
“In Scripture, God dwells not only up above the world but also among us, with 
us and within us. Our hearts long to hear more of God’s presence, his promise 
to be with us. One important way for us to understand God’s presence in 
Scripture is through its teaching about the temple and of Jesus as the true temple. 
Greg Beale has developed this theme cogently in scholarly writings. In God 
Dwells Among Us he and Mitchell Kim have made these ideas accessible to 
working pastors. It is a valuable aid to preaching and an excellent antidote to 
the feeling of loneliness that afflicts many today. I recommend it highly.”
John Frame, professor of systematic theology and philosophy, Reformed Theological 
Seminary

“God dwelling in the midst of his people: this staggering vision is the heart of 
God’s covenantal purposes from Genesis to Revelation. God Dwells Among Us 
brings decades of scholarship on this topic to a wider audience. More than that, 
it shows how this major biblical theme is the engine of mission in the world 
today. This clear and compelling study is a real feast.”
Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and 
Apologetics, Westminster Seminary, California
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Preface

Why did we write this book? We pray that its biblical-theological 
perspective might fuel the church to fulfill its mission in the world. 
In writing this book, we see more clearly than ever that the themes 
of Eden, the temple, God’s glorious presence, new creation, and the 
mission of the church are ultimately facets of the same reality. More 
specifically, we hope to build a bridge from the world of biblical 
theology to the needs of the church. The substance and basic thesis 
of the book is distilled from G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s 
Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God.1 The original 
book spanned from Genesis to Revelation, exploring both the an-
cient Near Eastern and Second Temple Jewish views of the temple. 
More extensive argumentation from the biblical text as well as the 
surrounding world can be found in that original book. However, the 
basic thesis of this book was then developed into a seven-week 
sermon series preached by Mitchell Kim at Living Water Alliance 
Church in Chicagoland, and then condensed into a seminar given 
at different conferences.

Writing and speaking are two very different mediums. Writing 
gives liberty to provide in-depth substantiation and explore secondary 
lines of support for an argument. Preaching demands a laser-like 
focus on communicating a single point. Adapting the considerable 
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8 God Dwells A mong Us

substance of the original temple book to preaching demanded a 
radical reduction in order to communicate orally. Translating the 
preached sermons back to a written format allowed a significant am-
plification and deepening of the preached material while we at-
tempted to maintain the vibrancy and focus of preaching. Some ma-
terial has been lifted verbatim from the original book; most has been 
reworked and reworded to communicate more concisely and clearly. 
Our hope is that the biblical-theological heft of the original will be 
combined with practical insight to spark a greater zeal and passion 
for mission by God’s people in the world. 

There has been somewhat of a hermeneutical shift from the original 
book to this one. In the original book, G. K. Beale tried to sketch the 
development of the temple idea through each of the various distinct 
redemptive-historical epochs (Eden/Noahic/Patriarchal/Israel 
[Mount Sinai→wilderness tabernacle→Jerusalem temple]/inaugu-
rated latter days/consummated latter days) in order to see how they 
related to and built on one another. However, because of the con-
densed nature of this book, we sometimes merge the meaning of the 
temple in earlier epochs with the developed meaning from later 
epochs (especially in the earlier chapters). In cases of any ambiguity, 
the reader should consult the original book.

God has often used our wives to help our theology connect into 
the realities of daily life. We are both deeply indebted to our wives, 
Dorinda Beale and Eunsil Kim, who have not only discussed the 
theology of the temple with us, but also forced us to live out this 
theology by bringing the presence of God into our homes. They have 
been crucial in helping us to understand this topic in more depth. In 
writing this book, we have personally lived out its call to “Be fruitful 
and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen 1:28), as God has blessed us with 
children and grandchildren! Greg Beale had a granddaughter, Eden 
Klamm, and Mitch Kim had a daughter, Eden River Kim. Their 
names reflect our prayers for these children: that they would abound 
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Preface 9

with life in the presence of God and serve to expand that presence to 
the ends of the earth.

Too many other people deserve mention in this book. Don 
Carson, made a significant investment in reading and carefully eval-
uating the original book. His suggestions for revision have definitely 
made this a better book than it would have been! Brannon Ellis at 
InterVarsity Press has helped to translate its academic depth to com-
municate to a broader swath of God’s people. His gracious and en-
couraging input throughout the journey has been invaluable.

Above all, we are thankful to God for the idea for this book and 
for giving the energy and discipline to write it. We pray that God’s 
glory might be clearly seen through all who read it.

A few comments about some stylistic aspects of the book are in 
order. English translations follow the English Standard Version or, 
when different, have been identified as our own translation. With 
respect to all translations of ancient works, when the translation 
differs from the standard editions usually referred to, then it is our 
translation or someone else’s (in the latter case we indicate whom).

Dedicated to Eden Kim and Eden Klamm with all our other 
children (Stephen, Nancy, Hannah, Elise and Ana) that they might 
abide as an overflow from God’s dwelling place to the ends of the earth.
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Introduction

Before departing for Burma at twenty-four, Adoniram Judson’s 
“deep conviction . . . to engage in this [missionary] service” was to be 
“devoted to this work for life, whenever God in His providence shall 
open the way.”1 His convictions were tested for thirty-eight years in 
Burma, through the loss of two wives, seven of thirteen children, and 
terrible sickness at sea that led to his death. In the face of constant 
persecution and imprisonment, he not only finished a Burmese-
English dictionary and grammar but also translated the entire New 
Testament into Burmese. After ten years, he had one church of 
eighteen believers. Nevertheless, this crucible of suffering tempered 
and strengthened Judson’s convictions:

The path of self-denial is, to carnal eyes, a veiled path, a mystery 
of the divine kingdom . . . but if thou wilt do what thy hands 
find to do this hour . . . thou shalt find the path of self-denial 
open most wonderfully and delightfully before thee; thou shalt 
find it sweet to follow thy dear Lord and Saviour, bearing the 
cross, and shalt soon be enabled to say,—“Sweet is the cross, 
above all sweets, To souls enamored with thy smiles.”2

Even on his deathbed, he said, “No one has ever left the world with 
more inviting prospects, with brighter hopes, or warmer feelings—
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14 God Dwells A mong Us

warmer feelings.”3 Deep conviction formed the bedrock of his sacri-
ficial yet joy-filled labor. Today, Burma (known today as Myanmar) 
has over four million Christians because of that sacrifice.

Is such costly sacrifice an antiquated throwback to a distant past? 
Today, short-term missions teams can hop on an airplane, care for 
impoverished orphans in rural China for a week and stop by Star-
bucks in Beijing before returning to give a missions report in their 
comfortable church. Even as globalization has eased some of the de-
mands of short-term missions, the challenges for missions today con-
tinue to be daunting. More than three thousand unreached and un-
engaged people groups remain today; they are in some of the hardest 
to reach places of the world, and they total almost 250 million people.4 
We must go. We must persevere even when we see little fruit.

Even in “Christian America,” those with no religious affiliation are 
the fastest-growing religious group today, growing 28 percent be-
tween 2007 and 2012.5 Both unreached people groups and the in-
creasingly resistant West will only be penetrated by the gospel with 
great sacrifice and cost.

Will we make the sacrifice that mission demands? Recent studies of 
American young people are not encouraging. The goal of their faith is 
primarily “feeling good, happy, secure, at peace” because they desire 

“subjective well-being, being able to resolve problems, and getting 
along amiably with other people.”6 If Judson’s goal was “subjective 
well-being,” Burma would remain in darkness today! Given the current 
challenges of settling into the sacrificial challenges of marriage and 
career,7 how much more challenging will it be to embrace the sacrifices 
of global mission among the least-reached peoples on earth?

Compelling conviction propels us through painful sacrifice. The 
goal of this book is to strengthen biblical conviction for sacrificial 
mission. When we are motivated to mission through occasional expe-
riences or isolated Bible verses, the springs of such motivation can run 
dry in the face of costly challenges. Persevering mission demands full-
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Introduction 15

orbed conviction that is borne out of careful and prayerful study of 
God’s Word. Our conviction grows richer and stronger when grounded 
in God’s cosmic mission from Genesis to Revelation. In the next 
section, we will summarize the purpose and progress of God’s mission 
throughout the Bible that the rest of the book will flesh out.

BIBLICAL CONVICTION FOR SACRIFICIAL MISSION

In military combat, a mission’s objectives are articulated through 
“commander’s intent.” The US Army has realized that battle plans 
often became useless ten minutes into the battle because the enemy 
does not follow the plan. When the opposing force threw off the 

“script,” troops and officers on the ground became paralyzed about 
what to do next. The commander’s intent addresses the problem by 
distilling the entire battle plan into a simple statement that would 
give soldiers the freedom and flexibility to improvise without getting 
off track. This directive helps soldiers adjust fluidly to changing con-
ditions on the battlefield without losing sight of the objective.8

Like soldiers on the field, Christians must know their commander’s 
intent. In order to fulfill our commander’s intent in the changing and 
challenging situations of our lives, we must take time to form a com-
pelling biblical picture of it.

The Bible articulates our commander’s intent by painting a picture 
of our “mission accomplished” in Revelation 21–22. In the closing 
chapters of Revelation, the new heaven and earth (Rev 21:1) is juxta-
posed against a lengthy description of the new Jerusalem (Rev 21:1–
22:5). Why does John only briefly mention “a new heaven and a new 
earth” before extensively describing the new Jerusalem? Probably 
John looks at the same picture from two different angles so that the 
resulting images interpret each another. Such juxtaposed images 
often interpret each another in Revelation (e.g., Rev 5:5-6, 7-13; 21:1-
3).9 The new heaven and earth remind us of the expansive scope of 
the new creation, while the new Jerusalem highlights its purpose as 
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16 God Dwells A mong Us

a dwelling place for God. In this way, Revelation 21 pictures the 
entire cosmos and new creation as the dwelling place of God.

This picture in Revelation 21–22 fulfills the mission given in 
Genesis 1–2, and the progress of this mission can be traced throughout 
the entire Bible. In Genesis 1–2, Eden is the dwelling place of God, 
and God commissions Adam and Eve to expand the boundaries of 
that dwelling place to fill the earth (Gen 1:28). While God’s original 
call seemed to be thwarted by sin in Genesis 3, God continues to 
establish his dwelling place among the patriarchs until the con-
struction of the tabernacle and temple. After the destruction of Solo-
mon’s temple, the prophets anticipate the coming of a new and ex-
panding temple, and these prophecies begin to be fulfilled in Jesus 
and the church. The church as the dwelling place of God must expand 
until one day it fills the entire heaven and earth; the entire cosmos 
becomes the dwelling place of God. Mission does not begin with the 
Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20, but mission is God’s 
heartbeat from Genesis 1 until the new heaven and earth become the 
dwelling place of the Lord God Almighty in Revelation 21–22. This 
ultimate picture of the whole earth filled with God’s presence fulfills 
God’s original intention from the sanctuary of Eden. We begin, 
therefore, with Eden.
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1

Eden as a Temple

The Context of Genesis 1–2

Longing. We are creatures of longing. When we misdiagnose the 
object of this longing, then we become frustrated and disappointed. 
Our longings for relationship often get frustrated in conflict. Our 
longings for satisfaction get frustrated in discontent. Our longings 
for significance get frustrated by our own inadequacies. J. R. R. 
Tolkien diagnoses the roots of our longing: “We all long for [Eden], 
and we are constantly glimpsing it: our whole nature at its best and 
least corrupted, its gentlest and most humane, is still soaked with a 
sense of ‘exile.’”1 The longings of our hearts are frustrated from this 
exile, but these longings are properly satisfied in the dwelling place 
of God originally found in Eden. God’s presence in his dwelling 
place satiates our longings for relationship, satisfaction and signifi-
cance, and the opening chapters of Genesis show how God intended 
those longings to be properly satisfied—in Eden. God made us for 
himself as his images in the Garden-temple in Eden (Gen 1–2). God’s 
presence gives life and purpose in Eden, so we should not wonder 
that “our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Him.”2 In this 
chapter, we will explore how Eden is presented as a temple and 
dwelling place of God, satisfying our longings for life and purpose.
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18 God Dwells A mong Us

EDEN AS A DWELLING PLACE OF GOD

Eden is presented as a sanctuary and place where God dwells, as seen 
in Genesis 1–2 and the wider witness of the Old Testament.3 Even 
the seemingly casual mention of God “walking” in the Garden of 
Eden (Gen 3:8) is rich with connotations that suggest God’s presence 
in the temple. In Leviticus 26, the Lord promises that he will “walk” 
among them and be their God (Lev 26:12). In Deuteronomy 23, the 
Lord commands the Israelites to keep their camp holy because he 

“walks” in the midst of their camp (Deut 23:14). When David plans 
to build a temple in 2 Samuel 7, the Lord reminds him that “I have 
been walking about in a tent [the tabernacle!] for my dwelling”  
(2 Sam 7:6, translation altered). In a similar manner, the Lord is 

“walking” in Eden (Gen 3:8) because Eden itself was the temple and 
dwelling place of God.

More explicitly, Ezekiel calls Eden a temple, referring to it as “the 
garden of God . . . the holy mountain of God” containing “sanctu-
aries” (Ezek 28:13-14, 16, 18). “Mountain” and “sanctuaries” are both 
references elsewhere to the temple.4 Ezekiel also speaks of an Adam-
like person in Eden wearing bejeweled clothing like a priest (Ezek 
28:13, alluding to Ex 28:17-20) whose sin profanes the sanctuaries and 
causes him to be cast out (Ezek 28:17-18).5 Therefore, the Garden of 
Eden is most explicitly called a temple with an Adam-like figure as 
its priest in Ezekiel 28:18.

A number of other lines of evidence help us see Eden as the first 
temple. The ark in the Holy of Holies, which contained the Law 
(which led to wisdom), echoes the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil (which also led to wisdom). Both the touching of the ark and the 
partaking of the tree’s fruit resulted in death. The entrance to Eden 
was from the east (Gen 3:24), just as the entrance to the temple was 
from the east (e.g., Ezek 40:6). Both Eden and the temple are char-
acterized by the holy presence of God that brings wisdom.

God’s presence in Eden is associated with images of life and 
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Eden as a Temple 19

purpose found in the Garden. The imagery in Eden paints a com-
pelling picture of the satisfaction of basic human desires in God’s 
presence. For example, the desire for life is satisfied by the waters of 
the river of life and the fruit of the tree of life. The need for purpose 
is fulfilled in Adam’s priestly call to work and keep the Garden-temple 
(Gen 2:15; see Num 18:5). Parallels between Eden and the tabernacle/
temple further demonstrate that our desire for life and purpose are 
properly satisfied in God’s presence.

EDEN AND THE LONGING FOR SATISFACTION:  
THE TREE AND RIVER OF LIFE

In the concise narrative of Genesis 2, six verses describe the tree of 
life and the river flowing out of Eden (Gen 2:9-14). Is sacred 
Scripture “wasting” precious space here? In actuality such seemingly 
trivial  details, easily skipped by a hasty reader, brim with the sig-
nificance of life found in the presence of God. The verdant imagery 
of Eden, especially its trees and rivers, reflects abundant life in 
God’s presence, and this verdant imagery is mirrored in the later 
tabernacle and temple.

The tree of life. Gen 2:9: And out of the ground the Lord God 
made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and 
good for food. The tree of life was in the midst of the garden, 
and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

The “tree of life” stood in the middle of the Garden, and the fruit of 
this tree would give life forever (Gen 3:22). Why? Proverbs 3 shows 
us that God’s wisdom is compared to the “tree of life” and that his 
wisdom shines light on the paths of life and peace for God’s people 
(Prov 3:16-18). Similarly, in the tabernacle and temple this “tree of life” 
served as the model for the lampstand outside the Holy of Holies, 
since the presence of God would shine light on the paths of life for 
his people. This lampstand looked like a small tree trunk with seven 

GodDwellsAmongUs.indd   19 9/23/14   2:39 PM



20 God Dwells A mong Us

protruding branches with flowering almond blossoms (Ex 25:31-40; 
37:17-24), a picture of the life-giving fruitfulness that is found in 
God’s presence.6

Abundant life is seen not only in the tree itself but also in the 
verdant imagery of the Garden, since “out of the ground the Lord 
God made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and 
good for food” (Gen 2:9). Solomon’s temple also abounds with such 
verdant imagery (1 Kings 6:18, 29, 32, 35; 7:18-20).7 The end-time 
temple overflows with life, as trees of life grow on the banks of the 
river of life to bring healing for the nations (Ezek 47:12; Rev 22:2; see 
discussion below). The abundance of life found in the Garden paints 
a picture of the abundance found in the tabernacling presence of God. 
God’s presence overflows with life.

The river of life. Gen 2:10-14: A river flowed out of Eden to 
water the garden, and there it divided and became four rivers. 
The name of the first is the Pishon. It is the one that flowed 
around the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold. And 
the gold of that land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are 
there. The name of the second river is the Gihon. It is the one 
that flowed around the whole land of Cush. And the name of 
the third river is the Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. And 
the fourth river is the Euphrates.

A seemingly incidental reference to a river flowing out of Eden also 
reminds us of the abundant life flowing from the presence of God. 
This river in Eden gives life to the many trees growing on its banks, 
including the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree 
of life (Gen 2:10, 17; 3:24). This water flows out of Eden to water 
the Garden before flowing outward to give life to the rest of the 
earth and places where nations would reside (Gen 2:10-14). Simi-
larly, in later depictions of the temple, a river flows with trees of life 
on its banks. In Ezekiel 47, a river flows from below the threshold 
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Eden as a Temple 21

of the temple with trees on the banks of both sides. The waters of 
this river make seawater fresh (Ezek 47:8), give life to creatures 
(Ezek 47:9), and cause leaves of healing to blossom on the trees of 
its banks (Ezek 47:12). In Revelation, a river flows in the new Jeru-
salem, with “the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding 
its fruit each month” and “the leaves of the tree were for the healing 
of the nations” (Rev 22:1-2). This river flows from the presence of 
God (“from the throne of God and of the Lamb”) outward to bring 
life to the surrounding nations.

This river of life abounding with God’s presence flows from the 
inmost place of God’s presence outward into the nations. In the 
temple, God’s holiness is supremely manifest in the Holy of Holies 
and spreads outward to the Holy Place and then the outer court, 
where all Israel could assemble for worship and which symbolized, as 
we will see, the whole world. In the eschatological temple, the river 
flows from the Holy of Holies into the temple courts and then the 
nations outside (Ezek 47:1; Rev 22:1). In Eden, the river flows from 
God’s presence in Eden into the Garden and then the rest of the earth, 
where nations would eventually reside (Gen 2:10-14). A gradation of 
holiness is seen in Eden and the temple as the presence of God in-
creases from the innermost place of Eden/Holy of Holies outward to 
the earth and the lands where nations would live.

As a result, this gradation of holiness is evident in the parallels 
between Eden and the temple. Just as the Holy Place contained the 
lampstand shaped like the tree of life and the bread of the presence 
to sustain the priests, so the Garden of Eden is the place of the tree 
of life (Gen 2:8-9) and provides food to sustain Adam (Gen 2:16). Just 
as the outer court of Israel’s second temple provided a place for the 
nations to come, so the land and seas to be subdued by Adam outside 
the Garden are the nations of Cush and Assyria (Gen 2:13-14); though, 
of course, these lands were not yet populated with peoples.8 The 
parallels can be seen in the following diagram:
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22 God Dwells A mong Us

Figure 1

Since the river of life flows from God’s presence into the lands of 
nations, so our mission to the nations must flow from the life found 
in God’s presence. When the source of our commitment to mission is 
located only in the backwaters of our idealism, then we can burn out 
and become bitter. Many idealistically plunge headlong into a sacri-
ficial commitment to the poor or unreached or hurting, compelled by 
brokenness over their plight, but the resources of that idealism run dry 
when tested by the challenges of costly obedience. However, when our 
resources run dry, we drink more fully and deeply from the abundance 
of life found in God’s presence. Our God gives joy and strength to 
endure! The life that we find in God’s presence is more than enough 
to overcome every challenge for the mission God has placed before us. 
However, life must clearly flow from God’s presence into the needs of 
the nations, and the needs of the nations must drive us to drink more 
fully from the life found in God’s presence.

Just outside the Garden, the river is surrounded with land that 
abounds with good gold, bdellium and onyx stone (Gen 2:12). Each 
of these marks life in the presence of God. “Pure gold, like clear glass” 
covers the temple (Rev 21:18, 21), just as the sacred furniture in the 
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tabernacle was made of gold. Polished gold reflects light, just as we 
will reflect God’s light when we live in the presence of God. Bdellium 
is a fragrant substance, with the appearance of manna (Num 11:7), 
which was kept in the ark of the covenant in the Holy of Holies. 
Indeed, God’s presence sustains and strengthens us, as the manna did 
for Israel in the wilderness (Ps 78:24-25; Jn 6:58). Onyx stones are 
prevalent in the temple, especially on the breastpiece of the high 
priest where the names of the sons of Israel were engraved (Ex 25:7; 
28:9), reflecting their identity and preciousness before God. In this 
way, this abundant imagery reminds us how God’s presence brings 
life so that our hearts may not corrode with sin, our lives are sustained 
with strength and our identities might be properly grounded in our 
preciousness before him.

Psalm 36 interprets the river from God’s presence in Eden as a 
picture of the abundant life found there:

How precious is your steadfast love, O God!
The children of mankind take refuge in the shadow of your 

wings.
They feast on the abundance of your house [temple],
and you give them drink from the river of your delights 

[literally “Edens”].
For with you is the fountain of life;

in your light do we see light. (Ps 36:7-9)

In God’s presence and in the temple, the river of Eden flows to bring 
the fountain of life. God’s presence brings life and light. Since true 
life and sustenance are found in the presence of God, we must regu-
larly drink deeply from the river of his delights. In our weariness, 
though, we often seek life from entertainment, empty friendships and 
ceaseless activity, which all fail to bring life. So many of our “recre-
ational” activities fail to re-create the inner resources of our soul to 
face the challenges of each day. Like the Israelites before us, we forsake 
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the river of God’s presence and hew out empty cisterns that do not 
hold water to satisfy our thirsts (Jer 2:13). Will we satisfy our soul at 
the fountain of living waters? Or will we hew out cisterns of putrid 
water that do not satisfy? The rivers of life flowing from the presence 
of God in Eden beckon us to the satisfaction and re-creation of these 
refreshing waters that are only found in the presence of God.

We sacrifice for what satisfies. The soul-satisfying riches in the 
presence of God propel us out of our comfort zones, calling us out of 
the warm confines of our beds to our knees in early-morning prayer 
and meditation on God’s Word. Only these soul-satisfying riches can 
sustain us in the rigors of God’s calling on our lives as we move out to 
proclaim his name to the nations across the street and across the globe. 
A heart for mission grows out of a soul that finds satisfaction in God’s 
presence, the riches of which can be seen in the imagery of Eden.

EDEN AND THE LONGING FOR PURPOSE

God placed Adam in Eden to work it and keep it (Gen 2:15), a priestly 
work in the Garden-temple of Eden. His “work” is not only working 
the soil (Gen 2:5) but serving God (e.g., Deut 4:19), and he keeps the 
Garden (Gen 2:15) as he keeps God’s commands (see Lev 18:5) and 
guards it from pollution and corruption (see Num 1:53). The verbs to 
work and to keep are sometimes used together outside Genesis 2:15 in 
a priestly context:

And you shall keep guard over the sanctuary and over the altar, that 
there may never again be wrath on the people of Israel. And 
behold, I have taken your brothers the Levites from among the 
people of Israel. They are a gift to you, given to the Lord, to do 
the work of the tent of meeting.9 (Num 18:5-6, translation altered)

In this passage, the priests are to keep the sanctuary from corruption and 
defilement and do the work of service in the tabernacle. In the same way, 
Adam serves God in the temple as a priest and keeps the Garden-temple 
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from corruption. Similarly, Ezekiel 28:13 shows Adam in Eden, clothed 
like a priest with “every precious stone,” stones that correspond to the 
precious stones on the ephod of Israel’s high priest (Ex 28:17-21).10

This understanding of Adam’s work is confirmed by observing the 
next verses in Genesis 2. After being commanded to work and keep 
the Garden, Adam is told:

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may 
surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that 
you eat of it you shall surely die.” (Gen 2:16-17)

After Adam is commanded to keep the Garden, he is also instructed 
to keep God’s commands. Just as the priests were to keep guard over 
the temple (Num 18:5) by obeying God’s commands, so Adam as a 
priest guards the Garden-temple of Eden by keeping God’s com-
mands. Adam works out God’s priestly purposes through obedience 
to his word.

Adam failed in his service as the first priest to guard God’s temple, 
which included guarding the Garden-temple from the intrusion of 
the serpent who was outside.11 The serpent slithered into the Garden 
with deceptive words: “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any 
tree in the garden’?” (Gen 3:1). Through doubt, the serpent under-
mined God’s word. Eve’s reply to the serpent shows that the serpent 
succeeded in his plot. Notice the subtle differences between God’s 
word in Genesis 2:16-17 and the woman’s reply in Genesis 3:2-3: 

Table 1.1

Genesis 2:16-17 Genesis 3:2–3

And the LORD God commanded the man, 
saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of  
the garden, but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not 
eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die [literally, “dying you shall die”].”

And the woman said to the serpent,  
“We may eat of the fruit of the trees in 

the garden, but God said, ‘You shall 
not eat of the fruit of the tree that is 
in the midst of the garden, neither 
shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 
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First, the name of God is changed from “the Lord [Yahweh] God” to 
“God.” While this does not sound like much in English, “the Lord 
God” is the personal name of God that signifies an intimate and 
covenantal relationship, while “God” is the God of power who 
created all things (Elohim). While Genesis 2 presents the Lord God 
issuing commands in covenant relationship to his special people, Eve 
appears to look at this personal God from a distance in Genesis 3. 
Next, God’s permission is minimized. While God lavishly allows to “eat 
of every tree of the garden,” Eve reduces this gracious invitation to 

“the fruit of the trees of the garden” and minimizes God’s generous 
invitation. Also God’s prohibition is maximized. God commanded that 
they could not eat only from one tree, but Eve adds, “neither shall 
you touch it.” She becomes the first legalist and makes God’s com-
mands seem more strict than they actually are. Finally the conse-
quences of sin are minimized. God says, “you shall surely die” (literally, 

“dying you shall die”) but Eve only says, “lest you die.”12

Adam and Eve failed to guard the Garden of God through obe-
dience to God’s word. The serpent undermined confidence in God’s 
word, and consequently undermined confidence in God himself. 
John Calvin rightly says,

And surely, once we hold God’s Word in contempt, we shake 
off all reverence for him! . . . For Adam would never have dared 
oppose God’s authority unless he had disbelieved in God’s 
Word. Here, indeed, was the best bridle to control all passions: 
the thought that nothing is better than to practice righteousness 
by obeying God’s commandments; then, that the ultimate goal 
of the happy life is to be loved by him. Therefore Adam, carried 
away by the devil’s blasphemies, as far as he was able extin-
guished the whole glory of God.13

When the protection of God’s word is removed, the temptations of 
this world grow far stronger. In Genesis 3:6, Eve is overwhelmed with 
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temptation as she “saw that the tree was good for food, and that it 
was a delight to her eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make 
one wise.” The desire for food, the delight of the eyes and the craving 
for wisdom are all strong and, in their proper context, legitimate 
desires. The desires of our flesh may be legitimate, but Eve sought to 
satisfy them in illegitimate ways. However, the bridle of God’s word 
protects the wild horses of our desires from destroying us.

Adam and Eve failed in their purpose and priestly calling to guard 
the Garden-temple from intruders by not keeping God’s word. Eden 
is a place where purpose is given to humanity (Gen 2:15; see Gen 1:28). 
We will see later that as God’s presence is restored through the sac-
rifice of Jesus, our purpose is also restored as a kingdom of priests and 
a holy nation, serving in God’s true end-time temple (1 Pet 2:4-9). 
The longing for purpose found in the human heart is satisfied when 
life works according to its purpose, which is life lived in the presence 
of God. Just as Adam and Eve were to submit to God’s word to fulfill 
their mission in guarding God’s dwelling place, so we must submit 
to God’s Word to fulfill our mission in guarding and expanding God’s 
dwelling place to fill the earth.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we see Eden as the first temple and place of God’s 
presence. As a result, Eden is a place of satisfaction of life. However, 
sin closed off the way back to God’s presence in Eden. Because Adam 
and Eve fail to guard the temple by sinning and letting in an unclean 
serpent to defile the temple, they lose their priestly role, and the two 
cherubim take over the responsibility to “guard” the Garden-temple 
(Gen 3:24).14

Who will open the way back into God’s tabernacling presence? Are 
we endlessly condemned to our lives east of Eden? Jesus opens up the 
way back into God’s presence by the sacrifice of his body (Heb 10:19-
20). As a result, the life-giving waters that flowed in Eden now flow 
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in and through those who believe in Jesus, becoming “a spring of 
water welling up to eternal life” (Jn 4:13-14). Just as the river “flowed 
out of Eden” to the lands of the later surrounding nations of Assyria 
and Cush (Gen 2:10), so those who believe in Jesus not only drink of 
living waters, but a spring of living water overflows into the nations 
around them (Jn 7:37-39), as we will see more fully later.

We have established in this chapter that Eden was the first place of 
worship, since it was where God’s presence dwelt and the only place 
where satisfaction in God could be found. God’s plan was not static, 
but Adam was to expand Eden until it filled the whole earth. How? 
In the next chapter, we will explore how God’s purpose for worship 
in Eden would overflow in mission to the ends of the earth.
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