
The Cosmological Temple in the 
Apocalypse of Abraham

A monster below, on the left side, swims in all those rivers. He 
comes with his mighty scales, each one as strong as iron, and he 
arrives there in order to draw water and defile the place. All the 
lights are darkened before him; his mouth and his tongue flame 
with fire; his tongue is as sharp as a mighty sword until he gets 
as far as entering the sanctuary within the sea, and then he defiles 
the sanctuary, and the lights are darkened, and the supernal lights 
disappear from the sea.

—Zohar I.52a

For, as the nut has a shell surrounding and protecting the kernel 
inside, so it is with everything sacred: the sacred principle occu-
pies the interior, whilst the Other Side encircles it on the exterior.

—Zohar II.233b 

Introduction

In chapter 18 of the Apocalypse of Abraham, Abraham, having entered 
into the celestial throne room, receives a vision of all creation and 
the entire human history from the beginning to the end. This dis-
closure accounts for much of the apocalypse, stretching from chapter 
19 to chapter 31. Although the main portion of the vision is devoted 
to describing the history of humankind, from the fall of Adam and 
Eve until the appearance of its eschatological messianic figures, the 
beginning of this vision is concerned with cosmological matters. In 
the cosmological revelations situated in chapters 19 and 21, the seer 
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 contemplates the complex architecture of the heavenly realm and 
learns about the structure and features of the lower realms, which 
include earth and the underworld. In the lowest region, Abraham sees 
Leviathan, who is depicted as the foundation of the world.

Although certain details of this cosmological portrayal have been 
explored in previous studies, one important question that has not been 
addressed is how this vision fits into the overall sacerdotal framework 
of the Slavonic apocalypse. It appears that certain details of the dis-
closure account, including peculiar references to the imagery of the 
Garden of Eden and others, are distinctive sacerdotal motifs. Indeed, 
the Slavonic apocalypse may intend to apply its sacerdotal vision to 
the entire created order. From this perspective, the whole universe is 
envisioned as one macrocosmic temple, with heaven, earth, and under-
world as its sacred chambers. The aim of this chapter is to explore in 
depth the cosmological revelation found in Apocalypse of Abraham 
19–21 and its possible connections to the sacerdotal traditions.

Waters of the Sacred Courtyard1

Abraham’s vision begins in the initial verses of chapter19 when the 
patriarch receives the divine command from the theophanic furnace 
to look beneath his feet and explore the lower levels of heaven. As 
the divine voice speaks, the “levels” under his feet open up to reveal 
the lower heavens.2 Multitudes of angelic beings are situated on some 
of the lower heavens. On the lowest heavenly level, he sees stars and 
“the elements of earth obeying them.”

The revelation, however, is not limited to heavenly realities. After 
contemplating the various levels of heaven and their inhabitants, Abra-
ham receives another command from the Deity, this time the com-
mand to “contemplate creation.” Following God’s order, he again looks 
beneath his feet at the expanse and sees what the text calls the “likeness 
of heaven,”3 the lower realms including the earth and the underworld:

And he said to me, “Look now beneath your feet at the 
expanse and contemplate the creation which was previously 
covered over. On this level there is the creation and those 
who inhabit it and the age that has been prepared to fol-
low it.” And I looked beneath the expanse at my feet and 
I saw the likeness of heaven and what was therein. And I 
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saw there the earth and its fruits, and its moving ones, and 
its spiritual ones, and its host of men and their spiritual 
impieties, and their justifications, and the pursuits of their 
works, and the abyss and its torment, and its lower depths, 
and the perdition which is in it. And I saw there the sea 
and its islands, and its animals and its fishes, and Leviathan 
and his domain, and his lair, and his dens, and the world 
which lies upon him, and his motions and the destruction 
of the world because of him. I saw there the rivers and 
their overflows, and their circles. And I saw there the tree 
of Eden and its fruits, and the spring, the river flowing 
from it, and its trees and their flowering, and I saw those 
who act righteously. And I saw in it their food and rest.4

Some features of this depiction, including the portrayal of Levia-
than as the foundation of the world, indicate that the vision is not 
merely a “historical” disclosure like those that are revealed to the seer 
in the later chapters of the apocalypse, but rather a distinctive cos-
mological revelation of a different nature intending to communicate 
to the patriarch the structure of the entire world. Several details of 
this depiction are subtly connected to cultic traditions and indicate 
that here one might have a sacerdotal vision of the entire creation 
understood as the cosmological temple rather than simply a depic-
tion of the universe. This macrocosmic sacred structure reflects the 
tripartite division of the earthly temple wherein heaven is conceived 
as the macrocosmic Holy of Holies; earth, the holy place; and the 
underworld—represented by the sea—the courtyard. This concept of 
the cosmological temple, attempting to connect creation and cult, is 
quite ancient, stemming from early Mesopotamian5 and Egyptian6 tra-
ditions. In Jewish materials, this conceptual trend is often associated 
with the cluster of protological motifs in which the Garden of Eden 
is understood as the celestial Holy of Holies7 where the first human 
was ministering as the high priest.8

Scholars have noted that a conception of the cosmological temple 
is already implicit in some biblical materials, including Ezekiel’s for-
mative depiction of the eschatological sanctuary, which paradoxically 
juxtaposes cosmological and paradisal imagery.9 Ezekiel’s portrayal of 
the eschatological temple provides a crucial aid to discerning the pos-
sible sacerdotal dimensions of the cosmological narrative found in the 
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Slavonic apocalypse. For instance, one important cultic motif that is 
equally important in both Ezekiel and the Apocalypse of Abraham is 
the imagery of the primordial waters.

Abraham reports that he sees under his feet “the sea and its 
islands, and its animals and its fishes, and Leviathan and his domain, 
and his lair, and his dens, and the world which lies upon him, and his 
motions and the destruction of the world because of him . . . the riv-
ers and their overflows, and their circles.”10 In addition to the text’s use 
of the sea to represent the underworld, this watery imagery appears 
to betray several cultic connections as well.

In Jewish sacerdotal reinterpretations of creational imagery, the 
sea often symbolizes the courtyard of the sanctuary of the world. Num-
bers Rabbah 13.19 states that the court encompasses the sanctuary just 
as the sea surrounds the world.11 B. Sukkah 51b likewise tells how the 
white and blue marble of the temple walls were reminiscent of the 
waves of the sea.12 The association between the sacred chamber and 
the sea may also be suggested by the symbolism of the bronze tank in 
the courtyard of Israel’s temple, designated in some texts as the “mol-
ten sea.”13 It has been suggested that “the great size of the tank . . . in 
conjunction with the fact that no practical application is offered for 
the ‘sea’ during the time of Solomon, supports the supposition that 
the tank served symbolic purpose.14 Either the ‘cosmic waters’ or the 
‘waters of life,’ which emanated from below the garden of Eden, or the 
‘great deep’ of chaos is most often cited as the underlying symbolism 
of the molten sea.”15 

It appears that depictions of the eschatological temple in the Book 
of Ezekiel reflect the cosmological meaning of the sacred courtyard, 
connecting it to the imagery of living water. Victor Hurowitz notes 
that “Ezekiel’s temple of the future has a river flowing from under the 
threshold (Ezekiel 47:1). . . . The river envisioned by Ezekiel seems to 
replace the basins in Solomon’s temple—basins that may have symbol-
ized the rivers of a divine garden.”16 Ezekiel 47:1–8 offers the following 
description of the sacred waters:

Then he brought me back to the entrance of the temple; there, 
water was flowing from below the threshold of the temple 
toward the east (for the temple faced east); and the water was 
flowing down from below the south end of the threshold of 
the temple, south of the altar. Then he brought me out by 
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way of the north gate, and led me around on the outside to 
the outer gate that faces toward the east; and the water was 
coming out on the south side. Going on eastward with a cord 
in his hand, the man measured one thousand cubits, and then 
led me through the water; and it was ankle-deep. Again he 
measured one thousand, and led me through the water; and 
it was knee-deep. Again he measured one thousand, and led 
me through the water; and it was up to the waist. Again he 
measured one thousand, and it was a river that I could not 
cross, for the water had risen; it was deep enough to swim 
in, a river that could not be crossed. He said to me, “Mortal, 
have you seen this?” Then he led me back along the bank of 
the river. As I came back, I saw on the bank of the river a 
great many trees on the one side and on the other. He said 
to me, “This water flows toward the eastern region and goes 
down into the Arabah; and when it enters the sea, the sea of 
stagnant waters, the water will become fresh.” (NRSV)

The flowing rivers of this passage evoke the cosmological account 
found in the Slavonic apocalypse where the sea is depicted alongside 
rivers and their circles. Like the great prophetic account, the Apocalypse 
of Abraham is familiar with the paradisal provenance of the sacred 
waters since it connects the Edenic tree with “the spring, the river flow-
ing from it.” In both passages, the waters of the Paradise are portrayed 
as “flowing.”17 The origin of the paradisal imagery of the circulating 
waters can be traced to Genesis 2:10,18 in which a river flows from 
Eden to water the garden.19 In Ezekiel, however, the image of flowing 
Edenic waters receives further cultic meaning. Yet such an emphasis 
is not unique to Ezekiel. Gregory Beale notes20 that the similar sac-
erdotal imagery of “rivers” can also be found in the description of 
Israel’s Temple in Psalm 36:8–9.21 Scholars have additionally discerned22 
a similar sacerdotal motif of sacred waters in various Jewish extra-
biblical accounts, including the Letter of Aristeas 89–9123 and Joseph 
and Aseneth 2.24 Christian materials also display acquaintance with the 
sacerdotal tradition of flowing waters. Revelation 22:1–2, for example, 
portrays a river of the water of life flowing from the throne of God.25

If we again turn our attention to the foundational Ezekiel account, 
it is notable that in Ezekiel 47:12, the imagery of the water is conflated 
with other distinctive symbols, including arboreal imagery:
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And on the banks, on both sides of the river, there will grow 
all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither nor 
their fruit fail, but they will bear fresh fruit every month, 
because the water for them flows from the sanctuary. Their 
fruit will be for food, and their leaves for healing.

This portrayal is evocative of the constellation of motifs found in 
the Slavonic apocalypse, particularly where the tree of Eden is men-
tioned in conjunction with other trees: 

And I saw there the tree of Eden and its fruits, and the spring, 
the river flowing from it, and its trees and their flowering, and I saw 
those who act righteously. And I saw in it their food and rest.26

One cannot ignore the panoply of striking similarities between 
Ezekiel and the Apocalypse of Abraham, both of which combine the 
imagery of flowing rivers, Edenic trees, and the fruits of these trees 
that will serve as nourishment for the elect.27 In both accounts, the 
Edenic imagery appears to hint at the motif of eschatological restora-
tion of the harmony of creation, known in various traditions as the 
paradise of the righteous. Paradisal imagery, as mentioned, permeates 
the Ezekelian account. In the Slavonic account, too, the patriarch sees 
“those who act righteously” near the tree of Eden. Some early Jew-
ish texts often interpret this restored, uncorrupted, paradisal state of 
creation in cultic terms, envisioning it as the eschatological temple.28 

The host of similarities between Ezekiel and the Apocalypse of 
Abraham suggests that the portrayal of the eschatological temple found 
in the great prophetic book appears to exercise some influence on the 
cosmological narrative of the apocalyptic work. Moreover, Ezekiel’s 
cultic concerns may also underlie the Slavonic apocalypse’s account, 
especially considering its own priestly concerns.29

Chambers of the Macrocosmic Temple

Let us now return to the motif of the sacred courtyard symbolically 
representing the primordial sea. In Jewish lore, the courtyard of the 
macrocosmic temple was identified with the sea, whereas the other 
chambers of the sanctuary of creation were associated with heaven 
and earth, respectively. A late rabbinic tradition that circulated in the 
name of Rabbi Pinhas ben Ya’ir states that “the Tabernacle was made 
to correspond to the creation of the world. . . . The house of the Holy 
of Holies was made to correspond to the highest heaven. The outer 
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Holy House was made to correspond to the earth. And the court-
yard was made to correspond to the sea.”30 This arcane cosmological 
speculation is not a late rabbinic invention but a tradition with ancient 
roots. Josephus, in his Jewish Antiquities 3.121–123, suggests that the 
tripartite division of the earthly sanctuary was a reflection of the tri-
partite structure of the entire creation,31 with its sacred chambers that 
corresponded to heaven, earth, and sea: 

Internally, dividing its length into three portions, at a mea-
sured distance of ten cubits from the farther end he set up 
four pillars, constructed like the rest and resting upon similar 
sockets, but placed slightly apart. The area within these pil-
lars was the sanctuary; the rest of the tabernacle was open 
to the priests. Now this partitionment of the tabernacle was 
withal an imitation of universal nature; for the third part of 
it, that within the four pillars, which was inaccessible to the 
priests, was like heaven devoted to God, while the twenty 
cubits’ space, even as earth and sea are accessible to men, 
was in like manner assigned to the priests alone.32

Likewise, Jewish Antiquities 3.180–181 affirms a similar tradition:

For if one reflects on the construction of the tabernacle and 
looks at the vestments of the priest and the vessels which 
we use for the sacred ministry, he will discover that our 
lawgiver was a man of God and that these blasphemous 
charges brought against us by the rest of men are idle. In 
fact, every one of these objects is intended to recall and 
represent the universe, as he will find if he will but consent 
to examine them without prejudice and with understanding. 
Thus, to take the tabernacle, thirty cubits long, by dividing 
this into three parts and giving up two of them to the priests, 
as a place approachable and open to all, Moses signifies the 
earth and the sea, since these too are accessible to all; but 
the third portion he reserved for God alone, because heaven 
also is inaccessible to men.33 

The idea that cult and creation corresponded was also known 
to another prominent Jewish interpreter, Philo, who suggests that the 
holy temple of God represents the whole universe in his De Specialibus 
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Legibus 1.66.34 This belief that the earthly temple is a replica of the 
entire creation is rooted in biblical materials; the creation of the world 
in Genesis 1–2 is set in conspicuous parallel with the building of the 
tabernacle in Ex 39–40. Moshe Weinfeld notes that “Gen 1:1–2:3 and 
Ex 39:1–40:33 are typologically identical. Both describe the satisfactory 
completion of the enterprise commanded by God, its inspection and 
approval, the blessing and the sanctification which are connected with 
it. Most importantly, the expression of these ideas in both accounts 
overlaps.”35 Scholars often suggest that, in view of these parallels, the 
earthly sanctuary is envisioned as a microcosm of the world, imitating 
the sacerdotal structure of the entire creation.

Keeping in mind these intriguing connections, let us return to 
the Apocalypse of Abraham. If a cultic dimension is indeed present in 
its cosmological depiction, then the Slavonic apocalypse might also be 
aware of the threefold sacerdotal structure of the universe—heaven, 
earth, and watery underworld—as the visionary account found in 
chapters 19–21 mentions all three realms. In these chapters, the seer 
first sees the heavenly levels, and then the earth and the sea. More-
over, Abraham’s position in the upper heaven, which represents the 
macrocosmic Holy of Holies, provides an elevated vantage point from 
which he is able to glimpse into the other chambers of the cosmo-
logical temple. This spatial arrangement provides additional insights 
about the structure of the macrocosmic sanctuary, which exhibits some 
similarity to the earthly temple.

Much like the earthly shrine, whose inner sanctum was shielded 
from the less holy parts of the sanctuary, the macrocosmic temple 
seems also to possess a sacred border between its Holy of Holies, 
identified with the heavenly realm, and its less sacred chambers, with 
the earth and the sea. Such a boundary, represented in the Slavonic 
apocalypse by the firmament, appears to be understood as equivalent 
to the Pargod, the mysterious curtain of the celestial Holy of Holies, an 
entity which, according to some traditions, reflects all human history 
from the beginning to the eschatological end. We should now explore 
more closely this imagery of the cosmic fabric.

The Veil of the Cosmological Sanctuary

Assuming that the idea of the macrocosmic temple is indeed present 
in the cosmological depiction found in the Slavonic apocalypse, it is 
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possible that this macrocosmic structure, similar to the earthly shrine, 
has its own sacred veil that separates the adytum of the sanctuary from 
other less sacred enclosures.

It has been noted that the patriarch’s revelations in the heavenly 
throne room are reminiscent of the vision of the Pargod, the heav-
enly counterpart of the veil of the terrestrial sanctuary.36 Later Jewish 
mystical accounts often depict the Pargod as the mystical textile that 
miraculously reflects the history of creation. The patriarch’s placement 
in the celestial Holy of Holies, gazing on the firmament under his feet, 
situates him behind the curtain that separates the heavenly adytum 
from the rest of the macrocosmic sanctuary.

Further, some researchers have commented that the unique way in 
which Abraham receives the vision of the ages is reminiscent of the dis-
closures to the Hekhalot mystics on the celestial curtain and the apoca-
lyptic seers on the heavenly tablets.37 Specifically, it recalls the revelation 
of the Pargod to R. Ishmael38 in Sefer Hekhalot,39 where the rabbinic seer 
beholds the whole span of human history on a cosmic curtain.40

The mystical screen of 3 Enoch, like the medium of revelation in 
the Apocalypse of Abraham, reveals the order of events from the gen-
eration of the protological couple until the generation of the Messiah. 
However, as noted previously, in the Apocalypse of Abraham the vision 
of the Pargod encompasses not only historical but also cosmological 
subjects, attempting to reveal the structure of the entire universe. 

In this respect, it is curious that some early Jewish texts state 
that even the veil guarding the terrestrial Holy of Holies was to be 
understood as the fabric that somehow mirrors the entire universe. 
Josephus’s Jewish War, for example, explains that the veil of the Jeru-
salem temple was an image of the entire universe; it reads:

Before these hung a veil of equal length, of Babylonian 
tapestry, with embroidery of blue and fine linen, of scarlet 
also and purple, wrought with marvelous skill. Nor was this 
mixture of materials without its mystic meaning: it typified 
the universe. For the scarlet seemed emblematic of fire, the 
fine linen of the earth, the blue of the air, and the purple 
of the sea; the comparison in two cases being suggested by 
their colour, and in that of the fine linen and purple by their 
origin, as the one is produced by the earth and the other 
by the sea. On this tapestry was portrayed a panorama of 
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the heavens, the signs of the Zodiac excepted. (Jewish War 
V. 212–214)41

The account noticeably emphasizes the combination of the colors of 
the veil, which the author asserts symbolize the four elements of the 
universe: fire, earth, air, and water. He also underlines the familiar 
tripartite structure of the universe, in other words, the heavenly realm, 
the earth, and the sea. Josephus’s reflection on the curtain of the tab-
ernacle in his Jewish Antiquities contains a similar portrayal, again 
alluding to the cardinal elements and their corresponding colors:

The tapestries woven of four materials denote the natural 
elements: thus the fine linen appears to typify the earth, 
because from it springs up the flax, and the purple the 
sea, since it is incarnadined with the blood of fish; the air 
must be indicated by the blue, and the crimson will be the 
symbol of fire. (Jewish Antiquities III. 183)42

Creation’s projection onto the sacerdotal fabric, the veil of earthly 
sanctuary, may represent an important contribution to the concept 
of the heavenly curtain, Pargod, which shows the entire universe to 
apocalyptic or Hekhalot seers. 

After this short excursus into early Pargod traditions, let us return 
to the developments found in the Slavonic apocalypse. Before pro-
ceeding to a close analysis of the revelation given to the patriarch, it 
will be important to discuss certain spatial aspects of this disclosure. 
Consider, for instance, Apocalypse of Abraham 21:1–2, which reports 
the Deity’s command received by the visionary immediately before the 
disclosure is given to him; we read: 

And he said to me, “Look now beneath your feet at the 
expanse and contemplate the creation which was previously 
covered over. On this level there is the creation and those 
who inhabit it and the age that has been prepared to follow 
it.” And I looked beneath the expanse at my feet and I saw 
the likeness of heaven and what was therein.43

Here the Deity orders the seer look beneath his feet. At first, the 
vision’s arrangement appears to be strange and quite different from 
the customary appearance of the Pargod, which in rabbinic accounts 
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is usually depicted as a vertical barrier. In the Slavonic apocalypse, 
however, the curtain of the celestial Holy of Holies, unlike the paroket 
of the earthly adytum, is not a vertical entity but a horizontal one. The 
arrangement of the vision stresses the fact that Abraham looks down 
from the heavenly Holy of Holies onto the medium of the divine rev-
elation, which is situated under his feet. It affirms a paradoxical spatial 
structure of the macrocosmic sanctuary in which the upper Holy of 
Holies is separated from the lower realms by a horizontal boundary 
called “a spreading under one’s feet”—in Slavonic, простертие нож-
ное.44 This horizontal orientation of the heavenly veil is not unique 
to the Slavonic apocalypse and is found in other Jewish documents. 
Some rabbinic traditions understand one of the heavens as a veil that 
separates the celestial Holy of Holies from the lower realms/heavens, 
often envisioned as the less sacred chambers of the heavenly Temple. 
George MacRae, in his in-depth investigation of the imagery of the 
heavenly veil,45 draws attention to a passage from the Babylonian Tal-
mud in which the lowest heaven, Wilon (וילון),46 is understood as the 
cosmic veil.47 The relevant passage from b. Hag. 12b reads:

R. Judah said: There are two firmaments, for it is said: 
Behold, unto the Lord thy God belongeth heaven, and the 
heaven of heavens. Resh Lakish said: [There are] seven, 
namely, Wilon, Rakia’, Shehakim, Zebul, Ma’on, Makon, 
‘Araboth. Wilon serves no purpose except that it enters in 
the morning and goes forth in the evening and renews every 
day the work of creation, for it is said: That stretcheth out 
the heavens as a curtain, and spreadeth them out as a tent 
to dwell in. Rakia’ is that in which sun and moon, stars 
and constellations are set, for it is said: And God set them 
in the firmament [Rakia’] of the heaven.48 

According to the rabbinic tradition, then, the cosmic curtain rep-
resented by Wilon, the lowest of the seven firmaments,49 draws back 
every morning, revealing the light of day to the world, and in the 
evening, the same cosmic veil closes and hides the daylight.50 

The biblical roots of Wilon’s imagery are usually traced to Isaiah 
40:22, in which the Deity is depicted as stretching heavens like a cur-
tain: “It is he who sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants 
are like grasshoppers; who stretches out the heavens like a curtain, and 
spreads them like a tent to live in. . . .”51



48 ■ Divine Scapegoats

B. Ber. 58b also connects the imagery of the celestial veil with 
Wilon: “R. Huna the son of R. Joshua said: Wilon was torn asun-
der and rolled up, showing the brightness of Rakia.”52 It is significant 
that both talmudic passages connect the symbolism of Wilon to the 
imagery of firmament (רקיע). This connection is important in light of 
the tradition found in the Apocalypse of Abraham, in which the seer 
beholds the mysteries of creation and human history by gazing on the 
firmament at his feet: 

And he said to me, “Look now beneath your feet at the 
expanse (простертие) and contemplate the creation which 
was previously covered over. On this level there is the cre-
ation and those who inhabit it and the age that has been 
prepared to follow it.” And I looked beneath the expanse 
(простертие) at my feet and I saw the likeness of heaven 
and what was therein. (Apoc. Ab. 21:1–2)53

In the biblical materials, the firmament or expanse (רקיע) is 
often understood as the diaphragm that separates upper waters from 
lower waters. Genesis 1:6 records that the Deity created a firmament 
 in the midst of the waters in order to separate “the waters from (רקיע)
the waters.” In a fashion similar to the Apocalypse of Abraham, some 
midrashic materials appear to envision the firmament’s separating 
function as the cosmic curtain by tracing the etiology of the sacerdo-
tal veil to the division of upper and lower waters at that crucial point 
of creation. Thus, in Midrash Bereshit Rabbati on Exodus 26:33, the 
veil of the terrestrial sanctuary is put in parallel with the firmament 
as the dividing line between upper and lower waters:

In the Tabernacle the veil divided between the Holy Place 
and the Holy of Holies, and in body the diaphragm divides 
the heart from the stomach, and in the world it is the 
firmament which divides between the upper waters from 
lower waters. . . .54

Numbers Rabbah 12:13 preserves a similar conceptual 
development:

. . . It is written, In the beginning God created the heaven, 
etc. (Gen. I, 1), and it is written, Who stretchest out the 
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heaven like a curtain (Ps. CIV, 2), while of the Tabernacle 
it is written, And thou shalt make curtains of goat’s hair 
for a tent over the Tabernacle, etc. (Ex. XXVI, 7). It is 
written in connection with the second day, Let there be a 
firmament . . . and let it divide, etc. (Gen. I, 6), and of the 
Tabernacle it is written. The veil shall divide unto you (Ex. 
XXVI, 33). Of the third day we read, Let the waters under 
the heaven be gathered together (Gen. I, 9). . . .55

A passage from the Book of Zohar underlines the sacerdotal sig-
nificance of the firmament as the curtain by stating that it separates 
the more sacred realm from the less sacred:

Rabbi Yehudah said, “From here we learn that every divi-
sion of opinion for the sake of heaven is destined to endure, 
for here is a division for the sake of heaven, and through 
it heaven endured, as it is written: God called the expanse 
Heaven (Genesis 1:8). In a waterskin of lofts they appear by 
the pint and endure. For we have learned that it is written: 
The curtain shall serve you as a partition between the Holy 
and the Holy of Holies (Exodus 26:33), precisely, for this is 
an expanse dividing in the middle. (Zohar I.33a)56

It appears that in the aforementioned passages from Midrash 
Rabbah and the Zohar there is found a peculiar parallelism in which 
the dividing line between upper and lower waters is understood as the 
cosmic veil. This rabbinic understanding of the curtain as the cosmic 
diaphragm between the more sacred upper regions and the less sacred 
lower realms, a boundary represented either by the lowest heaven or 
the firmament, appears to have early conceptual roots. MacRae draws 
attention to some Nag Hammadi materials in which the cosmic veil 
is understood as the threshold that separates the divine Pleroma from 
the world of matter. One text, the Hypostasis of Archons (NHC, II, 94, 
9–14) states that “a veil exists between the world above and the realms 
that are below; and shadow came into being beneath the veil; and 
that shadow became matter; and that shadow was projected apart.”57 
Here, as in the Jewish texts attesting to the Wilon imagery, the veil 
is understood as the horizontal entity dividing the divine realm from 
its material “shadow.” Another passage, Hypostasis of Archons (NHC, 
II, 95, 19–22), again envisions the cosmic veil as the dividing border 
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between upper and lower abodes: “And Sophia and Zoe caught him 
up and gave him charge of the seventh heaven, below the veil between 
above and below.”58 In these heterodox Christian traditions, similar to 
the aforementioned rabbinic developments in which the lowest firma-
ment Wilon serves as the macrocosmic veil, the lowest region/aeon of 
the divine Fullness, Sophia, is often understood as the curtain separat-
ing the realm of the Pleroma from the realm of humans. On the Origin 
of the World (NHC, II, 98, 21–23) another Nag Hammadi text, informs 
its readers that “she (Sophia) functioned as a veil dividing mankind 
from the things above. . . .”59

As we see, these texts often endow their cosmic veils with a cultic 
function, serving as a boundary between the more sacred and the less 
sacred realms. The horizontal spatial arrangement of the macrocosmic 
“veil” in the Apocalypse of Abraham possesses both cosmological and 
cultic significance. It might suggest that the lower realms portrayed in 
the patriarch’s vision can be understood as exterior chambers of the 
temple of the universe, which correspond to the less sacred chambers 
of the terrestrial sanctuary known as the holy place (hekhal) and the 
vestibule (olam).60

The Leviathan as the Foundation Stone

Returning to the motif of the sacred courtyard, which the Slavonic 
apocalypse associates with the sea, another feature demands some 
attention, namely, the mysterious oceanic inhabitant, Leviathan, whom 
the text portrays as the foundation of the world. Exploring this motif of 
the primordial monster sustaining the earth leads to a cluster of Jew-
ish traditions in which the world’s protological foundation often has 
cultic connotations, being closely associated with the sacred base of 
the Temple. The idea of the sacerdotal and cosmological groundwork 
received its crystallization in the notion of the Foundation Stone (the 
Eben Shetiyah),61 the primordial entity with which, according to some 
Mesopotamian62 and Jewish texts, creation began and which became 
the cornerstone not only of the entire world63 but also of the temple.64 
This idea of the primordial foundation of the sanctuary is reflected in 
2 Enoch, in which the primordial aeon Adoil becomes the foundation 
of the upper temple, represented by the divine throne.65

In rabbinic lore, the Foundation Stone was often identified both 
with the foundation of the upper sanctuary66 and with the rock in the 
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earthly Holy of Holies of the Jerusalem Temple. Mishnah Yoma 5:2 tells 
us that “after the Ark was taken away a stone remained there from the 
time of the early Prophets, and it was called ‘Shetiyah.’ It was higher 
than the ground by three fingerbreadths.”67

Moreover, in Jewish lore, the primordial stone additionally 
becomes the cosmic plug, intended to subdue and seal the waters of 
chaos. One can find such idea of the primeval waters’ sealing in the 
Prayer of Manasseh 1–3, in which the Deity seals the abyss with his 
glorious Name:

O Lord, God of our fathers, God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 
and their righteous offspring; He who made the heaven 
and the earth with all their beauty; He who bound the sea 
and established it by the command of his word, He who 
closed the bottomless pit and sealed it by his powerful and 
glorious name. . . .68 

Although the Foundation Stone is not mentioned in this early 
passage, the reference to the divine Name parallels this entity insofar 
as the Eben Shetiyah was often associated with the Name. Targum 
Pseudo-Jonathan on Exodus 28:30 states that, in the beginning, God 
sealed up the mouth of the Tehom with the Foundation Stone, on 
which the divine Name was engraved.69 In the Babylonian Talmud,70 
this protological act of the Deity was later replicated by King David, 
who similarly seals the waters of chaos with the stone inscribed with 
the Tetragrammaton.71 Here the primordial act of subduing of the 
chaotic waters is linked to the Temple’s foundation.72 Michael Fishbane 
notes that 

. . . the waters of Tehom are held in check by a stone . . . and 
this is the foundation stone upon which the Temple itself 
was established. . . . Thus . . . the Temple serves as an axis 
mundi, or point of connection and intermediation between 
the divine realms above and the chaotic waters below. There 
is also a palpable trace in these accounts of the ancient 
mythic theme of the establishment of the world and the 
heavenly shrine upon the defeated waters of chaos. This topic 
is most famously known from the great battle and building 
scenes found in Enuma elish iv-v; but one will also recall 
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the striking link between the divine combat against the sea 
and the references to the building of a temple recorded in 
Exod. 15:6–8, 17.73

The imagery of the Foundation Stone, envisioned as the primor-
dial solid point, brings us back to the cosmological account of the 
Slavonic apocalypse, in which Leviathan is depicted as the founda-
tion of the world.74 Like the Eben Shetiyah, Leviathan too serves as 
the cosmic dam against the turbulent waters. Rabbinic lore also often 
describes Leviathan not only as the cornerstone of the world75 but also, 
similar to the Foundation Stone, as the barrier against the waters of 
chaos.76 Pesikta Rabbati 48:3 claims that if Leviathan did not lie over 
the abyss and press down upon it, the abyss would eventually destroy 
the world and flood it.77 In view of these traditions, scholars sug-
gest that the Jewish materials appear to describe Leviathan as “a plug 
over the primordial waters, preventing a world-threatening flood from 
arising from the netherworld.”78 Similar imagery is used with respect 
to the Foundation Stone.79 Thus both Leviathan and the Foundation 
Stone are envisioned as the cosmic boundaries predestined to “block 
the primordial waters.”80 William Whitney notes that rabbinic tradi-
tion about Leviathan “places him at a focal point in the cosmic order. 
He is the one solid point on which the cosmos might be founded 
in the midst of the watery depths.”81 This, again, evokes the rabbinic 
understanding the Foundation Stone as an initial solid point of cos-
mos, thrown by the Deity into the primordial abyss.82 In this respect, 
it is intriguing that the Leviathan tradition preserved in 1 Enoch 60:9 
depicts God throwing the monster into the depths of the sea during 
the process of creation, an act strikingly reminiscent of the protological 
casting of the Foundation Stone into the abyss.83

The position of Leviathan as the sacred foundation of the cosmo-
logical temple might also be hinted at in Apocalypse of Abraham 10:9–
10 in which the Leviathans are paired with the Cherubim/Hayyot.84 
Ezekiel’s vision depicts the Hayyot as the holders or foundation of the 
celestial sanctuary represented by the divine Chariot. Their counter-
parts are the Cherubim of the Holy of Holies, who hold the divine 
Presence in the earthly adytum. Pairing the Leviathans with these sac-
erdotal “holders” provides additional insight into the cultic functions 
of the monsters of the sea.85 
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Appointing Yahoel, the angelic embodiment of the divine Name, 
as the stabilizing force over the Leviathans is also instructive. Whitney 
notes that Apocalypse of Abraham 10:9–10 is concerned with the stabil-
ity of the Axis Mundi, since Yahoel—the angelic representation of the 
Name—rules over the Leviathans and is portrayed as “the one who 
guarantees the stability of the cosmic axis.”86 Juxtaposing the themes 
of divine Name and the Axis Mundi, represented by Leviathan(s), 
again calls to mind the tradition of the Foundation Stone in which 
this primordial entity is sealed with the divine Name to suppress the 
watery chaos under the sanctuary. Whitney notes the same stabiliz-
ing function of Yahoel in relation to the Hayyot; besides taming the 
Leviathans, he also reconciles the rivalries of the Living Creatures of 
the Cherubim against one another. Whitney suggests that “here the 
power of the name of God serves to suppress dark and threatening 
forces beneath the throne of God.”87 The hypostasized divine Name 
thus tames chaotic forces both in the foundation of the upper sanctu-
ary as well as the sanctuary of the world.

It is also possible that, in some traditions, Leviathan is envisioned 
not only as the Foundation Stone that provides the cultic base and seals 
the primordial waters but also as the cosmological courtyard of the 
macrocosmic temple that, like the outer sacerdotal chamber, circum-
scribes the sacred realm. In some traditions, Leviathan encompasses 
the entire world, acting as “Circuitus Mundi.”88 

Leviathan “embodying” the sacred structure also seems to be 
found in the Babylonian Talmud, which tells that Leviathan will rep-
resent the building material for the eschatological Tabernacle. B. Baba 
Bathra 75a speaks of the following tradition: “Rabbah in the name of 
R. Johanan further stated: The Holy One, blessed be He, will in time 
to come make a tabernacle for the righteous from the skin of Levia-
than; for it is said: Canst thou fill tabernacles with his skin.”89 Here 
the eschatological tabernacle of the righteous will be constructed from 
the skin of Leviathan. 

Conclusion

Examining the cultic dimensions of the cosmological account found in 
chapter 21 of the Apocalypse of Abraham, we have suggested that this 
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chapter portrays the macrocosmic temple, with the sacred chambers 
corresponding to heaven, earth, and the underworld. The presence 
of such sacerdotal imagery reflects the cultic concerns that permeate 
the Slavonic apocalypse. Written shortly after the destruction of the 
Jerusalem Temple, the text offers an alternative, idealized vision of 
the sanctuary in order to mitigate the catastrophic loss of the earthly 
shrine. It portrays the young hero of the faith as an adept of oth-
erworldly priestly praxis, receiving revelation about the true upper 
prototype of the earthly temple. In this respect, the portentous cul-
tic disclosure of the macrocosmic temple in the very beginning of 
Abraham’s vision in the celestial Holy of Holies appears to envision 
him as an archetypal sacerdotalist to whom God reveals the “idea of 
priesthood.” The sacerdotal developments taking place in the Apoca-
lypse of Abraham and other Jewish apocalyptic writings will influence 
later Jewish mystical developments, as rabbinic seers will also receive 
visions of the idealized sanctuaries.90

Another distinctive feature of the sacerdotal universe of the 
Apocalypse of Abraham that will play a similarly prominent role in 
later Jewish mysticism is the cultic dimension of the demonic side 
that attempts to mirror the sacerdotal realities of the divine realm. 
It has been previously noted that the chief antagonist of the Slavonic 
apocalypse, the fallen angel Azazel, appears to possess his own “glo-
ry,” or kavod, an attribute that is reserved almost exclusively for the 
depiction of the Deity in apocalyptic accounts.91 The transference of 
divine theophanic attributes to the story’s antagonist seems part of the 
broader ideological tendency of the Slavonic apocalypse, which builds 
paradoxical symmetry between the good and evil realms. Leviathan’s 
role as the foundation stone of the macrocosmic sanctuary appears 
also to belong to the similar cluster of ideas that attempt to envision 
the prominent agents of the Other Side as counterparts to the divine 
realities.
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(Apoc. Ab. 10:8–9). This role can again be compared to the future office of 
Metatron who often functions in the Hekhalot and Shicur Qomah accounts 
as the celestial choirmaster conducting the liturgies of the Living Creatures. 
Yahoel’s expertise in heavenly praise does not seem to be limited to heav-
enly matters. In the apocalypse he is also depicted as the one who initiates a 
human visionary, the patriarch Abraham, into this mystical praxis of praising 
the Deity that serves here as an alternative practice to the vision mysticism.
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