestablishment of the 
sacrificial system. For this reason, Ezekiel’s attention is now drawn once more to the altar 
in the inner court, the central piece of furniture mentioned in the earlier tour. The 
importance of this altar to Ezekiel’s plan is evident not merely from its detailed description 
but also from its place at the geometric center of the temple complex. The contrast is made 
clearer by the fact that in the tabernacle the altar was the least sacred of the cultic articles, 
located in the outer court; its geometric center pointed rather to the ark. Once more this 
represents an overall raising of the standards of holiness compared to the old ways, 
assigning the altar an equal sanctity to the furnishings of the Most Holy Place. 
 
The whole edifice stands nine cubits (about fifteen feet) high and is approached by a flight 
of steps from the east. This is a reversal of the normal ancient Near Eastern practice 
whereby the priest faces east when offering sacrifices. In Ezekiel’s temple the priest faces 
west, toward the Most Holy Place, thus avoiding any suggestion of a repetition of the sun 
worship of 8:16, the crowning abomination of the earlier temple vision. 
 
The concept of making atonement (or expiation) expresses the idea of ritually wiping away 
the impurities and sins that adhere to a person or object. Israel’s past sins have penetrated 
even to this heavenly sanctuary and must be cleansed before the work of the cult can be 
restarted. Without a spiritual spring cleaning of the altar, none of the offerings made on it 
will be acceptable to God. Once Ezekiel has completed his inaugural ministry, assisted by 
the Zadokite priests (43:19), the priests will be able to carry out their task of offering burnt 
offerings and fellowship offerings on the altar, the ongoing means of assuring God’s 
blessing on his people. They will once more be acceptable to God (43:27). 



Access (44) 
Following on the description of the return of the glory of the Lord to fill the central space of 
the temple, Ezekiel 44 continues the process of the filling of the various spaces described in 
chapters 40–42. No one is allowed access to the Most Holy Place itself, but who may be 
permitted to enter into the inner court of this holy God? The question of access to God is, of 
course, not a new one in Ezekiel’s day. The tabernacle had strict regulations governing 
access to the different areas, as had Mount Sinai itself before that (Ex. 24). What is new 
about Ezekiel’s vision, however, is that the rules of access are tighter than those of the 
tabernacle, and the basis for those rules is now bound up in the past obedience of the 
parties concerned. Those who have proved themselves obedient are rewarded with the 
closest access to the center, while those who have strayed are allowed only limited access. 
 
This section begins with an absolute prohibition of access: the outer east gate is closed and 
will forever remain closed (Ezek. 44:1–2). Because the Lord entered through it on his 
return to the Most Holy Place, it has acquired a special sanctity and may not be used by 
anyone else. However, the space within the gate may be used by the prince for his sacral 
meals before the Lord. When he does so, he is to enter this space from the outer court, not 
from outside the temple complex, in order that the outer gate may remain perpetually 
closed (44:3). 
 
That the concern of this section is with access—or, to use the language of the passage, 
“exits and entrances” (Ezek. 43:11)—is further underlined by the brief recapitulation in 
44:4–5. Ezekiel sees again the glory of the Lord filling the temple and is thereupon 
instructed to pay attention to the statutes of the house of the Lord and its laws concerning 
entrance to the house and its exits. The continued presence of God is contingent on the 
proper control of access to these areas. 
 
The sin of the past lay in bringing “foreigners uncircumcised in heart and flesh into my 
sanctuary, desecrating my temple” (44:7). This probably refers to the well-attested practice 
of employing foreign guards in the temple (2 Kings 11:14–19). The people failed in 
“carrying out [their] duty in regard to my holy things” (šemartem mišmeret qodāšāy, Ezek. 
44:8); instead, they assigned that charge to others. This view is confirmed by the 
observation that in temple or tabernacle contexts šāmar mišmeret is virtually synonymous 
with the task of guarding the holy things (Lev. 8:35; 2 Kings 11:5). This sin will be repeated 
no more; uncircumcised foreigners will have no right of access into the sanctuary (44:9). 
 
Once again the walls of separation have been raised in Ezekiel’s temple in comparison to 
the pre-exilic situation. The sin of the Levites, whatever its precise form, has consequences 
in terms of restriction on access and service. The greater sin of the people has even greater 
consequences in more strictly regulated access to the sanctuary and its service. The 
purpose of these regulations is to induce shame in the hearers as they consider their 
detestable practices (44:13), yet it is a shame mixed with an appreciation of grace, for the 
sinners have not been excluded utterly from the presence of the holy God, as their sins 
deserved. 
 



But greater access into the realm of the holy carries with it also greater responsibilities and 
limitations. Because the Zadokite priests penetrate closer to the Most Holy Place than any 
others, they face additional restrictions on their behavior (44:17–27). They must wear 
linen rather than woolen clothing when they minister so that they do not defile the inner 
court with their sweat (44:17–18). Sweat may have been undesirable because it was 
regarded as belonging to the general category of bodily emissions that rendered one 
unclean (Deut. 23:9–14). Moreover, they are to distinguish between the “sacred” clothes 
they wear for ministry and the “other [profane] clothes” they wear for the rest of life. The 
former are to remain within the inner court, housed in the special rooms described in 
Ezekiel 42:13–14, so that holiness might not be accidentally transmitted to the people 
(44:19). 
 
Inheritance (45-46) 
In Ezekiel 44:28 the priests were promised no “inheritance” or “possession” in Israel, for 
the Lord would be their inheritance and possession. Ezekiel 45:1–8 follows up this 
reference to a new division of the land with a preliminary description of the central area of 
this land, a sacred strip running from the Mediterranean Sea in the west to the eastern edge 
of the Promised Land. The division of the land as a whole will be outlined in much greater 
detail in 47:13–48:35, but the central elements are clear already in chapter 45. 
 
The issue of possession of the land was, of course, a pressing concern to the landless exiles. 
It had already surfaced as a problem in 33:24–29. The echoes of the theme of Jubilee that 
we noted at the outset of the vision in chapter 40 would also naturally have raised the 
question of a redistribution of the land. But the prophet was concerned about more than 
simply assuring the exiles that there would be an equitable reallocation of the land at some 
point in the future. Ezekiel wanted to reorient his hearers’ focus onto what the original idea 
of a Promised Land was all about: a land in which God would dwell in their midst. 
 
The primary focus of the division of the land for the prophet here is not safeguarding 
human equality and land rights, but rather asserting divine sovereignty and safeguarding 
the divine presence in their midst. Hence, Ezekiel’s first concern in introducing the concept 
of a new division of the land is to insist that the people are to “present to the Lord” as an 
offering the central portion of the land as a “sacred district” (qōdeš, 45:1). This district is to 
measure 25,000 cubits by 20,000 cubits, comprising the land assigned to the priests 
(25,000 cubits by 10,000 cubits) and a similar area assigned to the Levites. 
 
The primary purpose of this sacred district is to provide a zone of graded holiness outside 
the temple, exactly analogous to that inside the temple. The entire temple complex is, from 
the perspective of the land, a “Most Holy Place” (45:3). The area immediately around the 
sanctuary is therefore reserved for the priests, in which they are to build their homes 
(45:3–4). The strip parallel to the priestly portion and to its north is reserved for the 
Levites and their cities (45:5), while the half-size strip to its south is for the city (45:6). To 
the east and west of the 25,000 cubit sacred square, the remainder of the sacred strip is to 
be allocated to the prince (nāśîʾ) as his personal (or rather familial) inheritance. 
 



Holiness is thus the key principle underlying the division of the land, as is evident from the 
fact that the word qōdeš and its cognates occur no fewer than eleven times in Ezek. 45:1–6. 
At the center of this Holy Land is the temple, not the city or the king. The old Zion theology, 
which found its focus in the twin pillars of the election of Jerusalem and David, is now 
refocused on the central assertion of Yahweh’s kingship and rule in the temple. 
 
The primary focus of the prince’s duties is temple-centered, as with virtually everything 
else in Ezekiel 40–48. Thus the prince is responsible to ensure that accurate weights and 
measures are used in gathering up the offerings and gifts of the people (45:10–12). All are 
required to participate in the sacred offerings provided by the prince (45:13–16), and it is 
foreseen that this might be viewed as a possible means for the prince to enrich himself at 
the cost of the people by using disproportionate measures, which is quickly disallowed. 
 
But although the people provide the materials for the regular offerings (45:15–16), it is the 
prince’s responsibility from his own resources to provide the offerings for the special 
occasions: Sabbaths, New Moons, and annual festivals (45:17). In both the regular and the 
special offerings, the prince has a central role as the representative of the people in 
worship, presenting the “sin offerings, grain offerings, burnt offerings and fellowship 
offerings to make atonement for the house of Israel” (45:17).  
 
This concern with the presence of God in the midst of his people explains why the sacrifices 
are central to the temple vision. The entire levitical system of sacrifice served to undergird 
the covenant relationship of Israel and God. Sacrifice functioned primarily in four different 
ways in ancient Israel, each reflecting an aspect of the covenant relationship. 

(1) It provided a means of restoring breaches in the covenant relationship between the 
vassal and the Great King, through the giving of a substitute as a ransom payment 
for the sinner. 

(2) It functioned as a tribute payment from the vassal to his overlord. 
(3) It provided an opportunity for the vassal king to enjoy a covenant meal with his 

suzerain. 
(4) It served as a means of ensuring the necessary cleansing of impurity so that the holy 

suzerain might dwell with the vassal. The various sacrifices of the Old Testament 
each served one or more of these goals. 

 
For the New Testament, however, all of these sacrifices find their fulfillment in Christ: 

(1) Jesus is our ransom, the atoning sacrifice paid for our redemption. 
(2) In addition, Jesus has offered tribute in our place. He lived the perfect life for us, 

thus fulfilling all the obligations of the covenant. 
(3) But as well as being our atonement and our tribute offering, Jesus is also our 

fellowship offering. 
(4) Finally, Jesus is our purification offering. Hence in the book of Hebrews the blood of 

Jesus is not simply applied to the saints, it is applied to the heavenly sanctuary itself. 
It is efficacious to purify that heavenly sanctuary once and for all, thus ensuring that 
God can dwell forever in the midst of his people (Heb. 9:23). Because of this 
definitive purgation, believers now have confident and direct access to the Most 
Holy Place itself (10:19)! 
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