
Ezekiel 
Week 23 

Flowing From the Temple 
Chapters 47-48 

 

Introduction 
Ezekiel’s tour of the temple is now complete. His vision at this point turns outward to the 
rest of the land and the influence that the thorough restoration of the temple as the place of 
God’s dwelling will have on it. That influence is nothing short of a total transformation from 
death to life, a transformation expressed in the visionary form of a life-giving river that 
flows out from the temple. 
 
The River (47:1-12) 
The source of the living water is the temple itself, or, more precisely, the south side of the 
temple, south of the altar (Ezek. 47:1). This was the site of the “Sea” in Solomon’s temple, a 
massive bronze pool whose practical purpose was to provide the water required for 
cleansing (1 Kings 7:23, 39). Its significance was more than merely practical, however. By 
calling it “the Sea” (hayyām), a rather grandiose title for an object smaller than most above-
ground swimming pools today (fifteen feet in diameter), it also appears to have had a 
symbolic significance, representing the forces of chaos subjugated in the orderly cosmos of 
the temple. In ancient Near Eastern mythology, the sea (hayyām) was one of the chief 
enemies of the gods, whose defeat was necessary before the cosmic order could be 
established. 
 
In Ezekiel’s vision, the static categories of the old symbolism have been transformed into 
dynamic motion. The “Sea” now becomes the source of a life-giving river that flows out 
from the temple, another idea with extensive roots in the Bible. Thus in Psalm 46, in 
response to the imagined chaos of the earth giving way and the mountains falling “into the 
heart of the sea” (!), the psalmist draws strength from the idyllic picture of the river whose 
streams make glad the city of God, the holy place where the Most High dwells (46:2–4). The 
archetype of this river is the earth-fructifying stream that flows out in four branches from 
the prototypical sanctuary of Eden (Gen. 2:10–14). 
 
The river flowing from Ezekiel’s temple follows the sacred route eastward from the inner 
court, out through the (closed!) east gate of the outer court (Ezek. 47:2). Because Ezekiel 
cannot follow it through there, he is brought round by the north gate and sees it trickling 
out of the south side of the gate. In comparison with the abundant streams of the 
traditional picture, the renewed temple provides at first a minimal flow. Yet the stream that 
starts out so pitifully small miraculously becomes progressively larger the further he 
journeys along it. At first, it is a trickle; after a thousand cubits (1,500 feet), it is ankle-deep 
(47:3); after another thousand cubits, it is knee-deep (47:4), then waist-deep (47:4), and 
finally an uncrossable torrent (47:5). The guiding angel asks him to pause here and ponder 
its significance: “Son of man, do you see this?” (47:6). 
 



The miraculous growth of this river from small beginnings is not the only lesson to be 
observed, however. This river is also a transforming force wherever it flows. It brings 
fertility to the ground surrounding it, indicated by the presence of a great many trees on 
both sides of the river (47:7). After flowing eastward and then south through the Arabah, 
which here seems to indicate simply the region of the Jordan Valley, the river transforms 
the Dead Sea, healing its waters—that is, turning its salty water, which is undrinkable and 
hostile to life, into drinkable, life-supporting water (47:8). This Edenic river will induce 
Paradise-like levels of fertility, teeming with all kinds of swarming creatures (47:9), like the 
waters of Genesis 1:20, and a great many fish “of many kinds” (Ezek. 47:10 cf. Gen. 1:21).  
 
The image of a life-giving stream flowing from the sanctuary is ubiquitous in the Scriptures, 
from the opening chapters of Genesis (Gen. 2:10–14) to the closing chapter of Revelation. 
Revelation 22 features a river similar in many respects to that of Ezekiel 47, which flows 
from the throne of God and the Lamb out to nourish the (single) tree of life, whose fruit 
appears every month and whose leaves are “for the healing of the nations” (Rev. 22:1–2). 
 
The motif of “healing the water” brings with it echoes of Israel’s earlier history. At Marah, 
Israel’s first stop in the desert after crossing over the Reed Sea, the water was so bitter that 
Israel could not drink it. In spite of the people’s grumbling, the Lord graciously gave Moses 
the answer to their need: a piece of wood that, when thrown into the water, turned it 
sweet. Then the Lord promised that if they walked in faithfulness to the covenant they 
would experience him as yahweh rāpā’, “the Lord, who heals you” (Ex. 15:22–26). 
 
In the New Testament, apart from Revelation 22, the Gospel of John develops this vision of 
Ezekiel most fully. Jesus tells the Samaritan woman that the water he gives will become a 
spring of water welling up to eternal life (John 4:14). More explicitly still, Jesus stands up 
on the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles and calls the thirsty to come and drink from him. 
He promises that “streams of living water will flow from within him,” and John adds the 
interpretive note, “By this he meant the Spirit” (John 7:38–39). Against the background of 
Ezekiel 47, the imagery is transparent. The indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the heart of 
believers, which was accomplished at Pentecost, turns each believer into a miniature 
temple. As such, he or she becomes not simply a separated sphere of holiness, a walled 
garden in the midst of a wasteland. Rather, the believer as a temple is to be a source of 
blessing to all around him or her, by transmitting to them the life-giving message of the 
gospel. By its transforming power, the gospel heals the spiritually dead, making them alive 
in Christ and fruitful in their service for God. 
 
Filling the Land (47:13 – 48:29) 
The final section of Ezekiel’s book records the delineation and distribution of the renewed 
land, continuing the trend of the vision to move outward from the temple. The land itself is 
oriented around the temple, however, and so the final section of the book will return to 
themes that have been central throughout the vision of chapters 40–48. In the same way as 
chapters 40–42 presented theology in architectural form, this final section renders 
theological concepts in geographical form. In both formats, the concepts of space, access, 
and position relative to the temple are crucial. 
 



The area circumscribed is broadly similar to the original area allotted to Moses in Numbers 
34:1–12. This is a larger area of territory than was ever controlled by Israel, even at the 
height of the Davidic empire; however, of greater significance than its absolute size is the 
fact that it is the same land that God promised to Moses. In receiving this land, the people 
receive the fulfillment of the covenant promise. 
 
Strikingly absent from the land to be divided is the territory in the Transjordan (east of the 
Jordan River), which was occupied by Israel for much of its history. This land, historically 
the home of Reuben, Gad, and half of the tribe of Manasseh, is no longer considered part of 
the Promised Land, for the simple reason that it was not part of the original promise. Even 
in Numbers 34, it is evident that the Transjordanian region is not part of the Promised Land 
proper. Although the fact of its reception by the two and a half tribes as their inheritance is 
mentioned (34:14–15), it lies outside the boundaries defined for the land itself. 
 
Equally radical is the distribution of the land itself (47:21–23). It is to be distributed 
“according to the tribes of Israel,” which represents a return to the premonarchic state of 
affairs. In place of the preexilic historic reality of two divided kingdoms, the reunited 
people receive the land as twelve tribes. Yet it is a return to the beginning that takes into 
account the intervening history, for the twelve tribes are now united under a single 
“prince” (48:21). 
 
In chapter 48, the prophet moves on to the division of the land itself among the tribes. Each 
of the twelve tribes is assigned an equal portion (47:14), running in a strip from east to 
west. This is not merely a fair way of dividing a country whose major topographic features 
run from north to south. It is far more fundamentally a way of orientating the entire land 
along the sacred east-west axis of the temple. The tribal strips themselves are left 
dimensionally undefined, with the borders between the tribes unmarked by geographic 
indicators. Only the central sacred portion has dimensions that are minutely recorded. 
 
This contrasts dramatically with the division of the land in Joshua 14–21, whose roots are 
in historical rather than theological geography, where the boundaries between the 
different tribes are clearly defined. However, it corresponds exactly with the trend within 
the temple complex itself to define precisely the areas within the most holy zone, while 
leaving the outer areas less completely defined. Holy space is important, so it must be 
completely defined. Profane space is less significant and may therefore have blurred edges. 
 
The arrangement of the tribes within the land is not a random process. The number twelve 
is maintained, even though the tribe of Levi has no portion of its own, by treating the two 
half-tribes descended from Joseph (Ephraim and Manasseh) as tribes in their own right, as 
in the original division of the land (Ezek. 47:13). The four tribes most distant from the 
sacred zone, and therefore in the position of least honor, are Dan, Asher, Naphtali, and Gad, 
the sons of Jacob’s concubines, Zilpah and Bilhah (48:1–3, 27–28). The eight sons of Jacob’s 
wives, Rachel and Leah, take the four strips immediately to the north and the four to the 
south of the sacred zone (48:4–7, 23–26). Of these, Benjamin and Judah, historically located 
immediately to the north and south of Jerusalem, are immediately north and south of the 
sacred zone (48:7, 23) 



The Gates (48:30-35) 
The closing verses of the book bring us back to contemplate the city and some of the major 
themes of the vision of chapters 40–48. The prophet notes the exits of the city, recalling 
43:11, where the prophet was instructed to bring to the attention of the people the 
entrances and exits of the temple. Like the temple, the city is a precisely measured square. 
With its twelve gates, named for the twelve tribes of Israel (this time including Levi and 
counting Ephraim and Manasseh as one tribe, Joseph), the city functions as a visible focus 
of the unity of the restored people. 
 
Finally, the city is given a new name, reflecting the focus of the entire temple vision: “the 
Lord is there” (yahweh šāmmâ, 48:35). At first sight, this seems to conflict with the earlier 
assertion that God is present in his temple, which has been separated from the city by a 
priestly buffer zone, protecting its holiness. However, the language of God’s dual presence 
is necessary in order to communicate both God’s transcendence and his immanence. 
 
Temple and city are where Ezekiel 40–48 started out (40:2), and they are where the vision 
ends. Both are transformed versions of the defiled and destroyed earthly institutions. In 
place of the earthly temple, contaminated by the sins of the people and abandoned by the 
presence of God (chs. 8–11), Ezekiel has seen an undefiled temple, refilled by God’s glory 
(chs. 40–43). In place of an adulterous city named Jerusalem, which is put to death on 
account of her sins, Ezekiel has seen a holy city named “the Lord is there,” the habitat of the 
twelve renewed tribes of Israel. In place of a devastated land, Ezekiel has seen a land of 
peace and prosperity, watered by the river of life. In short, Ezekiel’s entire temple vision is 
the unfolding of his earlier prophecy (37:26–27). 
 
Conclusion 
The book of Revelation adopts the central thrust of Ezekiel’s vision, yet transforms it in 
important ways in the light of the fulfillment of the old covenant in Christ. The city that 
John sees is no longer called “the Lord is there” but “the new Jerusalem” (Rev. 21:2). That is 
certainly not because the Lord is not there in the new Jerusalem, but rather because 
Babylon has taken over from Jerusalem the role of the anti-heavenly city in Revelation. The 
city still has twelve gates with the names of the twelve tribes on them (21:12), but added to 
that are twelve foundations for the walls inscribed with the names of the twelve apostles of 
the Lamb (21:14). 
 
Most strikingly, the city has no temple, not because the temple is sited elsewhere as in 
Ezekiel’s vision, but because the Lord God and the Lamb are its temple (Rev. 21:22). 
Moreover, John’s new Jerusalem is substantially larger than Ezekiel’s, comprising a cube 
with sides 1,400 miles long, rather than a square with sides about eight miles long. In other 
words, the new Jerusalem is not a literal fulfillment of Ezekiel’s vision but a creative 
appropriation of its central themes for the different situation of the early church.1 
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