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In a study, David Calabro describes the divine handclasps that 
con stitute one aspect of ancient Israelite covenant ritual.1 He 

additionally observes that the Hebrew verbs used to designate these 
handclasps were two verbs of contact: ʾḥz—“seize,” “grasp,” “hold on 
to,”2 or “take hold of”—and ḥzq, which in its causative stem means 
to “seize,” “grasp,” “keep hold of,”3 “lay hold [on],” or “catch hold 
on.” In this chapter, I will extend these observations to additional 
idioms and explore the ways in which several Hebrew verbs of inter
personal contact constitute terms of covenant entry or reentry, all 
in the context of the temple.

Moreover, this chapter investigates the covenantrelated verbs 
of contact that had additional uses as ritual and architectural terms. 
First, the Pentateuch presents the etiology of the name Levi and 
the derived gentilic term Levites in terms of the verbal root lwy 
or lwh, which originally meant to “twist around” or “encircle” 
(cf. Akkadian lawû, “surround, encircle”; N stem of Old Assyrian 
“embrace one another”4) and came to connote “join”5 or “join one
self to.”6 Several attestations of this verb offer evidence that it was 
understood as a term of covenant entry (and reentry).

Second, the verbal root ḥbr was an architectural term denot
ing “be coupled,” “touch one another,”7 or “join together (parts of 
a building).”8 The priestly or temple legislation used the verb ḥbr 
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to designate how some components of the tabernacle were to “join 
together.” As a covenant term, ḥbr denoted to “partner [with].” This 
verb also described the manner in which heavenly beings joined 
together, including in ritual contact. Evidence from Isaiah 53 
appears to shed some light on how earliest Christians understood 
the atoning role of Jesus Christ as suffering Servant and the taber
nacle and temple as symbols of him and his body. The priestly texts 
in Exodus 26 and 36 that describe the “joining” together of the wil
derness tabernacle emphasize its “oneness.”

Third, the prominent verb of contact ngʿ  means to “touch,” 
“reach,” or “strike.”9 The Deuteronomistic historian (or histori
ans) who wrote 1 Kings 6:27 used ngʿ  as an architectural term to 
describe how the wings of the bigger, overarching cherubim in the 
innermost sanctuary (the Holy of Holies) “touched” the north and 
south walls and “touched” each other in the middle of the sanc
tuary. An examination of the Chronicler’s handling of the same 
historical material covered in 1 Kings 6 suggests that he envisions 
the cherubims’ wings “cleaving” together in an embrace, which 
has ritual significance for several scenes in the Book of Mormon, 
beginning with Jacob 6:5. Temple visions and temple iconography 
are replete with imagery of celestial beings joined together in terms 
of the verbs ḥbr, ngʿ , and dbq (“cleave to”).

Fourth, the verb tqʿ  expresses the idea of “driv[ing] in” nails 
and tent stakes, as well as the more general meanings “thrust,” “fas
ten together,” and “strike hands together.” The semantic range for 
tqʿ  and derived idioms like tqʿ  + yād (or kap) opens up potentially 
important interpretive possibilities for Isaiah 22:23–25 and the 
royalpriestly figure of Eliakim, son of Hilkiah. Taken together, the 
architectural, iconographic, and ritual imagery of joined compo
nents (including clasped “hands,” joining and cleaving wings, encir
cling of divine beings, etc.) present a picture of reality in which the 
Lord, using covenants, actively “labors with” his servants to “join” 
his people together. This is the intended outcome of Jesus Christ’s 
Atonement: he labors that they might become “one” with him, the 
Father, and each other. The temple, in all its aspects, represents the 
Lord as creator and oneness with the creator as reflected in the cre
ated order (or the cosmos). In this created order, the children of the 
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covenant are encircled about by heavenly beings (or messengers of 
the covenant) who are less often seen than unseen.

“This Time Will My Husband Be Joined unto Me”

As it does for Jacob’s other sons, the Genesis narrative offers an 
etiology10 for the name Levi as part of a nexus of onomastic eti
ologies provided in Genesis 29–30: “And she conceived again, and 
bare a son; and said, Now this time will my husband be joined 
[yillāweh] unto me, because I have born him three sons: therefore 
was his name called Levi [lēwî].”11 The narrator interprets the name 
Levi as a derivation from the Hebrew verbal root lwy or lwh. Ran 
Zadok analyzes the name Levi (lēwî) as a “qitl formation” hav
ing an actual scientific derivation from lwy or lwh (lyy).12 Gábor 
Takács suggests that the verbal lwy originally denoted “tie around” 
or “twist around.”13 The Akkadian verb lawû(m)—“to surround or 
encircle”—is helpful here.14 Over time, lwy and lwh came to denote 
“join,” “be joined,” or “attached” in biblical Hebrew, with the idea of 
“encircle” or “embrace” never far away (cf. Heb. *liwyâ, “wreath”).15

In order to appreciate the force of the lēwîyillāweh wordplay, 
one must consider the two previous etiologies given for the names 
of Leah’s two older sons, Reuben and Simeon. The etiologies for 
Reuben’s name (“the Lord hath looked on my affliction . . . therefore 
my husband will love me”)16 and  Simeon’s name in Genesis 29:33 
KJV—“the Lord hath heard [šāmaʿ ] that I was hated”—describe 
Jacob and Leah’s disjoined marriage relationship. Leah uses the 
contact verb lwy or lwh (yillāweh) to express the ideal relation
ship—in other words, her relationship with her husband set in its 
proper order.17

“And They Shall Be Joined unto Thee” and  
“The Levites Shall Be Mine”

Just as the Genesis narrative explains the name Levi in terms of the 
verb lwy or lwh and expresses Leah’s desired relationship to her hus
band by means of this verb (or rather, their marriage relationship 
set in its proper order), the priestly legislation of Numbers offers a 
similar etiology for the derived gentilic term Levites in terms of lwy 
or lwh:
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And the Lord said unto Aaron, Thou and thy sons and thy 
father’s house with thee shall bear the iniquity of the sanctu
ary: and thou and thy sons with thee shall bear the iniquity 
of your priesthood. And thy brethren also of the tribe of Levi 
[lēwî], the tribe of thy father, bring thou with thee, that they 
may be joined [wĕyillāwû] unto thee [ʿ ālêkā], and minister 
unto thee: but thou and thy sons with thee . . . before the tab
ernacle of witness.18 

The etiological wordplay on Levi (lēwî) in terms of the Niphal 
form wĕyillāwû endows the term Levite with the meaning “one who 
is joined or attached,” “one who joins oneself,” or, in the most lit
eral sense of lwy, “one who ties around,” “one who encircles,” or 
“one who embraces.”19 In other words, Numbers 8:1–2 describes 
the Levites as “those who are joined” to the priests or “those who 
en circle themselves about” the priests to minister unto them. Thus, 
this legislation stipulates how the Levites are to be set in proper 
relationship to the priests: “joining themselves to” or perhaps 
encircling them about to minister unto them.

Several biblical texts intimate that the system of temple wor
ship, including the priests and the Levites in the course of their 
duties, constitutes a reflection of the order of heaven. Malachi 2:7, 
playing on the name Malachi (“[The Lord is] my messenger” or “my 
angel”) specifically describes the temple priest as the “messenger” 
or “angel” of the Lord: “For the priest’s lips should keep knowledge, 
and they should seek the law at his mouth: for he is the messen-
ger [malʾak; or “angel,” the Greek angelos] of the Lord of hosts” 
(emphasis added). The apostle John describes seeing an angelic or 
messenger function in a priestly temple role: “And another angel 
[angelos] came and stood at the altar, having a golden censer; and 
there was given unto him much incense, that he should offer it with 
the prayers of all saints upon the golden altar which was before 
the throne.”20 Hebrews 8:1–5 specifically mentions that an Aaronic 
priest functioned as “the example and shadow of heavenly things”—
the “heavenly things” for which the Melchizedek Priesthood “hold
eth the key”21 and embodied in the person of Jesus Christ.22 

Joseph Smith’s revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants 
repeatedly describe the Lord’s “house” as a “house of order.”23 
On one level, this statement clearly applies to the temple (as in 
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Doctrine and Covenants 88:119 and 109:8) and “all things be[ing] 
done decently and in order” in the church, as Paul describes in 
1 Corinthians 11:40. However, a “house of order” more broadly 
describes the entire heavenly “economy” (from the Greek oiko
nomia, which comes from oikos [“house”] and nomos [“law, cus
tom,” or “management”])24—the Lord’s “house.” In the Lord’s 
“house” (the temple and the cosmos), angels function in a Levitical 
or priestly manner, as after Jesus’s temptation in the wilderness, 
“Then the devil leaveth him, and, behold, angels came and minis
tered unto him.”25 The Joseph Smith Translation of Matthew 4:11 
suggests that angels acted in this capacity for John the Baptist, the 
Aaronic priest and Levite par excellence.

The priestly legislation subsequently reiterates its etiology for 
the name Levite in terms of the verb lwy or lwh:

And they shall keep thy charge, and the charge of all the taber
nacle: only they shall not come nigh the vessels of the sanctu
ary and the altar, that neither they, nor ye also, die. And they 
shall be joined [wĕnilwû] unto thee, and keep the charge of the 
tabernacle of the congregation, for all the service of the tab
ernacle: and a stranger [zār] shall not come nigh unto you. 
And ye shall keep the charge of the sanctuary, and the charge 
of the altar: that there be no wrath any more upon the children 
of Israel. And I, behold, I have taken your brethren the Levites 
[halwîyim] from among the children of Israel: to you they are 
given as a gift for the Lord, to do the service of the tabernacle 
of the congregation.26 

Philip Budd notes that in this passage, “the author finds etymologi
cal grounds for his clerical hierarchy. The Levites are joined to the 
sons of Aaron as their assistants.”27 In other words, the Levites are 
“joined” to the sons of Aaron in their priestly (angelic28) work.

The priestly legislation in Numbers deploys another etiological 
wordplay for Levites29 with temple and relationship implications. 
This etiology is a play on Levi in terms of the “sealing” formula hyy, 
hwy, or hyh (“to be” or “become”) and lĕ (“for” or “to” as a marker 
of possession):

And I, behold, I have taken the Levites from among the chil
dren of Israel instead of all the firstborn that openeth the matrix 
among the children of Israel: therefore the Levites shall be mine 
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[wĕhāyû lî halwîyim]; Because all the firstborn are mine [lî]; 
for on the day that I smote all the firstborn in the land of Egypt 
I hallowed unto me all the firstborn in Israel, both man and 
beast: mine shall they be [lî yihyû]: I am the Lord [yhwh].30 

We also see this etiology in Numbers 3:45—“Take the Levites 
instead of all the firstborn among the children of Israel, and the 
cattle of the Levites instead of their cattle; and the Levites shall be 
mine [wĕhāyû lî halwîyim]: I am the Lord [yhwh]” (emphasis added). 
Numbers 8:14 also shares this view on the Levites’ name: “Thus 
shalt thou separate the Levites from among the children of Israel: 
and the Levites shall be mine [wĕhāyû lî halwîyim]” (emphasis 
added).

The frequency with which this form of the possession or “seal
ing” formula occurs in connection with Levites virtually confirms 
the intentionality of this wordplay whereby Yahweh marks the Lev
ites as “his.” The twofold etiology of Levites in Numbers in terms of 
the verb lwy or lwh (“join,” “attach”)31 and the hyy, hwy, or hyh with 
lî possession or sealing combination perhaps shares something of 
a conceptual relationship (compare these constructions to the LXX 
Greek word peripoiēsis, literally “making [something] around”—in 
other words, encircling and thus “procuring”32 for Hebrew sĕgullâ, 
a marked or “sealed” possession).33

As a part of the same prophecy in which Malachi prophesies 
that the Lord will “purify” and “purge” the “sons of Levi” so “that 
they may offer unto the Lord an offering in righteousness,”34 the 
prophet further states, “Then they that feared the Lord spake often 
one to another: and the Lord hearkened, and heard it, and a book 
of remembrance was written before him for them that feared the 
Lord, and that thought upon his name. And they shall be mine 
[wĕhāyû lî], saith the Lord of hosts, in that day when I make up my 
jewels; and I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son that 
serveth him.”35 Malachi’s use of the possession or sealing formula 
wĕhāyû lî in the context of the “sons of Levi” and temple offer
ings suggests a probable allusion to the Levite etiological texts of 
Numbers 3:12–13, 45; 8:14. The “righteous” shall be sealed as “his”36 
in the same way that the Levites are marked or sealed as “his.”
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“The Son of the Stranger, That Hath Joined Himself to the Lord”: 
Lwy or Lwh and Taking Hold of the Covenant in Isaiah 56:3, 6

Apart from the temple prophecy in Isaiah 2:2–3, perhaps the most 
remarkable prophetic statements regarding the temple in the Isaian 
corpus occur in Isaiah 56. The notion of foreigners included in 
Israel’s cult is hinted at in Isaiah 14:1: “For the Lord will have mercy 
on Jacob, and will yet choose Israel, and set them in their own 
land: and the strangers shall be joined with them, and they shall 
cleave to the house of Jacob.” However, where Pentateuchal and 
Deuteronomic legislation had excluded foreigners, eunuchs, and 
outsiders (the zār) from the temple and its cult,37 Isaiah’s prophe
cies pointedly include such persons:

Neither let the son of the stranger [ben hannēkār], that hath 
joined himself [hannilwâ] to the Lord, speak, saying, The 
Lord hath utterly separated me from his people: neither let the 
eunuch say, Behold, I am a dry tree. For thus saith the Lord 
unto the eunuchs that keep my sabbaths, and choose the things 
that please me, and take hold of [ûmaḥăzîqîm, or “hold fast 
to”] my covenant; Even unto them will I give in mine house 
and within my walls a place and a name [yād wāšēm; literally, 
“a hand and a name”] better than of sons and of daughters: I 
will give them an everlasting name, that shall not be cut off.38 

In this passage, the prophet employs language that distinctly echoes 
the priestly legislation pertaining to the Levites in Numbers 18:2–
7.39 However, this prophecy includes, rather than excludes, foreign
ers and outsiders. The specific mention of “son of the stranger” and 
the “eunuch” in the Isaiah passage above is perhaps metonymic for 
all those excluded from the temple in Deuteronomy 23:1, who can 
become priestly officiants—or like “Levites”—in the temple. The 
use of the verb lwy or lwh signals that they become “joined to” or 
“attached to”—or perhaps even “encircled about by”—the Lord in 
the same way that the Levites were attached to the priests and thus 
set in proper relationship to the Lord (Numbers 18:2, 4; 3:12–13, 45; 
8:14). This relationship is just as Leah hoped that her husband, Jacob, 
would be “joined to” her—that he would be set in proper relationship 
to her.
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Moreover, the participial designation of the faithful “son of 
stranger” as hannilwâ—a contact verb—is matched by the parti
cipial description of the eunuch as ûmaḥăzîqîm, “taking hold of 
[Yahweh’s] covenant.” As noted at the outset of this chapter, the 
contact verb ḥzq occurs as part of a covenant handclasp formula 
attested throughout the Psalms,40 which were temple hymns.41 In 
Isaiah 56:4, 6 the noun bĕrîtî (“my covenant”) stands in place of the 
noun yād. Nevertheless, the image presented is one of a covenant 
that can be grasped or clasped like a hand or a rod.42 

This data strongly suggests that lwy or lwh as a contact term 
also constitutes a term of covenant entry. The covenant use of lwy 
or lwh occurs already in Isaiah 14:1, which reads, “For the Lord will 
have mercy on Jacob, and will yet choose Israel, and set them in 
their own land: and the strangers shall be joined [wĕnilwâ] with 
them, and they shall cleave [wĕnispĕḥû]43 to the house of Jacob.”44 
However, lwy or lwh as a covenant entry term finds additional sup
port in subsequent uses and attestations of lwy or lwh in the Hebrew 
Bible. The prophet Jeremiah uses the verb lwy or lwh in a covenant 
ritual context, which helps our understanding of the matching 
of lwy with “taking hold” of the covenant in Isaiah 56. Jeremiah 
prophesies that punished and exiled Israelites and Judahites will 
reenter a covenant relationship with Yahweh. Their covenant reen
try is expressed in terms of the verb lwy or lwh: “They [the children 
of Israel and Judah] shall ask the way to Zion with their faces thith
erward, saying, Come, and let us join ourselves [wĕnilwû] to the 
Lord in a perpetual covenant [bĕrît ʿôlām, “eternal covenant”] that 
shall not be forgotten.”45 This text attests the verb form wĕnilwû as 
used in the priestly statutes regarding the Levites in Numbers 18:4.

The postexilic prophecies of Zechariah contain promises replete 
with tabernacle and temple imagery, including the following pas
sage where the verb lwy or lwh also occurs as a term of covenant 
entry: 

Sing and rejoice, O daughter of Zion: for, lo, I come, and I will 
dwell [wĕšākantî] in the midst of thee, saith the Lord. And 
many nations shall be joined [wĕnilwû] to the Lord in that 
day, and shall be my [wĕhāyû lî] people: and I will dwell 
[wĕšākantî] in the midst of thee, and thou shalt know that 
the Lord of hosts hath sent me unto thee. And the Lord shall 



 Bowen, “And They Shall Be Joined unto Thee” 67

inherit Judah his portion in the holy land, and shall choose 
Jerusalem again. Be silent, O all flesh, before the Lord: for he is 
raised up out of his holy habitation.46

One of the outstanding temple images in the prophecy is the use 
of wĕšākantî, “I will tabernacle in the midst of thee.” This verb and 
verb form recall the promise associated with the building of the 
tabernacle (miškān) in Exodus 29:45, “And I will dwell [wĕšākantî] 
among the children of Israel, and will be their God”47—a prom
ise reiterated at the building of the Jerusalem temple: “And I will 
dwell [wĕšākantî] among the children of Israel, and will not forsake 
my people Israel.”48 The angel who spoke to King Benjamin tapped 
into this imagery when he foretold regarding the Lord himself, “the 
Lord Omnipotent who reigneth, who was, and is from all eternity 
to all eternity, shall come down from heaven among the children of 
men, and shall dwell [wayyiškōn] in a tabernacle [miškān] of clay.”49 
The angel establishes an imagistic connection between the temple 
and the body, a detail that will be important for our discussion 
later on. John taps into the same imagery in his prologue: “And the 
Word was made [became] flesh, and dwelt [Greek eskēnōsen echo
ing Semitic škn] among us.”50 

Zechariah’s promise “And many nations shall be joined to the 
Lord” should thus be understood within the context of the temple 
and the Abrahamic covenant, similar to the “joining” of the for
eigners and eunuchs to Yahweh in Isaiah 56:3, 6. “Many nations” or 
“Gentiles” (gôyim rabbîm) will enter a covenant relationship with 
Yahweh. Just as Leah described her husband “joined unto [her]” 
in Genesis 29:30, “strangers [haggēr, “the migrant sojourner”] shall 
be joined with [JacobIsrael], and they shall cleave to the house of 
Jacob,”51 so “many nations” will be joined to God.52 

All these observations come back to the temple as the locus of 
covenantmaking in Isaiah 56: “For thus saith the Lord unto the 
eunuchs that keep my sabbaths, and choose the things that please 
me, and take hold of my covenant; Even unto them will I give in 
mine house and within my walls a place and a name better than 
of sons and of daughters: I will give them an everlasting name, that 
shall not be cut off.”53 The clear object of the Hebrew verb nātan 
is the noun pair yād wāšēm. This text constitutes a crux interpre
tum, and how an interpreter renders this phrase depends on many 
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factors. David Calabro has nicely summed up the hermeneutical 
issues in play in attempting to make sense of this expression, which 
will not be reviewed here.

However, given the use of so much contact language (lwy and 
lwh, twice, verses 3, 6), we should not automatically default to the 
currently popular rendering of yād wāšēm as “a monument and 
a name” (or the like), though that interpretation should be by no 
means discarded, nor should the literal meaning—“a hand and a 
name”—be summarily dismissed. Biblical exegetes have been, in 
many cases, uncomfortable with lexical and poetic ambiguity.

In spite of the hyperbaton54 separating the nātan from its object 
pair yād and šēm, the use of nātan with yād in Isaiah 56:5 deserves 
consideration as an idiom in the context of covenant making, espe
cially in the context of “taking hold of [a] covenant.”55 W. L. Walker 
characterizes the action expressed by nātan combined with yād in 
its most basic sense as “a gesture that signifies an agreement unity 
between persons.”56 It is necessary to reexamine 2 Kings 10:15, 
which Walker cites as the illustrative example of nātan and yād as 
a gesture: “Is thine heart right, as my heart is with thy heart? And 
Jehonadab answered, It is. If it be, give me thine hand [tĕnâ ʾet 
yādêkā, “give thine hand”]. And he gave him his hand [wayyitēn 
yādô]; and he took him up to him into the chariot” (emphasis added). 
Here the idiom is clearly used in the context of Jehu and Jehonadab 
making an alliance. That a clasping of hands is involved, and not 
merely a putting forth of hands, seems clear from the fact that Jehu 
thereby elevated him into the chariot. The gesture amounted to an 
elevating handclasp.

An often overlooked but relevant example of the nātan with 
yād idiom occurs in Hezekiah’s speech to the remnant of north
erners: “Now be ye not stiffnecked, as your fathers were, but yield 
yourselves [tĕnûyād lyhwh; literally, “give a hand”] unto the Lord, 
and enter into his sanctuary, which he hath sanctified for ever: 
and serve the Lord your God, that the fierceness of his wrath may 
turn away from you.”57 This instance, too, appears to have cove
nant undertones. David Calabro writes, “The fact that the Target is 
a deity within his temple opens up more interpretive possibilities; 
for example, this could be a ritual gesture of approach or one con
nected with presenting an offering.”58
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Even if one wishes to understand nātan with yād in the abstract 
sense of “submit,” the underlying idea remains that historically the 
nation of Israel, like the nation of Judah, enjoyed a covenant rela
tionship with Yahweh as vassals in a suzerainvassal relationship. 
Nevertheless, it is still possible that this “yielding” or “submission” 
was actualized with a literal “giving” of one’s hand in some man
ner to the priests—as Yahweh’s representatives or “messengers”59 
and mediators of sacred space—upon entering Yahweh’s sanctuary. 
Whether understood as an oath or covenantmaking sign (uplifted 
hand), as a handclasp given in token, or as making an offering, the 
gesture constitutes submission to Yahweh’s law and sovereignty. 
Latterday Saints are uniquely positioned to appreciate how such is 
true at every stage of the modernday temple endowment.

For Ezekiel’s part, his oracle in Ezekiel 17:18–19 clearly describes 
the nātan with yād idiom in terms of a covenantmaking gesture: 
“Seeing he [the King of Judah] despised the oath by breaking the 
covenant, when, lo, he had given his hand [nātan yādô], and [yet] 
hath done all these things, he shall not escape. Therefore thus saith 
the Lord God; As I live, surely mine oath that he hath despised, 
and my covenant [bĕrîtî] that he hath broken, even it will I recom
pense upon his own head” (emphasis added). The covenant men
tioned here—at least conceptually—appears to have been solem
nized in part or actualized by the nātan with yād gesture. Even as 
prophetic “rhetoric,” however, it makes no sense to say that the king 
had “despised” Yahweh’s oath and “broken” his “covenant” unless 
nātan combined with yād constituted a part of the entry into that 
oath and covenant in the prophet’s mind.

Given ancient Israel’s and Judah’s long history of seeking “cove
nants” or “treaties” with superpowers Assyria and Egypt,60 Lamen
tations 5:6 also appears to have strong covenant undertones: “We 
have given the hand [nātanû yād] to the Egyptians, and to the 
Assyrians, to be satisfied with bread.” Jeremiah’s use of nātan with 
yād in Jeremiah 50:15 (“she [Babylon] hath given her hand [nātĕnâ 
yādāh]”), in the basic sense of submission or surrender, could 
be understood more obliquely in the sense of the city becoming 
Yahweh’s vassal after its thorough destruction. The “strangers . . . 
join[ing] themselves” to Yahweh in Isaiah 14:1 do so in conjunc
tion with Babylon’s destruction (we recall the same verses earlier 
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in Jeremiah 50:5). Ruined Babylon can be understood as one of the 
“many nations” that “join themselves” to Yahweh in Zechariah 2. 
This seems to be the idea not only in Isaiah 56:2–7 but in Isaiah 
56:8 as well. The nātan with yād gesture in Ezra 10:18–19 clearly 
constitutes a promissory, and thus covenantal, action: “And they 
gave their hands that they would put away their [foreign] wives.”

Walker writes, “In a society in which the clasping together of 
right hands was immediately recognized as a sign of agreement, 
such a simple phrase as ‘hand to hand’ [Heb. yād lĕyād] came 
naturally into idiomatic use as an affirmation, ‘indeed, surely’ (‘be 
assured’ . . . ).”61 Proverbs 11:21 gives an emphatic example of how 
joined hands connoted the idiom of “surety.” While the King James 
Version of the Bible struggles to make sense of the idiom (“Though 
hand join in hand [yād lĕyād], the wicked shall not be unpunished: 
but the seed of the righteous shall be delivered”), the New Revised 
Standard Version correctly captures the meaning of the image and 
the idiom: “Be assured [yād lĕyād], the wicked will not go unpun
ished, but those who are righteous will escape.”62 

The notion that “joining [oneself]” to the Lord and “tak[ing] 
hold” of a covenant involves giving or receiving some sort of hand
clasp brings us back to the second part of the “joining” oracle of 
Isaiah 56:2–8, which extends the promises mentioned in verses 2–4 
even further:

Also the sons of the stranger [bĕnê hannēkār], that join them-
selves [hannilwîm] to the Lord, to serve him [lĕšārĕtô, “to min-
ister unto him”], and to love the name of the Lord, to be his 
[lihyôt lô] servants, every one that keepeth the sabbath from 
polluting it, and taketh hold of my covenant; Even them will 
I bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my 
house of prayer: their burnt offerings and their sacrifices shall 
be accepted upon mine altar; for mine house shall be called an 
house of prayer for all people.63 

As in Isaiah 56:3–4, the prophet matches or juxtaposes the class of 
persons “the sons of the stranger that join themselves to the Lord” 
with the class of persons “everyone that keepeth the sabbath . . . and 
taketh hold of my covenant.” This comparison suggests a cognitive 
equivalence between “joining oneself to the Lord” and “taking hold 
of [a] covenant.” In this instance, the prophet additionally employs 



 Bowen, “And They Shall Be Joined unto Thee” 71

the verb šrt (lĕšārĕtô)—they do not just “serve him” in the cultic 
sense, as noted in the King James Version, but they also “minister 
unto him.” This ministering is similar to how Aaron and his sons 
are described as doing in the Pentateuchal legislation,64 how the 
Levites are described as doing to (and with) the priests in Numbers 
18:2,65 and how angels are described as doing elsewhere.66 The “sons 
of the stranger” are also “his” like the Levites, as the possession or 
sealing formula attests.

The location of this ministering activity is clear: Yahweh’s “holy 
mountain” or “house of prayer”—unmistakably, the temple. The 
prophet goes even further: “the burnt offerings” and “sacrifices” 
offered by these new priestly functionaries will find favor with 
Yahweh. The “burnt offerings” and “sacrifices” probably amount 
to a metonymy for all acceptable temple offerings, which is how 
Joseph Smith appears to have understood it.

“By His Joining Us Together” and  
“By His Coupling Us Together”

The nature of the servant song in Isaiah 53 as a templetext emerges 
as one takes stock of its numerous temple allusions. This song—
often considered part of the servant song in Isaiah 52—follows 
immediately on the allusion to the “sprinkling” atonement ritual67 
as found especially in Leviticus 16:14–15: “He shall sprinkle many 
nations.”68 The servantpriest offers his own soul as an ʾ āšāmoffering, 
which in Leviticus 5 was offered for one’s own guilt. The language 
of “bear[ing] iniquity” (in addition to bearing pains and carrying 
sickness) directly employs the priestly idiom nāśāʾ  ʿāwôn, “lift” or 
“bear iniquity”—“he shall bear their iniquities.”69 The “many” in 
“he bare the sin of many”70 are those to whom Jesus references in 
Matthew 20:28 and Mark 10:45 when he states that he will make a 
lytron, or a “ransom for many.”71

However, the more significant temple imagery may occur in 
the description of the servant’s suffering, which contains “coded” 
temple language: “But he was wounded [pierced] for our transgres
sions, he was bruised [crushed] for our iniquities: the chastisement 
of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes [ûbaḥăburātô] 
we are healed.”72 The quotation of the second half of this verse’s 
second bicolon73 in 1 Peter 2:24 suggests that early Christians were 
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conscious about how these words were fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 
Margaret Barker calls attention to the double entendres present 
in this second bicolon: “The covenant bond of our peace was his 
responsibility”/“By his joining us together we are healed.”74 

The ordinary meaning75 of ḥabburâ or ḥabbûrâ is “stripe” or 
“wound,” which Abinadi, in his exegesis of Isaiah 53, interprets in 
the more general metonymic sense of a “scourg[ing].”76 Nevertheless, 
the noun ḥabburâ or ḥabbûrâ derives from an originally distinct 
root ḥbr (“skin marking”)77 that became homophonous with, mor
phologically identical to, and eventually part of the same root as the 
Hebrew verb ḥbr (“join,” “couple together”). For example, Malachi, 
who chides the priests (“angels”)78 for corrupting the “covenant of 
Levi” through their unfaithfulness toward the “wi[ves] of [their] 
youth,” uses the noun ḥăberet (“companion”—literally, “female to 
whom one is ‘joined’”) as a description of those wives.79 Malachi 
records the wives as “she thy companion [ḥăbertĕkā], and the wife 
of thy covenant [wĕʾ ēšet bĕrîtekā].”80 Malachi may, in fact, be play
ing on the meaning of “Levi” here in terms of ḥbr as a synonym of 
lwy or lwh.81 The force of the wordplay in Isaiah 53:5 is that the ser
vant heals “us” not simply by his being scourged but by his “joining 
us together”—in other words, setting us in proper relationship to 
God, to himself, and to each other as spouses and families through 
his atoning sacrifice.

Understood as having a relationship dimension as well as a role 
within the priestly and temple contexts of Isaiah 53, the consonants 
wbḥbrtw in the Hebrew text of verse 5 can be read with this second 
meaning.82 Read as a Hebrew infinitive construct, wbḥbrtw yields 
the meaning “and by his joining us together.” This meaning echoes 
the architectural uses of the verb ḥbr, “coupled together” or “touch
ing one another,”83 in the priestly texts that instruct how ancient 
Israel was to build the tabernacle in Exodus 26–40, a process that 
reflected the creation in Genesis 1–2.84 Exodus 26:3–11 uses forms 
of ḥbr to describe the “coupling” or “joining together” of the cur
tains of the tabernacle’s creation:

The five curtains shall be coupled together [ḥōbĕrōt] one to 
another [ʾ iššâ ʾelʾ ăḥōtāh]; and other five curtains shall be 
coupled [ḥōbĕrōt] one to another [ʾ iššâ ʾelʾ ăḥōtāh]. And thou 
shalt make loops of blue upon the edge of the one curtain from 
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the selvedge in the coupling [baḥōbāret]; and likewise shalt 
thou make in the uttermost edge of another curtain, in the 
coupling [bammaḥberet] of the second. Fifty loops shalt thou 
make in the one curtain, and fifty loops shalt thou make in the 
edge of the curtain that is in the coupling of the second; that 
the loops may take hold one of another [ʾ iššâ ʾ elʾ ăḥōtāh]. And 
thou shalt make fifty taches of gold, and couple the curtains 
[wĕḥibbartā] together [ʾ iššâ ʾelʾ ăḥōtāh] with the taches: and 
it shall be one tabernacle [wĕhāyâ hammiškān ʾeḥād, or “that 
the tabernacle may become one”]. And thou shalt make cur
tains of goats’ hair to be a covering upon the tabernacle: eleven 
curtains shalt thou make. The length of one curtain shall be 
thirty cubits, and the breadth of one curtain four cubits: and 
the eleven curtains shall be all of one measure. And thou shalt 
couple [wĕḥibbartā] five curtains by themselves, and six cur
tains by themselves, and shalt double the sixth curtain in the 
forefront of the tabernacle. And thou shalt make fifty loops on 
the edge of the one curtain that is outmost in the coupling 
[baḥōbāret], and fifty loops in the edge of the curtain which 
coupleth [haḥōberet] the second. And thou shalt make fifty 
taches of brass, and put the taches into the loops, and couple 
[wĕḥibbartā] the tent together, that it may be one.85 

It does not take much imagination to hear the anthropologi
cal echoes of ḥăberet (“female companion,” “spouse”) in the adjec
tive ḥōbĕrōt (“[things] joined, coupled together”) and ḥōberet or 
ḥōbāret (“joining,” “coupling, joining”). It should not pass without 
comment that Eve, the wife (ʾ iššâ) to whom Adam was to “cleave” 
(Genesis 2), was “built”—a construction and architectural term—
from the ṣelaʿ  (“rib”) of Adam’s body. Calabro, who notes that ṣelaʿ  
constitutes the term used to refer to the temple sidechambers in 
1 Kings 6:5, 8, rightly notes that this wordplay “can be interpreted 
as a description of a ritual action.”86 He claims that the Hebrew 
phrase wayyiqaḥ ʾaḥat miṣṣalʿōtāyw (“and he took one of his ribs”) 
can be alternatively translated as “he took one (woman) from its 
(the temple’s) sidechambers.”87 Similar anthropological and kin
ship language ʾ išša (“woman,” “wife”) and ʾ āḥôt (“sister,” compared 
to ʾ aḥat, “one” [rib or woman] in Genesis 2:21)—“‘a woman and her 
sister’ pair”88—abounds in the foregoing description of the “joined 
together” tabernacle.
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Only verses later, the description of the joining together of the 
tabernacle takes on additional anthropic and ritualistic imagery: 
“Two tenons [yādôt, literally, “hands”] shall there be in one board 
[frame], set in order [mĕšullābōt] one against another [joined one to 
another by cross pieces; in other words, “joined with crossbars”89]: 
thus shalt thou make for all the boards of the tabernacle.”90 Compare 
the New Revised Standard Version of this passage, which reads, 
“There shall be two pegs [hands] in each frame to fit the frames 
together; you shall make these for all the frames of the tabernacle.”91 
The unity of the tabernacle is thus described as a series of standing 
frames attached together with joined “hands.” 

Though far from evident to native English speakers, the anth
ropic and somatic imagery would have resonated with Jews of the 
Second Temple period, including Jesus himself, who, according to 
John, compared his own body to the Jerusalem temple.92 The apos
tle Paul, as one “taught according to the perfect manner of the law 
of the fathers,”93 also demonstrated a fondness for the templebody 
analogy:

Know ye not that your bodies are the members of Christ? 
shall I then take the members of Christ, and make them the 
members of an harlot? God forbid. What? know ye not that 
he which is joined to an harlot is one body? for two, saith he, 
shall be one flesh [Genesis 2:21]. But he that is joined unto 
the Lord is one spirit. Flee fornication. Every sin that a man 
doeth is without the body; but he that committeth fornication 
sinneth against his own body. What? know ye not that your 
body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which 
ye have of God, and ye are not your own? For ye are bought 
with a price: therefore glorify God in your body, and in your 
spirit, which are God’s.94 

The body and the oneness of the components of the tabernacle 
temple served as an analogy for oneness with Christ. Taken together, 
the temple imagery of the servant song in Isaiah 53 and the anthro
pological description of the tabernacle’s “joined” components show 
how Christians of the first century CE would see themselves—a 
templedeprived community before and especially after 70 CE, 
with an increasingly Gentile membership—as a temple. Indeed, the 
earliest Christians saw themselves as the components of a temple: 
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Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fel
low citizens with the saints, and of the household of God; And 
are built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone; In whom all 
the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple 
in the Lord: In whom ye also are builded together for an habi
tation of God through the Spirit.95 

Paul’s description of “strangers and foreigners” who become “fitly 
framed together unto a holy temple in the Lord” recalls the taber
nacle imagery of Exodus 26. It also recalls the promises made to 
the foreigners who would “join themselves” to the Lord in Isaiah 
56:3, 6.

All of this brings us back to an additional aspect of the taber
nacle legislation that deserves our attention. The tabernacle creation 
finally came to completion when it became “one” (atonement). 
Purpose clauses for the tabernacles “joinings” offer a telos for the 
tabernacle creation: “And it shall be one tabernacle”;96 “That it may 
be one.”97 Jesus echoes the tabernacle language of Exodus 26 in the 
high priestly intercessory prayers preserved in John 17 and 3 Nephi 
19: “that they may be one, as we are”;98 “That they all may be one; 
as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one 
in us . . . that they may be one, even as we are one”;99 “that I may 
be in them as thou, Father, art in me, that we may be one.”100 The 
oneness of the “joined together” tabernacle creation stood as a type 
and a symbol for the oneness of Jesus’s disciples as they became 
joined together in unity and love. Thus they became in love and 
purpose with the Father and the Son, the architect and creator of 
the cosmos, of which the temple constituted a scale model.101

Subsequent chapters in Exodus that describe the carrying out of 
Yahweh’s directive (rather, the carrying out of the “plan”) in build
ing the tabernacle further describe its coupling together in terms 
of ḥbr with a particularly noteworthy result clause: coupled. This 
word shows up in various places: “And he coupled [wayḥabbēr] 
the five curtains one unto another: and the other five curtains he 
coupled [ḥibbar] one unto another”;102 “And he made fifty taches of 
gold, and coupled the curtains one unto another with the taches: 
so it became one tabernacle [wayĕhî hammiškān ʾeḥād, “and so 
the tabernacle became one”]”;103 “And he coupled [wayḥabbēr] five 
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curtains by themselves, and six curtains by themselves”104 (Exodus 
36:16); “And he made fifty taches of brass to couple [lĕḥabbēr] the 
tent together, that it might be one [lihyōt ʾeḥād].”105 

The purpose and result clauses used in connection with ḥbr—
“so the tabernacle became one” and “that it might be one”—find 
lexical and conceptual parallels in Zenos’s allegory of the olive 
tree and the lord of the vineyard’s stated intentions for the trees 
and the natural fruit: “and they shall be [become] one”106 and “the 
trees had become again the natural fruit; and they became like 
unto one body.”107 These parallels are also echoed in the purpose 
clauses of Jesus’s intercessory prayers.108 The emphasis on oneness 
in the description of the tabernacle and its service that the verb ḥbr 
also designated how the high priests’ clothing “joined” together: 
“It shall have the two shoulderpieces thereof joined [ḥōbĕrōt] at the 
two edges thereof; and so it shall be joined together [wĕḥubbār].”109  

To sum up, as a priest stood to minister within the tabernacle, 
he did so encircled about by an architectural structure of “join
ings,” including “hands.” As the constituent parts of the tabernacle 
“joined” together in their proper order, the tabernacle—a represen
tation of the creation and the cosmos—became “one.” Perhaps we 
should conclude with the words of one the hymns of the Jerusalem 
temple: “I am a companion [or “partner,” ḥābēr] of all them that fear 
thee, and of them that keep thy precepts.”110 The earliest Christians 
appeared to understand that Jesus “healed” us not only by his ḥbrt 
(“stripes”) but also by his ḥbrt in terms of “joining” us together, in 
order “that we may be one” with the Father and him.111 Perhaps this 
is what Paul meant when he referred to “the fellowship” or “part
nership” of Christ’s “sufferings.”112 

“Their Wings Were Joined One to Another”
The architectural use of ḥbr to describe parts of the tabernacle temple 
“joined” or “coupled together” and “touching one another” also pro
vides one lens through which we can view Ezekiel’s description of 
heavenly beings—“the living ones” (haḥayyôt), characterized as 
cherubim in Ezekiel 10. Ezekiel sees these celestial beings “joined 
to one another” in some type of heavenly ritual: “And they had the 
hands [wîdēw or wîdê, wĕ with yĕdê] of a man under their wings 
on their four sides; and they four had their faces and their wings. 
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Their wings were joined [ḥōbĕrōt] one to another [ʾ iššâ ʾ elʾ ăḥōtāh; 
cf. Ezekiel 1:23]; they turned not when they went; they went every 
one straight forward . . . Thus were their faces: and their wings were 
stretched upward; two wings of every one were joined [ḥōbĕrôt] 
one to another, and two covered their bodies.”113 It should be 
remembered that, like Isaiah and Jeremiah, Ezekiel was a temple 
priest114 when he received his prophetic call as part of an accompa
nying “throne vision.”115 As one whose priestly career began while 
the first temple still stood, Ezekiel was inevitably more at home 
with the cherubim of his vision and the imagery and symbolism 
associated with them than the modern audiences, who often find 
them strange and disquieting.

Ezekiel describes the “joined” wings of the “living ones” or cher
ubim as ḥōbĕrôt, “joined together” or “coupled together,” employ
ing the same verb used in Exodus 26 to describe the joining of the 
components of the tabernacletemple. Ezekiel’s use of the stereo
typed phrase ʾiššâ ʾelʾ ăḥōtāh directly derives from the tabernacle 
instructions of Exodus 26 and the description there of the “joined” 
components of the tabernacle. Additionally, Adam J. Carlill notes 
that “the wings of the creatures [in Ezekiel’s vision] are stretched 
out like the wings of the Solomonic Statues”116—or rather, of the 
temple cherubim. In other words, Ezekiel’s vision and the iconog
raphy in the Holy Place and Holy of Holies constitute symbolic rep
resentations of the same divine reality.

Lastly here, John, whose Apocalypse abounds with temple 
imagery and whose vision of Christ sitting on the divine throne 
resembles Ezekiel’s throne vision in numerous particulars, sees the 
“living ones” and the twentyfour elders together forming some 
kind of divine circle: “And I beheld, and, lo, in the midst of the 
throne and of the four beasts [living ones], and in the midst of the 
elders, stood a Lamb as it had been slain, having seven horns and 
seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth into all the 
earth.”117

“Their Wings Touched One Another in the Midst of the House”
One of the particular duties of the Levites who were “joined to” 
(or “encircled about”) the Aaronic temple priests was to carry the 
ark of the covenant,118 the stylized throne upon which Yahweh was 



The Temple: Symbols, Sermons, and Settings78

thought to sit or stand.119 The picture of encircling cherubim in the 
Holy Place as heavenly attendants and the encircling nature of the 
wings of the cherubim surrounding the divine throne constitute 
some of the details in 1 Kings 6. 

In 1 Kings 6, the author gives a detailed picture of the architec
ture and iconography of the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies as 
part of his account of the building of Solomon’s temple (the “first 
temple”). The author of 2 Chronicles replicates and reworks some 
of the same historical material in his account. A comparison of the 
scriptures’ presentations of the cherubim (as rendered by the King 
James Version) illustrates several noteworthy details:

1 Kings 6:23–27 KJV 2 Chronicles 3:10–13 KJV
And within the oracle [baddĕbîr] he 
made two cherubims of olive tree, 
each ten cubits high. And five cubits 
was the one wing of the cherub, and 
five cubits the other wing of the che
rub: from the uttermost part of the 
one wing unto the uttermost part of 
the other were ten cubits. And the 
other cherub was ten cubits: both 
the cherubims were of one measure 
and one size. The height of the one 
cherub was ten cubits, and so was it 
of the other. And he set the cheru
bims within the inner house: and 
they stretched forth the wings of the 
cherubims, so that the wing of the 
one touched [wattiggaʿ ] the one wall, 
and the wing of the other cherub 
touched [nōgaʿ at] the other wall; and 
their wings touched [nōgĕ ōʿt] one 
another in the midst of the house.”120 

And in the most holy house [bĕbêt 
qōdeš haqqŏdāšîm] he made two 
cher ub ims of image work, and over 
laid them with gold. And the wings 
of the cherubims were twenty 
cub its long: one wing of the one 
cherub was five cubits, reaching 
[maggaʿ at] to the wall of the house: 
and the other wing was likewise 
five cubits, reaching [magîaʿ ] to 
the wing of the other cherub. And 
one wing of the other cherub was 
five cubits, reaching [magîaʿ ] to 
the wall of the house: and the other 
wing was five cubits also, joining 
to [“cleaving to,” dĕbēqâ] the wing 
of the other cherub. The wings of 
these cherubims spread themselves 
forth twenty cubits: and they stood 
on their feet, and their faces were 
inward.121

In addition to updating the term dĕbîr (“oracle”) to bĕbêt qōdeš 
haqqŏdāšîm, the Chronicler rearranges the use of ngʿ —a verb 
with abundant ritual uses and purity implications122—employing 
the participial form magîaʿ  in direct connection with the spatial 
dimensions. However, he strengthens the effect of the image of 
“their [the cherubim’s] wings touch[ing] one another in the midst 
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of the house” by describing the wings with the adjective dĕbēqâ123—
not just “joining” but “cleaving” one to the other. 

The picture of mutual cleaving of divine beings in the Holy of 
Holies at the divine throne reminds us of at least one important 
passage from the Book of Mormon, one loaded with temple lan
guage. Jacob, the brother of Nephi and a temple priest,124 declares, 
“I beseech of you in words of soberness that ye would repent, and 
come with full purpose of heart, and cleave [Heb. dbq] unto God 
as he cleaveth unto you. And while his arm of mercy is extended 
towards you in the light of the day, harden not your hearts. Yea, 
today, if ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts; for why will 
ye die?”125 Deuteronomistic language in the Hebrew Bible empha
sizes the importance of “cleaving” to God.126 Jeremiah goes so far as 
to describe God as having “caused” Israel and Judah to “cleave” to 
him.127 But Jacob alone describes God as the subject rather than the 
object of the verb cleave—in other words, God “cleaves” to human 
beings.

Jacob’s use of the expression “arm of mercy” confirms the notion 
that Jacob has a divine embrace (and perhaps a ritual embrace) in 
mind. Subsequent Book of Mormon references to “arms of mercy,”128 
encircling “arms of safety,”129 and encircling “arms of [divine] love”130 
also envision a divine or ritual embrace.131 The picture of Jesus Christ’s 
Atonement envisioned makes Jacob’s description of mutual cleav
ing and the Chronicler’s description of mutually “cleaving” divine 
beings “joined” about the kappōret—the place of “atonement”—all 
the more remarkable. It should also be noted that Jacob’s quota
tion of Psalm 95:7–11—a temple hymn—further and firmly situates 
Jacob 6:5 in a temple context.

Lastly, the architectural and iconographic environs of encir
cling divine beings also prevailed in the Holy Place: “And [Solomon] 
carved all the walls of the house round about [mēsab] with carved 
figures of cherubims and palm trees and open flowers, within and 
without.”132 Thus, in the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, which 
were essentially one room partitioned with a veil, the high priest 
and priests were literally “encircled about” by heavenly beings. The 
Jerusalem temple architecture, iconography, and ritual presented 
ancient Israel with a model of reality: being continually encircled 
about by divine beings.
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“Chariots of Fire Round About”: Encircled about by Angels 
The architecture of Solomon’s temple, with its cherubim with over
arching wings that “touch” the walls behind and “touch” each other 
in the middle133 and its walls “carved . . . round about [mēsab] with 
carved figures of cherubim,”134 taught ancient Israel about some 
aspects of the divine, including unseen reality. Micaiah’s throne 
vision later in 1 Kings offers a further illustration of what the tem
ple architecture and iconography symbolize: “I saw the Lord sitting 
on his throne, and all the host of heaven standing by him on his 
right hand and on his left.”135 Elisha, for his part, beholds the heav
enly beings present at Elijah’s translation, including “a chariot of 
fire, and horses of fire.”136 He exclaims, “My father, my father, the 
chariot of Israel, and the horsemen thereof.”137 All these texts, in 
turn, set the stage for perceiving a reality in which mortals are sur
rounded by divine beings. The author of Kings records that Elisha 
asked the Lord to enable his young servant to “see”:

And when the servant of the man of God was risen early, 
and gone forth, behold, an host compassed the city both with 
horses and chariots. And his servant said unto him, Alas, my 
master! how shall we do? And he answered, Fear not: for they 
that be with us are more than they that be with them. And 
Elisha prayed, and said, Lord, I pray thee, open his eyes, that 
he may see. And the Lord opened the eyes of the young man; 
and he saw: and, behold, the mountain was full of horses and 
chariots of fire round about [sĕbîbōt; cf. mēsab] Elisha.138 

Elijah’s servant, like Enoch in Moses 6, “saw” or “beheld” the 
reality of unseen hosts or unseen divine beings, including “the 
spirits that God had created; and .  .  . things which were not vis
ible to the natural eye.”139 In his 1835 account of his First Vision, 
Joseph Smith reported seeing, in addition to the Father and the 
Son, “many angels.”140 Regarding this reality and its connection to 
the Abrahamic covenant, Jeffrey R. Holland states, in the language 
of 2 Kings 6:16–17, “In the gospel of Jesus Christ you have help from 
both sides of the veil, and you must never forget that. When disap
pointment and discouragement strike—and they will—you must 
remember and never forget that if our eyes could be opened we 
would see horses and chariots of fire as far as the eye can see riding 
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at reckless speed to come to our protection. They will always be there, 
these armies of heaven, in defense of Abraham’s seed.”141

Angelic and Priestly Encircling in the Temple at Bountiful
This chapter has noted at length the lexical and conceptual con
nections that link the tabernacle “joinings,”142 Ezekiel’s vision of 
ritually “joined” heavenly beings,143 the embracing cherubim with 
“cleaving” wings in the Holy of Holies and the encircling cherubim 
in the Holy Place,144 and the scene of encircling heavenly beings 
in 2 Kings 6. Two scenes in Mormon’s account of Jesus’s post
Resurrection ministry at the temple in Bountiful give us a clear 
picture of the aforementioned reality that they can symbolize.

As Jesus, in high priestly fashion and as the “healing”145 servant 
of Isaiah 53, ministered to the Lamanites, Nephites, and their chil
dren in 3 Nephi 17, angels also ministered to them all in priestly 
or Levitical fashion: “And as they looked to behold they cast their 
eyes towards heaven, and they saw the heavens open, and they 
saw angels descending out of heaven as it were in the midst of fire; 
and they came down and encircled those little ones about, and 
they were encircled about with fire; and the angels did minister 
unto them.”146 While Mormon never specifies the nature of these 
ministrations —they almost certainly included teaching (a priestly 
function)147—the aggregate result of the ministrations of Jesus and 
the angels was that “none” of that generation among the people 
were “lost.”148 

Similar angelicpriestly encircling and ministrations charac
terized a scene that transpired the next day. After the baptism of 
Jesus’s Lamanite and Nephite disciples and their reception of the 
Holy Ghost, they experienced the following: “And behold, they 
were encircled about as if it were by fire; and it came down from 
heaven, and the multitude did witness it, and did bear record; 
and angels did come down out of heaven and did minister unto 
them.”149 These disciples experience a kind of “deification”150 or 
“angelification,”151 as detailed in Nephi’s adumbration of the doc
trine of Christ in 2 Nephi 31:13–14 and 32:2. Jared T. Parker has 
identified the correspondences between the doctrine of Christ as 
detailed by Nephi and the architectural and ritual progression 
within Solomon’s temple. I modify his observations here only 
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slightly: in the outer court, faith and repentance correspond to obe
dience and sacrifice at the altar; baptism corresponds to the bronze 
sea (laver in the tabernacle). In the Holy Place, the reception of the 
Holy Ghost corresponds to the showbread (feasting on the word of 
Christ), the menorah lighting the “way,” and prayer at the altar of 
incense. In the Holy of Holies, angels, the presence of God, Christ, 
and eternal life correspond to the cherubim, the ark or throne, and 
the high priest.151

Parker rightly connects the angels with the Holy of Holies, but 
in Solomon’s temple, representations of heavenly beings constituted 
part of the iconography within the Holy Place.152 Conceptually 
speaking, the Holy Place seems to be the location of what tran
spires throughout 3 Nephi 19. Christ instructs the disciples to pray, 
and their prayer resembles the manner of prayer at the altar in the 
latterday temple: “And it came to pass that when Jesus had thus 
prayed unto the Father [as a priest and intercessor], he came unto 
his disciples, and behold, they did still continue, without ceasing, 
to pray unto him; and they did not multiply many words, for it was 
given unto them what they should pray, and they were filled with 
desire.”153 

To sum up, Jesus’s disciples’ baptism, receiving the Holy Ghost, 
and subsequent encircling about by angels (deification or angelifi
cation) matches the sequence of the doctrine of Christ in 2 Nephi 
31–32 and the architectural and ritual progression of Solomon’s 
temple. The scene described in Helaman 5:43–48, like previously 
mentioned scenes in the Hebrew Bible, seems to represent an 
antetype of the scenes in 3 Nephi 17 and 19.

“Encircled About” at the Gate
Where 3 Nephi describes the angelic (or angelicpriestly) encircling 
of large numbers of Lamanites and Nephites at—and probably in—
the temple in Bountiful, Lehi and Nephi had described, centuries 
earlier, being encircled about by the Lord himself. In his “psalm” 
(2 Nephi 4), Nephi pleads for divine “encircling,” or what might 
also be described as a divine embrace: “O Lord, wilt thou not 
shut the gates of thy righteousness before me . . . Lord, wilt thou 
encircle me around in the robe of thy righteousness! O Lord, wilt 
thou make a way for mine escape before mine enemies!”154 As part 
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of his own “psalm,” Nephi’s plea seems to envision other psalms 
that constituted temple hymns: “Be merciful unto me, O God, be 
merciful unto me: for my soul trusteth in thee: yea, in the shadow 
of thy wings [kĕnāpêkā] will I make my refuge [ʾ eḥseh], until these 
calamities be overpast.”155 This connection becomes even clearer 
when we consider that Hebrew kānāp denotes “wing” not only in a 
literal sense but also as a flowing part of the robe—the Lord’s “robe 
of righteousness.”156 Note how Ezekiel’s oracle uses not only ritual 
language but the sealing formula used earlier of the Levites: “I 
spread my skirt [my wing, hem of the robe] over thee, and covered 
thy nakedness: yea, I sware unto thee, and entered into a covenant 
with thee, saith the Lord God, and thou becamest mine.”157 Hugh 
Nibley rightly recognized the dramatic and ritual elements evident 
in Nephi’s psalm and the connection of the hem of the Lord’s robe 
(or “wing”) to the temple:

It was the custom for one f leeing for his life in the desert to 
seek protection in the tent of a great sheik, crying out, “Ana 
dakhīluka,” meaning, “I am thy suppliant,” whereupon the Lord 
would place the hem of his robe over the guest’s shoulder and 
declare him under his protection. In the Book of Mormon, we 
see this world as a plain, a dark and dreary waste, a desert. We 
see Nephi fleeing from an evil thing that is pursuing him. . . . 
He comes to the tent of the Lord and enters as a suppliant and 
in reply, the Master, as was the ancient custom, puts the hem 
of his robe protectively over the man’s shoulder (katafa). This 
puts him under the Lord’s protection from all enemies. They 
embrace in a close hug as Arab chiefs still do; the Lord makes a 
place for him and invites him to sit down beside him—they are 
atone (2 Nephi 4:33; Alma 5:24).158 

In terms of conceptual sacred space, the ritual location of Nephi’s 
psalm or prayer seems clear: he has come to the innermost “gate” of 
the Lord’s “house”—what the temple veil represents. Nephi explic
itly implores the Lord for access to enter “the gates of his righteous
ness” and for the Lord to “encircle [him] around in the robe of [his] 
righteousness.” Nephi’s prayer appears to draw on the language 
of his father: “But behold, the Lord hath redeemed my soul from 
hell; I have beheld his glory, and I am encircled about eternally in 
the arms of his love.”159 Lehi, for his part, had reference to Psalms: 
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“thou wilt not leave my soul in hell”160 and, perhaps obliquely, 
“Never theless I am continually with thee: thou hast holden me by 
my right hand. Thou shalt guide me with thy counsel, and after
ward receive me to glory.”161 Amulek’s divine embrace metaphor 
for Jesus’s Atonement, like Nephi’s encircling at the gate, envisions 
the refuge of encircling “wings” described in Psalm 57:1. 

One can well envision two protecting cherubim with “cleav
ing” or “joining” wings: “And thus mercy can satisfy the demands 
of justice, and encircles them in the arms of safety, while he that 
exercises no faith unto repentance is exposed to the whole law of 
the demands of justice.”162 Thus, the kappōret in the Holy of Holies 
truly was the place of kpr (to “atone”)—or atonement (atonement)—
symbolized by a divine embrace.

“Fasten[ed] . . . in the Sure Place”
In this discussion of Levites, priests, angels, and architectural and 
ritual “joinings,” as well as angelicpriestly and even divine encir
cling, there remains an additional architectural “joining” image 
with a ritual or covenant aspect that requires discussion here. Job 
addresses God and asks, “Lay down now [śîmânāʾ , “put forward”], 
put me in a surety [ʿ orbēnî, “put me in pledge”] with thee; who is 
he that will strike [yittāqēaʿ ] hands [literally, “be fastened to my 
hand”; NRSV, “give surety”] with me?”163 Here Job uses the idiom 
tāqaʿ  with (lĕ) and yād. Several of the Proverbs164 use a variant of this 
idiom tāqaʿ  (with kap) to “strike hands” or “strike palms.” Walker 
recommends that this idiom connotes “a vigorous handshake.”165 
In the ancient Near Eastern culture, of which ancient Israel con
stituted a part, one became a “guarantor” or “surety” for another 
person “by giving a handshake” 166 or, in other words, having one’s 
hands “fastened to the hand of” the other person.

Semantic ambiguity of tqʿ  has important potential hermeneu
tical implications for Isaiah 22:23–24. As a “building” term, the 
Hebrew verb tāqaʿ  could refer to “pitching” a tent—in other words, 
striking, thrusting, or fastening nails or tent pegs into the ground.167 
Isaiah’s tabernacletent (namely, Zion as an everexpanding and sure 
“temple”), with its “stakes” or nails,168  would have been “pitched” in 
such a manner. Moreover, the noun yātēd (plural yitdōt or haytēdōt) 
serves as the term to describe the tent “stakes” for Israel’s wilderness 
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tabernacle—its portable first “temple.”169 This is the same term trans
lated as “nail” in Isaiah 22:23, 25.

One of the other important meanings of tāqaʿ  is “to impale 
with a nail as a mode of capital punishment or killing.” Judges 4:21, 
Samuel 31:10,170 and 2 Samuel 18:14 all attest the use of tāqaʿ  in this 
sense. Although the meaning of tāqaʿ  as “impale” constitutes one 
possible interpretation of tāqaʿ  in Isaiah 22:23–24, the verbal echo 
of fastening hands in a handshake and fastening tent pegs or nails 
into the ground also resounds in this oracle regarding Eliakim, the 
son of Hilkiah: “And I will fasten him [ûtĕqaʿ tîw] as a nail in a sure 
place; and he shall be for [or become] a glorious throne to his father’s 
house. And they shall hang upon him all the glory [weight] of his 
father’s house, the offspring and the issue, all vessels of small quan
tity, from the vessels of cups, even to all the vessels of flagons.”171 

Eliakim, like Isaiah himself, may have been a priest belonging 
to one of the Aaronic priestly families. The proper name Hilkiah 

A 10th–9th century BCE depiction of winged cherubim from the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel (Samaria) protectively encircling a seated man in “arms of 

safety.” (Courtesy of TheTorah.com, https://thetorah.com/thecherubim/)

https://thetorah.com/the-cherubim/
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(ḥilqiyyāhû), “Yahweh is my part or portion,” belonged to numerous 
priests in the Hebrew Bible.172 This name is especially connected with 
Numbers 18:20: “And the Lord spake unto Aaron, Thou shalt have no 
inheritance in their land, neither shalt thou have any part [“portion,” 
wĕḥēleq] among them: I am thy part [thy portion, ḥelqĕkā] and thine 
inheritance among the children of Israel.”173 Isaiah’s oracle predicts 
that Eliakim will be vested in priestly fashion with royal or priestly 
authority174 and that he will be given a special “key” of authority.175 
Moreover, Isaiah designates Eliakim, “the son of Hilkiah,” as a 
“father” and “son.” In other words, Eliakim becomes a “father” 
and a “son” upon whom, as one “fastened as a nail in a sure place,” is 
hung the full “glory” or “weight” of his “father’s house” or to whom 
everything in that “house” holds together and connects.

It is not difficult to notice Isaiah’s Eliakim oracle’s similarities 
to the life, roles, and mission of Jesus Christ as recorded by his ear
liest followers. It also seems that Isaiah 22:23–24 bears some rela
tionship to Mormon’s reporting of events in 3 Nephi 11:14–15: 

Arise and come forth unto me, that ye may thrust your hands 
into my side, and also that ye may feel the prints of the nails 
in my hands and in my feet, that ye may know that I am the 
God of Israel, and the God of the whole earth, and have been 
slain for the sins of the world. And it came to pass that the mul
titude went forth, and thrust their hands into his side, and 
did feel the prints of the nails in his hands and in his feet; 
and this they did do, going forth one by one until they had all 
gone forth, and did see with their eyes and did feel with their 
hands, and did know of a surety and did bear record, that it 
was he, of whom it was written by the prophets, that should 
come.176

As these Nephites and Lamanites saw with their eyes and felt with 
their hands the tokens of Jesus’s Atonement and death, “one by 
one” they became joined, attached, or “fastened” to him. What had 
been for many centuries “faith in Christ” became for them a “sure 
knowledge” of his divinity and role as Redeemer and Messiah—
that he had become their guarantor or surety with the Father.177

Where the outcome for Eliakim foreseen by Isaiah was not a 
happy one,178 the “glory” or “weight” of “his father’s house” con
tinued (and continues) to hang upon Jesus,179 and Jesus continues 
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to feel its weight.180 Jesus has become “a glorious throne to his 
Fath er’s house”—that is, he “glorified the name of the Father, and 
prepared a way that thereby others might be partakers of the heav
enly gift.”181 But his atoning work does not stop there: he intends to 
join us together as “one” in him,182 even as the entire created order, 
of which the temple is a representation, “holds together in him.”183 

“A Welding Link of Some Kind between the Fathers  
and the Children”: The Righteous Latter-day Offering  

of the Children of Levi
The aforementioned work of joining us together takes place “one by 
one,”184 link by link. The locus of much of the joining is the temple. 
We have already repeatedly noted that the Levites’ priestly respon
sibilities “joined” or “attached” them to the priests in the course of 
their responsibilities. The priestly (or priesthood) responsibilities 
of the Levites have more significance for Latterday Saints than the 
Saints might imagine.

Samuel M. Brown has rightly observed that “the Plan of Sal
vation [is] fundamentally about relationships.”185 All the ordinances 
of the gospel help forge relationships because “ordinances force us 
to rely on others.”186 The prophet Joseph Smith declared as much to 
the Latterday Saints during the last years of his prophetic minis
try in the Nauvoo Period. He recognized that “perfection” or “full 
initiation”187 and the rites that lead thereto were inseparable from 
relationships. Moreover, he learned through revelation that the 
rites or ordinances that lead to salvation and exaltation help forge 
and make possible the sealing of family relationships,188 and that 
these relationships transcend the veil of death. In a speech given in 
Nauvoo, Illinois, on September 6, 1842, Joseph Smith quoted Paul’s 
statement in 1 Corinthians 15:29 on baptisms by proxy and those 
who perform them, where there is an implicit relationship between 
the dead and those engaged in the baptism. He then quoted the 
prophet Malachi, who arguably made the most important state
ment in the Hebrew Bible on relationships:

And again, in connection with [1 Corinthians 15:29] I will give 
you a quotation from one of the prophets, who had his eye 
fixed on the restoration of the priesthood, the glories to be 
revealed in the last days, and in an especial manner this most 
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glorious of all subjects belonging to the everlasting gospel, 
namely, the baptism for the dead; for Malachi says, last chapter, 
verses 5th and 6th: Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet 
before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord: And 
he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the 
heart of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the 
earth with a curse.189 

Joseph keenly recognized Malachi’s emphasis on priesthood. 
We have already noted Malachi’s description of priests as the Lord’s 
“messenger” or “angel,”190 and his prophetic criticism of those who 
had apostatized and “corrupted the covenant of Levi,”191 of those 
priests and “sons of Levi” who had violated that covenant through 
extracovenantal marriages, divorce, and dealing treacherously with 
the wives of their youth, described as their “companion[s]”192 and 
“the wife of thy covenant.”193 They had failed in their family rela
tionships, especially in their marriage relationships. Yet Malachi 
subsequently offers hope for the “children of Levi.”194 

While the priesthood within ancient Israel generally had been 
limited to the descendants of Levi and his descendant Aaron, the 
“restoration of the priesthood” envisaged by Malachi and realized 
through Joseph Smith meant expanding priesthood and ordinance 
work within Israel. That expansion has been, and is, necessitated by 
the sheer scope of the Lord’s “turn[ing] the heart of the fathers to 
the children, and the heart of the children to the fathers.” Joseph 
continued:

I might have rendered a plainer translation to this, but it is suf
ficiently plain to suit my purpose as it stands. It is sufficient to 
know, in this case, that the earth will be smitten with a curse 
unless there is a welding link of some kind or other between 
the fathers and the children, upon some subject or other—
and behold what is that subject? It is the baptism for the dead. 
For we without them cannot be made perfect; neither can they 
without us be made perfect.195 

Part of what Joseph leaves unsaid about this “welding link of some 
kind or other” Malachi’s prophetic speech had hinted at already: 
“And they shall be mine [wĕhāyû lî], saith the Lord of hosts, in 
that day when I make up my jewels [sĕgullâ, “marked” or “sealed” 
possession]; and I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son 
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that serveth him.”196 As noted earlier, Malachi’s prophecy utilizes 
the possession or sealing formula wĕhāyû lî, which constituted a 
wordplay on “Levites” in Numbers 3:12–13, 45 and 8:14. The Lord 
intends to have a people as a sĕgullâ, “sealed” possession,197 like 
the Levites, but they must be marked or “sealed” as such. Hence, 
baptism for the dead and all the other vicarious ordinances exist. 
Malachi’s additional invocation of the fatherson relationship (“as 
a man spareth his own son”) also intimates his later prophecy 
regarding Elijah and the turning or “sealing”198 of the parents’ and 
children’s hearts.

Malachi prophesied that the Lord would send divine “mes
senger(s),” including Elijah,199 and the Lord would even come as 
“messenger of the covenant” himself200 to “prepare the way” for and 
purify the “sons of Levi”: “But who may abide the day of his com
ing? and who shall stand when he appeareth? for he is like a refin
er’s fire, and like fullers’ soap: And he shall sit as a refiner and puri
fier of silver: and he shall purify the sons of Levi, and purge them 
as gold and silver, that they may offer unto the Lord an offering 
in righteousness.”201 One can note how Joseph next quoted these 
words and gave them a distinctive interpretation, especially in 
terms of the identity of the “sons of Levi”—or “children of Levi”—
and the priestly offerings that these children are to make:

Behold, the great day of the Lord is at hand; and who can abide 
the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appeareth? 
For he is like a refiner’s fire, and like fuller’s soap; and he shall 
sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he shall purify the sons 
of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver, that they may offer 
unto the Lord an offering in righteousness. Let us, therefore, as 
a church and a people, and as Latterday Saints, offer unto the 
Lord an offering in righteousness; and let us present in his holy 
temple, when it is finished, a book containing the records of 
our dead, which shall be worthy of all acceptation.202 

With the words “let us therefore, as a church and a people, and as 
Latterday Saints, offer,” Joseph Smith identifies the whole body of 
Latterday Saints with the “sons”—or children—of Levi. The “offer
ing in righteousness” or offering “worthy of all acceptation”203 is a 
“book containing the records”—of not just the relationships (attach
ments and joinings) but the ordinances that seal the relationships 
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and join a person to and seal him or her as “the Lord’s.” When 
the Lord of the vineyard shall say, “I have done according to my 
will,”204 all human relationships will be set in their proper order 
to the degree that men and women are willing to have them such.

As “sons [and daughters] of Levi” or “children of Levi” whose 
hearts are “turned to the fathers,” it might be said that the Latter
day Saints are “the children of attaching [from the Hebrew bny lwy]” 
or of “joining” together temples, thereby “fastening” together fami
lies.205 Thus, the entire human family “joins together” and becomes 
“sealed” together so that as many as are willing to be “sealed” to the 
Lord will be “his.” The “fathers”—male and female “ancestors”—
constitute the “encircling” angels, or “messenger[s] of the covenant,” 
“the office” of whose “ministry” it is “to call men unto repentance, 
and to fulfil and to do the work of the covenants of the Father, 
which he hath made unto the children of men, to prepare the way 
among the children of men.”206 

Conclusion: “What God Hath Joined Together”  
and “Mine Angels round about You”

JudeoChristianity in general, and Latterday Saints in particular, 
often fail to appreciate the full power and significance of the Genesis 
marriage etiology for Adam and Eve: “Therefore shall a man leave 
his father and his mother, and shall cleave [wĕdābaq] unto his wife: 
and they shall be one flesh.”207 This scripture has implications for 
men and women who desire to have their spouses “joined unto” 
or “attached to” them in mortality and even beyond208 and to 
“join” themselves to the Lord209 as “kings and priests unto God,”210 
“compass[ing] [his] altar.”211 Jesus quoted Genesis 2:24 when he 
taught in the temple on marriage and family: “For this cause shall a 
man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they 
twain shall be one flesh? Wherefore they are no more twain, but 
one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man 
put asunder.”212 Jesus intends to not only “heal” our relationships 
to the degree that we allow him but to “join us together” in him,213 
just as he has joined together the whole created order in him.214 The 
architectural “joinings”215 of the tabernacle (including joined or 
clasped “hands”) and the architecturalritual “joining” of heavenly 
beings in the Jerusalem temple216 (including wings “cleaving” in a 
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divine embrace) bear witness to the “oneness” into which the Lord 
wishes to receive and unite us.217 

The architecture and iconography of Israel’s ancient wilderness 
tabernacle and the Jerusalem temple, like modern temple ritual, 
teaches the truth articulated by the Lord in a latterday revelation 
on priesthood: “I will go before your face. I will be on your right 
hand and on your left, and my Spirit shall be in your hearts, and 
mine angels round about you, to bear you up.”218 The events at the 
temple in Bountiful as recorded in 3 Nephi help us understand how 
we can and will be joined, fastened, or sealed to the Lord and to 
each other. The temple, ancient and modern, thus bears testimony 
of the reality of our being continually encircled about by heavenly 
beings. These are angels—the messengers of the covenant of whom 
the prophet Joseph Smith said, “The spirits of the just are exalted 
to a greater and more glorious work—hence they are blessed in 
departing hence. Enveloped in flaming fire, they are not far from 
us, and know and understand our thoughts, feelings and motions, 
and are often pained therewith.”219 The angels’ “office of their min
istry” and their work on that side of the veil includes helping us 
“fulfil and do the work of covenants of the Father” on this side of 
the veil. We must be—or become—the “children of attaching” or 
“joining” in order to complete the “welding link” of which Joseph 
Smith spoke.220 To do this, we will need to become “at one” with 
them and “at one” with one another—“joined to the Lord in one 
spirit”221 and “perfectly joined together in the same mind and in 
the same judgment.”222 We must do this as “the servants . . . go and 
labor with their mights; and the Lord of the vineyard labor[s] also 
with them”223 to bring to pass all his covenant promises to all with 
whom he has covenanted.
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54. Timothy L. Jackson (“The Finale of Bruckner’s Seventh Symphony and 
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115. For a comparative analysis of the “throne vision” accompanying a pro

phetic call from a Latterday Saint perspective, see Blake T. Ostler, “The 
ThroneTheophany and Prophetic Commission in 1 Nephi 1: A Form
Critical Analysis,” BYU Studies 26, no. 4 (1986): 67–95.

116. Adam J. Carlill, “Cherubim and Seraphim in the Old Testament” (DPhil 
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brethren; the heavens were opened upon Elder Sylvester Smith and 
he leaping up exclaimed, The horsemen of Israel and the chariots 
thereof. President Rigdon arose Br. Carloss [Don Carlos] Smith was 
also, annointed and ordainedblessed to preside over the high preist
hood.— President [Sidney] Rigdon, arose to conclude the servises of 
the evening.” Journal, 1835–1836, 140, josephsmithpapers.org/paper 
summary/journal18351836/141 (spelling as in the original; empha
sis added); The Joseph Smith Papers, Journals, Volume 1: 1832–1839, ed. 
Dean C. Jessee, Mark AshurstMcGee, and Richard L. Jensen (Salt Lake 
City, UT: The Church Historian’s Press, 2008), 171–72.
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168. See Jeremiah 6:3 KJV. The verb tāqaʿ  occurs twice in Jeremiah 6:1–3 as a 

wordplay on Tekoa: “blow [tiqʿ û] the trumpet in Tekoa [tĕqôaʿ ]” (verse 1); 
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182. Ether 12:8.
183. See John 17; 3 Nephi.
184. Colossians 1:17 KJV.
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review of First Principles and Ordinances: The Fourth Article of Faith in 
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this important mission, or how is it to be fulfilled? The keys are to be 
delivered, the Spirit of Elijah is to come, the Gospel to be established, 
the Saints of God gathered, Zion built up, and the saints to come up 
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they would hardly get through before night would come, when no man 
can work, and my only trouble at the present time is concerning our
selves that the Saints will be divided, broken up and scattered before 
we get our salvation secure; for there are so many fools in the world 
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