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“REGULATING SACRED SPACE”

I. Introduction 

A. In our day, the term “sanctuary” is sometimes used to describe a place of 
refuge and safety.  

1. This is not what a sanctuary was in Ezekiel’s world, the world of 
the ancient Near East.  

2. In that world, a sanctuary was a danger zone.  

3. It was a space of restricted access.  

4. One commentator uses the analogy of a nuclear power plant to 
make this point, explaining that “In a nuclear power station, strict 
precautions have to be taken because of the special dangers of 
radioactivity, which can cause catastrophic effects if it is handled 
carelessly.” [Duguid, 504]  

B.  This is what a temple was to Ezekiel and his contemporaries.  

1. Because it was sacred space, it was a place of peril to those who 
violated its sanctity.  

2. Israel’s old temple was a representation of God’s holiness, and the 
same is true of the eschatological temple that Ezekiel saw in this 
vision.  

3. As we study this portion of Ezekiel’s vision tonight, we will focus 
on how its teaching about the regulation of sacred space helps us to 
better understand what it means for us to live in communion with 
God. 

II. Restricted Access (1-14)  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A. The chapter begins with Ezekiel being brought back to the east gate and 
seeing it is now shut.  

1. He is then told that this gate is to remain shut forever because the 
glory of the Lord had entered the temple through it.  

2. There seem to be two things being conveyed by this.  

3. First, it calls our attention to the God’s holiness.  

4. By using this entrance into the temple, the Lord sanctified it and 
rendered it off limits to anyone else.  

5. Second, the closing of this gate also indicates that the Lord will 
never again need to use it, because he is never going to leave this 
temple. 

6. This is a picture of the permanence of the communion that we 
enjoy with God through Christ.  

7. He will remain in our midst forever.  

B. While no one is permitted to use the east gate as an entrance, it is still used 
for one purpose by one individual, a figure identified as “the prince.”  

1. Since there is no way to enter the east gate from the outside, it 
essentially becomes a room.  

2. The prince enters this room from the temple’s inner court and eats 
bread before the Lord.  

3. This refers to the eating of a fellowship meal, a ceremony in Israel 
that gave expression to the goal of God’s covenant with his people:  
to bring them into communion with himself.  

4. The prince who is mentioned here is a mysterious figure, and we 
might be inclined to think that he is in some sense representative of 
Christ.  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5. While this is possible, it is not really clear how he foreshadows 
Christ.  

6. What is clear is that his office affords him a special privilege that is 
not enjoyed by others.  

7. At the same time, he is not given full access to the inner section of 
the temple. 

8. The point being made by this seems to be that in the arrangement 
that is represented by this temple, Israel’s royalty will be prevented 
from profaning the temple, as some of them had done in the past.  

9. Using images and figures that would have made sense to Ezekiel 
and his contemporaries, the Lord declared that there would be no 
violations of sacred space in the eschatological temple.  

C. This is the point that the Lord stresses when he again reveals his glory to 
the prophet and instructs him to tell the house of Israel that they are to 
bring an end to all of the abominations by which they had profaned God’s 
worship in the past.  

1. Specifically, they must no longer admit uncircumcised foreigners 
into the sanctuary and must not delegate to others the duties they 
had been given to others.  

2. The latter probably refers to the practice of employing foreign 
guards in temple.  

3. The Lord gave that task to the Levites, but they failed in their 
stewardship and had themselves gone astray after idols.  

4. Now they are being chastised for their failure, as we see by the 
repeated phrase, “they shall bear their punishment (or shame).”  

5. We should note that this is not a matter of retributive judgment, but 
of corrective discipline.  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6. Had it been a matter of judgment, they would not have retained 
their appointed function in the temple.  

7. Though the language used here might make it seem like they are 
being demoted, this is not really the case.  

8. The Levites were originally appointed as temple gatekeepers, 
temple caretakers, and supervisors of all the temple’s activities.  

9. Here they are restored to that position.  

10. While they are not permitted to serve at the altar, this was 
something that was always restricted to the priests, the Levites who 
were descended from the line of Aaron.  

11. While the Lord will humble the Levites for their sin, they have not 
been cast away from his presence.  

D. One truth that this conveys to us is that God’s purpose for his church 
cannot be thwarted by the imperfections, failures, and transgressions of 
his people.  

1. Of course, this does not mean that we should be lax in our duties.  

2. The Levites were chastised for their sins and failings.  

3. One important lesson for us to take to heart as we reflect on this 
part of the passage is that the Lord is not pleased when his people 
conduct the church’s affairs according to their own wisdom.  

4. There are many voices in the church today telling us that we need 
to focus on having a positive engagement with the culture if we 
want to see the kingdom of God advance.  

5. Too often, this results in the church letting the culture dictate how it 
conducts its ministry.  

6. While this will not prevent the Lord from carrying out his purpose, 
it is dishonoring to God because it is a matter of thinking that we 
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are wiser than God.  

III. Holy Service (15-31) 

A. In the second half of the chapter, the focus shifts from the Levites to the 
Levitical priests.  

1. The priesthood in Israel was restricted to those Levites who were 
descended from the line of Aaron.  

2. Here the Lord says that there will be a further restriction, so that 
the only men eligible for priestly office will be those who are from 
one particular family line among Aaron’s descendants, the sons of 
Zadok. 

3. Zadok served as chief priest in the days of David and Solomon.  

4. He remained faithful to David and Solomon amid the various 
power struggles that took place during their reigns.  

5. In Ezekiel’s vision of the eschatological temple, the Zadokites alone 
are given access to the inner court.  

6. This privilege was given as a reward for the faithfulness of their 
ancestor, following a pattern in the ancient world that is now 
referred to as a covenant of royal grant.  

7. Because of the faithfulness of Zadok, his descendants receive the 
blessing of serving in the inner sanctuary.  

8. This is similar to the blessings that come to us because of the 
faithfulness of Christ.  

B. The Zadokites’ service in the sanctuary requires that they maintain the 
highest standard of holiness.  

1. This is symbolized by the linen garments that they are to wear 
when they enter the inner court.  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2. They are not to wear wool garments, since wool causes 
perspiration, which is ceremonially defiling.  

3. They are not to shave their heads, which was associated with the 
pagan cult of the dead.  

4. They were not to drink wine before carrying out their duties in the 
sanctuary, lest their minds be numbed.  

5. This prohibition may point back to the deaths of Aaron’s sons 
Nadab and Abihu, whose unauthorized offering may have been 
prompted by their intoxication.  

6. The basic idea in all of this is that there is to be no corruption 
among those who serve in God’s sanctuary.  

7. They are to be above reproach.  

C. This is certainly a principle that applies to those who serve in the church’s 
special offices today.  

1. Ministers, elders, and deacons are to be above reproach.  

2. Furthermore, the fact that the New Testament regards all believers 
as a holy priesthood means that this principle also applies to every 
Christian.  

3. We are called to maintain the distinction that exists between the 
church and the world, living in the world as those who have been 
transferred out of the domain of darkness and brought into the 
kingdom of Christ.  

4. We are to make no provision for the flesh.  

5. We are not to cherish sin in our hearts.  

6. As the people of God’s own possession, we are to keep our conduct 
among unbelievers honorable, and proclaim the excellencies of our 
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God.  

D. The Zadokites are also called to teach God’s people.  

1. In particular, they are to teach them the difference between the holy 
and the common.  

2. They also have a judicial role among God’s people, upholding 
God’s righteous standards.  

3. These are tasks that have been assigned to the church today.  

4. Through the church’s official ministry and through the personal 
fellowship of individual believers, we are to be growing as a holy 
people whose lives are lived in conformity to all that our Lord has 
commanded.  

E. The last thing that is said here about Israel’s priests is that the Lord 
himself will be their inheritance.  

1. This is reflective of the fact that the Levites were not given a land 
inheritance in the Promised Land.  

2. Instead, their inheritance was the service that they rendered in the 
sanctuary.  

3. This means they received their living through the offerings that the 
people brought to the Lord.  

4. One obvious way that this translates to our situation today is that 
the church’s pastors receive their living through the offerings that 
the people give in support of the church’s ministry.  

5. This also tells us something that is true for every believer.  

6. It reminds us that our faith is not fixed on any “thing” that might 
we hope to receive from the Lord.  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7. Instead, our faith is focused on the promise of receiving the fullness 
of the Lord himself.  

8. The desire of a believer’s heart is to dwell in perfect communion 
with the Lord forever.  

9. In the words of David in Psalm 27, “One thing have I asked of the 
LORD, that will I seek after:  that I may dwell in the house of the 
LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD 
and to inquire in his temple.”  
 


