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A River Flows From It: The Sanctuary Doctrine and
the Hydrological Ecclesiology of the Temple | BY ROSS E. WINKLE

W
ithin Seventh-day Adventism, what is
known as the sanctuary doctrine or
sanctuary truth has been central to its
historical and theological self-identity.

Deriving largely from the eschatological prophecy of
Daniel 8:14, yet including other texts in Daniel as well as
in Leviticus, Hebrews, and Revelation, it has focused on
such concepts as Jesus Christ’s two-phase, high-priestly
ministry in heaven, the antitypical Day of Atonement, the
investigative or pre-Advent judgment, and the cleansing
of the heavenly sanctuary. After the Great Disappoint-
ment of October 22, 1844, in which the Adventist hope
of Jesus Christ’s second coming was dashed, those that
kept their belief in the calendrical fulfillment of Daniel
8:14 in 1844, while revising their understanding of what
took place in that year, saw that text and the related sanc-
tuary concepts become central to their belief system and
a major component of their ecclesiological identity.1 

From the earliest post-Disappointment years, the sanctu-
ary doctrine has been viewed as foundational and funda-
mental to Seventh-day Adventism,2 despite its controverted
and turbulent history. It has been variously called the “out-
standing truth of Seventh-day Adventists,”3 the doctrine
that has “distinguished Seventh-day Adventism from nearly
every belief system on earth”4 and through which all other
doctrines can be taught,5 and the “very heart of [the Sev-
enth-day Adventist] message.”6

Currently the sanctuary doctrine, subsumed under the
concept of Christ’s ministry in the heavenly sanctuary,
remains the 24th in a list of Adventism’s 28 Fundamental

Beliefs.7 Nevertheless, even some of Adventism’s foremost
critics have agreed that the fundamental centrality of the
sanctuary doctrine is more substantial than just one out of
28 beliefs. For instance, former Seventh-day Adventist min-
ister and Bible teacher Dale Ratzlaff wrote in 2013 that “the
Seventh-day Adventist doctrine of the investigative judg-
ment and cleansing of the heavenly Sanctuary based upon
Daniel 8:14 is indeed the central pillar of the Adventist
faith. Some Adventists may disagree; however, it is.”8

Seventh-day Adventism has never engaged ecclesiology
with as much fervor as it has eschatology. Nevertheless, 
it is striking that of the various biblical metaphors for the
church (e.g., corporal, familial, agricultural, architectural),9

the ecclesiological image of the church as a temple 
(1 Cor. 3:16, 17; 6:19; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 2:21),10 while cer-
tainly not ignored, has never found a similarly resounding
or pivotal level of interest as Adventism’s eschatological
interest in the heavenly temple has. In this article I intend
to sketch how a renewed study of the ecclesiological 
temple can reinvigorate Adventism’s understanding of the
sanctuary, expanding its horizons to include the life-giving,
healing, and nourishing presence of the Spirit of Jesus,
biblically symbolized as water flowing from the temple.

Water flowing from the temple
Numerous biblical texts describe water, streams, or rivers
flowing from the earthly temple and its heavenly analog.
For instance, Psalm 36:7–9 describes humans dwelling in
the shadow of God’s wings (a reference to the cherubim
in the Most Holy Place of the sanctuary), feasting on the
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abundance of his house (the same sanctuary),
and drinking from the stream or river of his
delights11 that must originate within that same
sacred structure. In Joel 3:18 (Masoretic Text
[MT] 4:18) God promises Judah that its glori-
ous future will include mountains dripping with
new wine, hills flowing with milk, stream beds
(or, “ravines”) flowing with water, and a foun-
tain or spring flowing from the house of
YHWH—the temple—and watering the Valley
of Acacias. 

In Ezekiel 47:1–12 the prophet Ezekiel
describes water flowing east from the south side
of the altar within the visionary temple com-
plex. That flow of water becomes progressively
deeper and deeper until it is higher than one’s
waist, and one can swim in the deepening river.
The river flows east from the temple toward the
Jordan Valley and enters the Dead Sea, where it
“heals” or makes fresh its salt water (47:8, 9).
Everything—in particular, a variety of fish—lives
where the healing water flows; the marshes and
swamps, however, remain salty. All kinds of
trees grow along the riverbank where the water
flows from the temple, and they provide fruit
every month as food and leaves for healing. In
this utopian, visionary portrayal, the river from
the temple thus brings life, healing, and fertility
to virtually everything it touches.  

In Psalm 46:4 the psalmist declares that a river
exists whose streams bring gladness to Jerusalem,
the city of God. In a cosmic judgment scene in
Daniel 7:10, a fiery river surges forward from the
heavenly throne of the Ancient of Days.12 And
Zechariah 14:8 prophesies that living waters will
flow out from Jerusalem—half to the eastern sea
(i.e., the Dead Sea), and half to the western sea
(i.e., the Mediterranean), both in summer as well
as in winter.13 These texts assume a motif of
water flowing from the temple—whether earthly
or heavenly.

A river flows from the temple, yet where does
one find a river or a stream actually—historically,
physically—emanating from the Jerusalem tem-
ple and providing life, fertility, and healing for
the thirsty and dehydrated land and people? Sev-

enth-day Adventist depictions of the temple
rarely—if ever—illustrate this. It is missing, it is
unknown, it is forgotten, it is unimportant, it is
confusing, or it is inconvenient. It is an impossi-
ble river, since neither Solomon’s temple com-
plex nor the Second Temple complex actually
had a river flowing from the sanctuary.

Flowing water, flowing Spirit
But it is clear that the literary world of the 
sanctuary did have a place for a river flowing
from the sanctuary. Since it is a literary con-
struct rather than a physical, historical reality,
such water flowing from the sanctuary could 
be termed, in the words of Francis Landy, 
a “fluvial fantasy.”14 But of what was such fan -
stastic fluid a symbol?

Jewish interpreters understood that there
was water imagery associated with various
aspects of the sanctuary. For example, the
laver in the courtyard of Solomon’s temple was
explicitly called the Sea (1 Kings 7:23s–25,
39, 44). Furthermore, the historian Josephus
(37 CE–c. 100 CE) saw the purple color
embroidered into the temple veil representing
the sea.15 He noted that this same color
(along with gold, scarlet, and hyacinth) was
part of the high priest’s sash.16

The latter point brings us to the subject of
the high priest’s dress. Within the Israelite
cult, there was no statue or image within the
Most Holy Place of the sanctuary. There was
an image, however, and that image was the
high priest. The high priest was dressed like
the idols and images of the gods of other reli-
gions,17 and his typical daily regalia replicated
material found on the inside of the sanctuary.18

As such, he, as the Image of YHWH, imaged,
replicated, and mirrored aspects of the interior
of the sanctuary—where YHWH resided. 

In the literary symbolism of the sanctuary
cult, if one read about water flowing from the
sanctuary, one might thus assume there might
be water imagery associated with the dress of
the high priest. And, as indicated earlier, there
was. Philo of Alexandria (c. 25 BCE–c. 50 CE)
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understood the purple dye utilized in the sanc-
tuary fabrics to symbolize water, since the dye
was derived from a sea snail.19 Furthermore, in
contradistinction to the Hebrew Bible, which
indicated that the pomegranate figures
attached to the hem of the foot-length,
hyacinthine robe of the high priest were made
out of blue, purple, and scarlet material (Exod.
28:33, 34; 39:24–26 [LXX 36:31–33]), he
instead indicated that these were golden in
fabrication.20 But what is of interest here is
that he understood these pomegranates to be
symbolic of water.21 In De Vita Mosis 2.121 he
understood that the hyacinthine robe, symbol-
izing the element of the air, was the chariot
from which was suspended both the earth
(symbolized by floral imagery on the hem of
the robe) and water (symbolized by the pome-
granates). But the water Philo was thinking of
was not just water but flowing—or “living”—
water. Philo further solidified his conclusion
regarding the pomegranates symbolizing water
based on linguistic considerations: the Greek
word for pomegranate, rhoiskos, was etymologi-
cally derived from the “flowing” (rhysis) of
water.22 These are but a few examples that
demonstrate that liquid imagery was associat-
ed with the dress of the high priest, and thus
the temple. 

Within the New Testament, the book of
Revelation portrays the “one like a son of man”
wearing the foot-length, hyacinthine robe of
the high priest (1:13, NASB) while standing in
a sanctuary setting signified by the seven gold-
en lampstands (1:12) and walking around in
the midst of the seven churches of Asia Minor
(2:1).23 This assumes that his foot-length robe
implicitly has the pomegranate figures hang-
ing from it. There is no indication, however,
that any symbolic reference to flowing water
is being communicated with the assumed
aspect of this high priestly garment.

Nevertheless, after the initial description of
the one like a son of man dressed in the high
priestly robe and sash, a further seven-part
description ensues two verses later (1:14–16).

John describes the voice of the one dressed in
this high priestly robe and sash as sounding
like “many waters” (1:15, NASB)—an allusion
to Ezekiel 43:2, which described the return of
the glory of God from the east, the glory
sounding like “many waters.”24 The noisy, roar-
ing reference to his voice is the exact center
and the only audible aspect of this detailed,
seven-part description.25 As the visionary narra-
tive flows into chapters 2 and 3, the voice of
“many waters” becomes the voice of the Spirit
of Jesus26 that speaks (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13,
22). In a sanctuary setting, the “many waters”
flow from the mouth of the high priestly Jesus
in messages of love, encouragement, warning,
and rebuke to the seven churches of Asia
Minor—encompassing both the refreshing river
of life and the fiery river of judgment (cf. Dan.
7:10). Thus in John’s inaugural vision and the
subsequent messages to the seven churches,
the motif of flowing water in a sanctuary set-
ting is associated with—and is a symbol of—the
Spirit. This would not be unusual, since there
are a number of references in the Hebrew
Bible, Jewish writings, and the New Testament
that symbolize the Spirit by water.27

Revelation 7:17 describes Jesus, the Lamb,
guiding the “great multitude” of God’s 
people to fountains/springs of living water.
The eternal culmination of the flowing river
is envisioned in John’s description of the
New Jerusalem, where the Alpha and Omega
promises that he will give water from the
fountain/spring of living water as a gift (21:6;
cf. 22:17). The New Jerusalem itself is 
where the river of living water flows from 
the throne of God and the Lamb, providing
water to the paradisal tree of life that pro-
duces fruit each month and has leaves that
heal the nations (22:1, 2).28 There is no tem-
ple in the New Jerusalem, since God and the
Lamb are its ultimate, eschatological temple
(Rev. 21:22). Consequently, the river of 
living water that flows from the throne of
God and the Lamb essentially flows from the
“temple” that is God and the Lamb.
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While many Christians see Revelation’s
New Jerusalem in fairly literal terms, it is
essential to see John’s description as contain-
ing symbolic meaning. For instance, the Lamb
marrying its bride, the city, cannot be taken
literally (21:2, 9), and neither can the meas-
urements be taken literally (21:16, 17).29 Such
being the case, the river of living water would
make coherent sense as a liquid symbol of the

Spirit, flowing from the temple—from God
and the Lamb—and bringing life, healing, and
blessing to all.30

In the words of Hebrews 11:32 (NASB),
“What more shall I say? For time will fail me if
I tell of” texts in which God is described as a
fountain/spring of water (Jer. 2:12, 13; 17:12,
13; cf. 15:18); texts explicitly or implicitly
associating the outpouring of the Spirit with
water (e.g., Isa. 11:2, 9; 32:14, 15; 44:3, 4); the
archetypal sanctuary in the story of Eden, 
with the river watering the Garden and then
dividing into four rivers (Gen. 2:10–14)31; 
Creation and Edenic imagery in the tabernacle
and Solomon’s temple, in which the associated
hydrological awareness would resonate32; 

references to luxuriant trees in the sanctuary,
flourishing implicitly because of irrigation
(e.g., Ps. 52:8; 92:12–15); the repeated water
imagery in the Gospel of John (e.g., 4:4–15;
6:35; 19:34),33 particularly the rivers of living
water that Jesus asserts will later flow in the
outpouring of the Spirit (14:16–18, 26; 15:26;
20:21, 22; cf. Acts 2:1–18)—arguably flowing
from Jesus, the temple (7:37–39; cf.

2:19–21),34 and yet in probable Johannine
ambiguity, also understood to be flowing out
from the believer35; Paul’s references to 
drinking the liquid Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13; Eph.
5:18–20; cf. 1 Cor. 10:1–4); and much, much
more. In all of these portrayals, the overall
imagery finds coherence in the water, foun-
tains, springs, and rivers streaming, flowing,
gurgling, and gushing from the sanctuary,
bringing nourishment, life, freshness, healing,
blessing, and abundance.

Ripples to torrents
I would like to briefly suggest just three areas in
which an enriched understanding and apprecia-
tion of the imagery of water flowing from the
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sanctuary into and through the temple of the
community of believers could positively impact
Seventh-day Adventist beliefs. First, just as the
Spirit of God was associated with Jesus’ baptism
in the waters of the Jordan River (Matt.
3:13–17; Mark 1:9–11; Luke 3:21, 22), so could
we conceptualize the waters of the Spirit of
Jesus flowing from the heavenly temple when
people are baptized, symbolizing their Spirit-
immersion, new life, and fruitfulness to the
church community and the world beyond.   

Second, as disciples of Jesus we are compared
to branches on Jesus, the vine (John 15:1–8). We
can only bear “fruit” by being connected to the
vine (15:4), and producing fruit is the evidence
and proof of our discipleship (15:8). But such
“fruit” comes from the Spirit (Gal. 5:22, 23), even
as fruit grows on vines and fruit trees not only
because of good soil but also because of water
irrigation (Jer. 17:8; 47:1–12; Rev. 22:1, 2). The
fruit of the Spirit, consisting in love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gen-
tleness, self-control (Gal. 5:22, 23), and every
other spiritual gift, derives from the river of the
Spirit flowing from the temple of Christ’s heav-
enly intercession into the lives of disciples.

And third, as the waters of the Spirit flow
from the heavenly temple where Jesus inter-
cedes into the human temple of his church,
they cannot be constrained, stopped up, or
held back unless we resist.36 They continue to
ripple and flow outward from us into the world
around us, bringing the possibilities of life and
healing to others. As the Spirit drove Jesus into
the wilderness (Mark 1:12), so the rivers of the
Spirit compellingly move us into mission to
bring the refreshing water of the Spirit to those
who thirst—knowingly or not—for Jesus.37

Conclusion
A much subdued—if not mostly missing—
element in the Seventh-day Adventist under-
standing of the sanctuary doctrine is the
dynamic ministry of the Spirit in bringing life,
healing, nourishment, and blessing (cf. Ezek.
47:1–12; Rev. 21, 22). I have attempted to

suggest in this sketch that a renewed interest
in, understanding of, and appreciation for the
imagery of the Spirit of Jesus flowing from the
heavenly temple into and through the temple
of the community of believers and out into 
the world would greatly enrich Seventh-day
Adventism’s understanding of the sanctuary,
the ecclesiological concepts of baptism, disci-
pleship and spiritual gifts, and mission, and
enhance its contemporary relevance to a world
that is spiritually dehydrated and thirsty. In
biblical terms, the river(s) would flow, the des-
olate wilderness would bloom and blossom,
the fruitless trees would repeatedly bear fruit,
and people would be not only refreshed but
healed.38 It is time for Seventh-day Adventists
to irrigate and rehydrate our understanding of
and appreciation for the truths conveyed by
the sanctuary, emphasizing that the sanctuary
paradigm includes the streaming, flowing,
surging, cascading, splashing, and gushing
work of the Spirit of Jesus in bringing new life,
radical healing, flourishing nourishment, and
rich blessing to those who drink its thirst-
quenching waters. n
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