
TThhee  WWoorrlldd  TTrreeee  aanndd  SSttoonneess  ooff  FFiirree  
 

Whom are you thus like in glory and in greatness 

among the trees of Eden?  You shall be brought 

down with the tress of Eden to the world below. 

 Ezekiel 31:18 
 
 

* *  * * * * *   

World Tree 
Eden is known for its great trees, especially the two trees: the tree of life and the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:9).  Adam even hid among them after he sinned (Gen 3:8).  A 
little downstream of Eden’s river there lies the land of Havilah with this curious reference, “And 
the gold of that land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are there” (Gen 2:12).  It is not accidental 
that these two references are so close together in the description of Eden.  Both the tree theme 
and the stone-gold theme are duplicated in the tabernacle1 and temple2 construction at the 
instruction of God.  Ezekiel picks up on both themes and uses them metaphorically as it regards 
the supernatural beings of Eden.3  The rest of the prophets tie trees and stones together very often 
in their denouncement of idolatry.4  This is important.  All of this is related to the divine council, 
the mountain of God, and the subject the binding of Satan.  These objects that God literally put 
into a physical garden of Eden were representations of something invisible that goes on in spiritual 
places.  There may be more to such sayings as “the stones which cry out” (Luke 19:40) or “the trees 
that sing for joy” (Ps 96:12) and “clap their hands” (Isa 55:12)—just as we saw when the star sang 
together (Job 38:7)—than just personification.  To understand this, we need to look at the world 
tree. 

The world tree story is quickly making its way back into our own cultural consciousness, though 
most people are oblivious as to its origin or significance.  It is in the popular computer game World 
of Warcraft.  Its name is evoked in the CW’s “One Tree Hill,” which is named after a sacred 
landmark in Auckland, New Zealand where the indigenous Māori people trace their origins to its 
base.  Tolkien puts it in his Fellowship of the Ring, where it is the dwelling place of Galadriel, Lady 
of Light.  This mighty mellyrn-tree, topped out in lights and stars, was in Caras Galadhon (City of 
Trees), “the heart of Elvendom of earth.”  It takes center stage in the neo-pagan epic Avatar, where 
it houses the Na’vi people, the ten-foot-tall blue skinned giants of the moon Pandora. (see Figure 
2.1).  
 
 
 

 

1 Cf. Ex 25:10-11; 31:5; 35:33. 
2 Cf. 1 Kgs 6:29ff; 1 Chron 29:2. 
3 Ezek 31:1-18 and 28:14-16.  Ezek 36:30-35 and Joel 1:19-2:3 may also pick up this idea. 
4 Cf. Deut 4:28; 28:36, 64; 29:17; 2 Kgs 19:18; Isa 37:19; Jer 3:9; Ezek 20:32; Dan 5:4; Hab 2:19 etc. 



   
World Tree in Hyjal, World of Warcraft 

Blizzard Entertainment 
The Mighty Mellyrn of Caras Galadhon 

Ted Nasmith 
 “Hometree,” in the movie Avatar 

20th Century Fox 
 

 
Keep Eden in mind as you consider the following.  The World Tree is usually described as a 

colossal tree that connects the various sections of creation: heaven, earth, underground.  Sometimes 
it is related to a Tree of Life.  Other times it seems to be separate from it.  Some World Trees are 
aligned to the cardinal points (N, S, E, W) and act like conduits between heaven and earth.  They 
are symbolic of the cosmos, reality, the deity, and world history.5  A definition of the world tree is 
summarized this way, “The world tree forms the center of the created universe.  This is understood 
to reach from heaven to the netherworld forming a natural pillar on which all levels of the cosmos 
exist.”6  World Trees grow on top of holy hillocks, have roots deep into the underworld, and often 
have lights and stars in the crown.  They are said to be the dwelling place of the gods.  Transmitters 
of wisdom regularly originate from or sit under the World Tree.  Quite frequently a serpent can 
be found near the base or coiled up around the trunk.  The World Tree is linked to creation, and 
some World Trees play a part in the eschatological conclusion of the world.  

 
* *  * * *  * * 

 

Yggdrasil 

 
 

Yddgrasil, (source unknown) 
 

 

5 John E. Goldingay, Daniel, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, TX: Word Inc., 2002), 87. 
6 David Noel Freedman, The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary vol. 5 (New York: Doubleday, 1996), 1113. 



The most well known World Tree is Yggdrasil (‘ig-drə-sil) of Nordic origin.  The Poetic Edda 
(we have seen it already) is a 13th century compilation of ancient Norse mythology.  It begins with 
the Völuspá poem where a wise woman recounts old tales to Othin (Odin), chief of the gods,  

 
I remember yet | the giants of yore, Who gave me bread in the days gone by; Nine worlds I knew, | 
the nine in the tree With mighty roots | beneath the mold. . . An ash I know, | Yggdrasil its name, 
With water white | is the great tree wet; Thence come the dews | that fall in the dales, Green by 
Urth’s well | does it ever grow.  Thence come the maidens | mighty in wisdom, Three from the 
dwelling | down ‘neath the tree.7 
 
Yggdrasil is the “home of the gods” where they give judgment everyday.8  From the base of the 

tree come three giant maidens who are called “mighty in wisdom.”  “Laws they made there, and 
life allotted | To the sons of men.”9  Curiously, it is upon the World Tree that Odin sacrificed 
himself, “I know that I hung on a windy tree | nine long nights, | wounded with a spear, dedicated 
to Odin, | myself to myself, | on that tree of which no man knows | from where its roots run.”10  
It is primarily from Yggdrasil that the idea of the Christmas Tree—with its star/angel on top, 
lights, and well at the bottom—is derived.11 

Irminsul 

 
 

Irminsul, (source unknown) 
 
Related to Yggdrasil is Irminsul, a Germanic rendition of the World Tree.  Though often 

depicted as a pillar, it was made of wood.  Royal Frankish Annals (772 A.D.) refer to the Saxon 
wars, where Charlemagne orders the destruction of Irminsul, their “chief seat of religion.”  The 
“T” shape seen above is purely conjectural, and may demonstrate Christian syncretism with 
paganism more than anything.  Note how the eagle represents the sky (“heavens”), while the 
serpent is seen slithering at and under its base. 

Mēsu Tree and the Ḫuluppu Tree 
We have already seen the gišgana tree of King Gudea.  He made his ziggurat not only to be like 

a cosmic mountain, but like this world tree, he says.  This is a popular theme throughout this part 
of the world.  The Babylonian Erra Epic (aka Erra and Ishum), a story older than Daniel and 
Ezekiel, talks about the world tree, calling it a mēsu-tree.  In the story, “The king of gods” speaks 

 

7 Völuspá 2, 19-20a. 
8 Prose Edda: Gylfaginning 15. 
9 Völuspá 20. 
10 Poetic Edda: Hávamál 34. 
11 See the fascinating discussion by Robert N. St. Clair, “The World Ash Tree: The Mythical Origins of the Christmas Tree,” at: 
http://epistemic-forms.com/R-World-tree.html 



to Erra, “warrior of gods” about events after the flood, after he (the king of gods) made the 
“Craftsmen go down to the Apsu (the god personifying the water under the earth).”  It was at this 
time that he “changed the location of the mēsu-tree (and of) the elmešu-stone.12  It then calls the 
mēsu “the flesh of the gods, the proper insignia of the King of the World, The pure timber, tall 
youth, who is made into a lord, Whose roots reach down into the vast ocean through a hundred 
miles of water, to the base of Arallu, whose topknot above rests on the heaven of Anu.”13  In 
another Epic, they also referred to the tree as “the seed of princes.”14   

Another tree, called the ḫuluppu tree is found in the Sumerian account of the Gilgamesh Epic.  
The tree is discovered by Inanna on the banks of the Euphrates River.  She transplants it to her 
sacred garden in Erech.  It begins to grow quickly, and attracts the Zu-bird, the evil Lilith, and 
the snake, which lives in the crown, the middle, and the base.15 

Ashvattha 

 
 

Ashvattha World Tree  
(source unknown) 

 
Hinduism puts the World Tree upside down.  The effect of this is to turn world cosmology on 

its head (i.e. it puts the serpent who dwells in the depths into the heavens).  The Bhagavad Gita 
(or “song of the Blessed Lord” [i.e. Krishna, as George Harrison made famous]”), found in the 
Mahabharata, is part of Hindu sacred scripture.  A relevant portion reads, 

 
The wise speak of the imperishable banyan tree (ashvattha), which has its roots above and branches 
below. Its leaves are the Vedas [the oldest Hindu scripture said to be of non-human origin] and he 
who knows this is the knower of the Vedas. Its branches extend all about; nourished by the three 
attributes of nature (luminescence, mobility and lethargy), the sensory objects are its shoots and 
below, in the world of men, its secondary roots stretch forth, binding them in karma. Its real form 
(rupa) is not perceived here, nor its end nor beginning nor its foundation. Let man first hew down 
this firm rooted banyan tree with the strong weapon of detachment.16 
 

Buddhism, which is an ancient heresy of Hinduism, depicts the Buddha meditating under a Bodhi 
Tree as he gains enlightenment and wisdom.  The Chinese myth A Journey to the West describes a 
time when Wu Kong (the Monkey King) stumbles into the heavenly garden and eats from the 

 

12 Erra and Ishum 148.  See, Stephanie Dalley, “Erra and Ishum,” in The Context of Scripture, vol. 1, ed. William W. Hallo (New 
York, Brill, 1997), 407. 
13 Erra and Ishum, 150-153. 
14 See Thorkild Jacobsen, “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta,” in Contexts of Scripture vol. 1, 548. 
15 See Diane Wolkstein and Samuel N. Kramer, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), pp. 2–9. 
16 Gita 15.1-3. 



Peach Tree which is guarded by a low-level god.  This fruit gives him eternal life, for though 
thrown into the furnace for his crime, he will not die.  He tries to escape, but Buddha captures 
him and traps him underneath a mountain for over 500 years. 

Ica Cosmic Tree 

 
 

Ica Stone 
Ica, Peru  

 
South America is home of one of the strangest (and largest) archaeological discoveries of all time.  

Scattered across hundreds of square miles around Ica, Peru are thousands upon thousands of smooth stones 
which depict ancient religion, warfare, animals, sexual positions and just about anything else imaginable.  
Most of the scientific community denies their legitimacy because they depict (by the hundreds) dinosaurs, 
which Darwinism necessitates became extinct hundreds of millions of years ago.  If they are fakes, it would 
be a truly remarkable undertaking for the farmer who made them all!   

Some of the Ica stones depict our World Tree.  In the stone pictured above, a serpent is coiled up the 
Tree (pictured as a pole).  To the one side are stars.  To the other is what appears to be some sort of man, 
perhaps a shamanic figure who is gaining wisdom from the Tree.  If the stone is authentic, then it depicts 
a religion long since lost.  However, even it does not, there are examples aplenty throughout South America 
which depict the same World Tree idea. 

Aztec World Tree 

 
 

Tepantitla Mural (Aztec World Tree) 
Teotihuacan, Mexico 
Photo: Thomas Aleto 

 
This depiction of the World Tree in Aztecian cosmology has all the features with which we 

are familiarizing ourselves.  At the base, two men (shamans?) are pulling from the roots a serpent’s 
tail, which has a rattle on the end.  The Tree is personified (note the arms and hands), and is 



clearly seen dripping water (life?) from its hands.  The heavens are depicted with stars, and perhaps 
a serpent who stretches from one end to the other.   

Mayan World Tree 

  
 

Mayan World Tree, Vase 
 

The Mayans precede the Aztecs.  A Mayan vase was uncovered that looks strikingly like the Ica 
World Tree (above).  The serpent is again seen coiled up around the trunk.  Again, two holy men 
seem eager to get a crack at the Tree-Pole.  The figure on the right appears to be elevated slightly 
off of the ground.  His foot is inside the serpent’s head or tail.  He also has an Egyptian Ankh 
(cross with the circle on top) as a talisman on his chest.   

 

Trees of Life 
 

   
Egyptian Tree of Life 

Thoth and Seshat 
Urartu, Tree of Life, 1,200 B.C. Babylonian Tree of Life   

Ninlil and her Consort 
Susa, Iran 

 
 

 
 

Sacred Tree, Horned God, and Priest(ess).   
Cylinder seal impression, 2330-2150 B.C. 

S. Beaulieu, 1983. 



  
 

Reproduction of Seal of Mushezib-Ninurta 
Syria 883 

 

   
Nordic Tree of Life: Mimameidr China: Zhongli Quan 

under the Peach Tree 
Greek: Garden of Hesperides  

Ca. 400 B.C., London E 224, British Museum 
 
 
 

Whereas most of what we have seen thus far are World Trees, trees that support 
heaven and earth and conduits of knowledge between them, the idea of a Tree of 
Life is also common throughout the world.   Places as far from one another as Egypt 
and America, Norway and China, Babylon and Greece all have the idea in one form 
or another.  In the reliefs (above), most depict a man and woman standing on either 
side of the tree.  The Greek version found in the Garden of Hesperides has the 
nymphs surround the Apple Tree (it is the Greek myth and apparently not the Bible 
that gives us the idea that Adam and Eve ate an apple) which is guarded by Ladon, 
the dragon-serpent.  The Babylonian myth is also curious because its Tree contains 
seven spikes, which is identical to the Lampstand-Tree that God had Moses put 
into the Tabernacle.  That the Menorah is a representation of a tree (particularly the 
Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden) is something scholars have been writing about 
for thousands of years.17   

 

17 Cf. Vern Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1991), 18-19; 
Gregory K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission, 71-72; Josephus, Antiquities 3.145). 



The Tree of Life is also likened to the Law of God.18  However, breaking God’s 
law is like taking the serpents bite.19  The difference between the two trees in the 
Garden therefore, is not that one is good and the other is evil, but that one represents 
attaining the promise the human way apart from obedience and patience in the 
LORD.20   

Similarly, in the Proverbs, it is wisdom that is a tree of life.21  In Revelation, Jesus 
Christ, who is the fullness of wisdom, has the right to grant anyone entrance to eat of 
its fruit.22  In the stories, those beings who sit under the world tree providing knowledge 
and wisdom are held out as the good guys.  It is interesting that they are so often 
depicted as serpentine!  Even when one particular serpent near the tree is held out as 
evil, the other serpents are regarded as kindly, good, and wise.  And eating in the way 
that our first parents did is always regarded as the best choice they could have made.  
Could the tales of old be any more perverse in the way they tell the story? 

There are more World Trees, from the Iranian Khanbe, to the American Navaho 
Tree of Corn, to the Phoenician Pherecydes.  Mythology depicts a world tree which 
sits upon a holy mountain as the place of human origins, the home of the gods, the 
flesh of the gods, full of stars and lights, the seat of religion, the source of knowledge, 
the source of life, surrounded by the serpent(s), guarded by gods, and towering above 
wise beings who dispense knowledge and eat of its fruit.  All of this is our collective 
memory of the original events depicted in Genesis 2-3 of the placement of the man 
and woman in the Garden of Eden, and their subsequent fall into sin (though, the 
mythology rarely connects sin to the events of the Garden).  The World Tree (and 
the Tree of Life) is our ancestor’s way of remembering several events that took place 
in the most ancient of days.  Unfortunately, though they remember well the episode, 
they end up distorting the story in the worst way possible, making the bad guy(s) 
into the good guy(s) and obscuring the Lord of Hosts almost beyond recognition.   

 

 
 

Wiltshire 15th July, 2002 
750 feet across and spread over 13 tramlines 

Unknown 
 

 

18 In Psalm 19, God’s law rejoices the heart, enlightens the eyes, and is able to make the simple wise, all things that Eve said about 
the other tree’s fruit.  All of this follow immediately after a host of images from Genesis 1 (“The heavens,” cf. Gen 1:8 and Ps 19:1; 
the “expanse,” cf. Gen 1:6 and Ps 19:1; “days” and “nights,” cf. Gen 1:5 and Ps 19:2; the sun, cf. Gen 1:16 and Ps 19:4; their 
“words;” cf. Gen 1:3, 6, 9 etc. and Ps 19:3; the “land,” cf. Gen 1:10 and Ps 19:10 etc).  For some short but fascinating discussion 
see D.J.A. Clines, “The Tree of Knowledge and the Law of Yawheh: Psalm XIX,” VT 24 (1974), 8-14; Gordon J. Wenham, 
“Sanctuary Symbolism in the Garden of Eden Story,” in I Studied Inscriptions From Before the Flood,” Richard S. Hess and David 
Toshio Tsumura (eds.), (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 399-404.  
19 cf. Deut 32:30-33; Prov 23:31-35. 
20 See William N. Wilder, “Illumination and Investiture: The Royal Significance of the Tree of Wisdom in Genesis 3,” WTJ 68:1 
(Spring 2006), 51-69. 
21 Prov 3:18. 
22 Rev 2:7; 22:14; cf. Col 2:3. 



World Trees in the Bible 
I said earlier that Babylon has lots of world tree imagery.  You have to go no further than the 

Bible to see this.  Daniel 4:10-17 tells the story of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, who had a 
dream which he could not understand and which the magicians could not interpret.  So Daniel the 
prophet is brought in and Nebuchadnezzar told him what he saw:  

 
I saw, and behold, a tree in the midst of the earth, and its height was great.  The tree grew 
and became strong, and its top reached to heaven, and it was visible to the end of the whole 
earth. Its leaves were beautiful and its fruit abundant, and in it was food for all.  The beasts 
of the field found shade under it, and the birds of the heavens lived in its branches, and all 
flesh was fed from it.  I saw in the visions of my head as I lay in bed, and behold, a watcher, 
a holy one, came down from heaven.  He proclaimed aloud and said thus: ‘Chop down the 
tree and lop off its branches, strip off its leaves and scatter its fruit. . . The sentence is by 
the decree of the watchers, the decision by the word of the holy ones, to the end that the 
living may know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he 
will and sets over it the lowliest of men.” 
 

From here, Daniel proceeds to tell Nebuchadnezzar, “The tree you saw. . . it is you” (Dan 4:20-
22).  As king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar was a veritable god on earth.  Thus, the image of the 
day that the tree was “the flesh of the gods” is pictured right here in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.23  
But behind the god-king stands invisible powers to whom even he paid homage.  They are the real 
force behind the image of the world tree. 
 

 
A god as an anthropomorphic cosmic tree    

2nd Millennium B.C. 
Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbeisitz/Art Resource, NY 

Courtesy of the Vorderasiatisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany 
 
There are several ways of getting at this.  We can take a look at the word for tree here.  We can 

look at the association of the nations and gods with the trees.  And we can look at how God himself 
identifies with trees.  Let’s take them in this order. 

 

23 Augustine quotes Hermes as referring to idols (made of tree and stone) as “the bodies of the gods” (City of God, 8.23.1). 



Meaning of Tree 
Daniel tells Nebuchadnezzar that he is the tree.  The word for tree here is the word ’elon.  Does 

that look at all familiar?  It should.  The root word is ’el, the name for God.  At the very least there 
is a word play going on here between his view of himself as a god on earth and the world tree 
image of his dream.  But there may also be something more, such as the fact that standing behind 
the king is an invisible power that rules over Babylon.  The following table demonstrates the 
similarities between several words for “tree” and several words for “God(s).” 

 
Table 11.  Trees and Gods 

 
Ancient Word Reference Contextual Meaning 

’elohim  Gen 1:1 etc. The God of Israel 
 ’elohim  Genesis 6:2, 4; Job 1:6, 2:1; 38:7 sons of God 

   ’elim  Exodus 15:11 gods 
   ’elim  (‘eylim) Exodus 15:27 location of 70 palm trees in desert 
   ’elohim  Deuteronomy 32:17 demons 
   ’elohim  Deut 32:43 (LXX, see DSS) Angels (aggelos) 
   ’elohim  1 Samuel 28:13 spirit of Samuel 
   ’elim  Ps 29:1; 89:6 sons of God 
   ’elyon  Ps 82:6 sons of God 
   ’el  (‘eyl)24 Ezekiel 31:11 mighty leader, god, or tree 
   ’eleyhem Ezekiel 31:14 trees of Eden (terebinth tree), haughty(?) 
   ’elon 25 (‘eylan)26 Daniel 4 tree-king Nebuchadnezzar 
ROOT: ’el probably derives from “mighty” or “first in rank.”27 

 

As someone familiar with his own history in story, Nebuchadnezzar would have made the 
connection between himself and the gods as soon as the dream was interpreted.  That is partly 
what the tree symbolized. 

It also symbolized the divine council.  This is why you always have wise beings residing under 
the tree, teaching humans the mysteries of the universe.  This is not only true in pagan religion, 
but you find it in the Scripture.  Sometimes holy and wise persons sit under a terebinth (’elah) tree.  
In 1 Kings 13:14 it is an unnamed man of God.  In Judges 6:11 it is the mysterious Angel of the 
LORD. Of course, we see in the Garden how when tempted near the tree by Satan, Eve saw that 
the tree was “desired to make one wise” (Gen 3:6).   

Trees of Eden 
Ezekiel is a great place to see the biblical symbolism of the tree(s).  Ezekiel 31 is a prophesy 

against the Pharaoh (31:2).  Pharaoh is told that he will come to an end just like the Assyrian and 
all others before him.  If they did not escape God’s judgment, neither will Egypt.  But the way the 
prophet describes Assyria and these other empires ought to raise an eyebrow or two. 

The Assyrian is likened to the world tree (cedar).  It has beautiful branches, forest shade, a 
towering height, and its top among the clouds (31:3), just like Nebuchadnezzar-Babylonian tree.  
Ezekiel calls his predecessors—previous great civilizations—“the trees of Eden.”  That is a strange 
metaphor, since no people were around in those days, except for Adam and Eve.  He says “all the 
trees of Eden, which were in the garden of God, were jealous” of this king’s greatness (Ezek 31:9).  
And God destroys this great tree in part, “in order that all the trees by the waters may not be 

 

24 This is the construct form of ‘ayil. 
25 Some have suggested that ’elon (often meaning ‘sacred tree’), might be a back-formation of the plural ’elonim (gods).  See William 
Foxwell Albright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan: A Historical Analysis of Two Contrasting Faiths (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
1968), 165-166. 
26 ‘eylan is the Aramaic.  Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, ed. R.L. Harris, G.L. Archer, B.K. Waltke (Chicago: Moody, 
1999), 989. 
27 “‘elohim,” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament vol. 1, G.J. Botterweck, H. Ringgren, and H.J. Fabry eds., (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 273. 



exalted in their stature, nor set their top among the clouds, nor their well-watered mighty ones 
stand erect in their height.  For they have all been given over to death, to the earth beneath, among 
the sons of men, with those who go down to the pit” (vs. 14).  The idea is repeated a second time, 
“I made the nations quake at the sounds of its fall when I made it go down to Sheol with those 
who go down to the pit; and all the well-watered trees of Eden, the choicest and best of Lebanon, 
were comforted in the earth beneath” (vs. 16).  How?  “They also went down with it to Sheol to 
those who were slain by the sword” (vs. 17).  And he concludes, “To which among the trees of 
Eden are you thus equal in glory and greatness?  Yet you will be brought down with the trees of 
Eden to the earth beneath” (vs. 18).  In this regard, Isaiah 2:12-13 is similar and relevant, “For the 
LORD of hosts has a day against all that is proud and lofty, against all that is lifted up--and it 
shall be brought low; against all the cedars of Lebanon, lofty and lifted up; and against all the oaks 
of Bashan.” 

Ezekiel cannot be referring only to what has happened in history on earth with men in using 
this metaphor.  He is also describing what has taken place in heaven in the judgment of the sons 
of God for the things they have done here on the earth.  We will see this in Acts 4 as it regards 
the fall of Satan as described by Isaiah (14) and Ezekiel (28).  As in heaven, so on earth.  That is 
how the metaphor works.  This is the point of using a group of trees that existed before there were 
any men!   

Furthermore, it is hardly surprising for men to go down to the pit where men go.  This is similar 
to what we saw in Psalm 82:7, where the sons of God will die like men.  Here as there, the 
pronouncement of this seems to be a surprise.  These trees were high and exalted things, according 
to the worldview of the ancient peoples, especially in Babylon where Ezekiel is writing.  They 
were, in the ultimate sense, heavenly beings that die like men and among men and are cast down 
to earth.  The Pharaoh-god and the one who stands behind him ruling in spiritual places 
(remember, the NT refers to the sons of God as rulers, principalities, thrones, princes etc.) will be 
judged and will come to an end, as has happened time and again in world history.  And all of this 
is directly relevant to understanding the binding of Satan, for they are his helpers and cohorts in 
the crimes against God and humanity.  

A reference to the gods is expressed in a striking word play in Ezek 31:11, which further 
demonstrates that the trees of the passage have something more than humans in mind.  Prior to 
the most ruthless of nations cutting down the great tree, God said that he gave it “into the hand 
of a mighty one of the nations” (31:11).  Who is this “mighty one?”   

He is called either an ’eyl goyim or an ’el goyim: a ___ of the nations.28  The first word has a wide 
range of usage.  It can refer to a pillar in the temple (cf. 1 Kgs 6:31; Ezek 40:9).  It can mean a ram 
(cf. Gen 32:15).  Metaphorically, it refers to a man of power such as a leader or chief (cf. Ex 15:15).  
Or, it can be a mighty tree (cf. Isa 1:29).  Obviously, the tree fits very well in the context.  The 
particular word for “tree” here is chosen intentionally, so that at the minimum it is a word play on 
many words for god.  There are only two words out of dozens that have this relationship to god.  
The other just so happens to be used for Nebuchadnezzar.29 

And so while it is common to translate the phrase as having something to do with God giving 
the tree over to a mighty despot of the nations, the LXX translates it as archōn (ruler, which we 
will see again in Chapter 6), and Young’s Literal translates it “a god of nations.”  The similarity of 
the words, the overlap of usage between trees and gods, the mythology of the world tree and its 
parallel usage in Daniel and Ezekiel, and the cosmic rise and downfall of the Assyrian tree (which 

 

28 For the textual variant see William L. Holladay, A Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden, Netherlands: 
Brill, 1971), p. 12. 
29 The second word has a curious relationship with Ps 29:1 and 89:7, two of our nine “sons of God” texts, and Job 41:17, a Leviathan 
text.  See Holladay, 12. 



parallels that of Satan in Isaiah and Ezekiel 28 which we will look at shortly) give us strong reasons 
to believe that the trees of Eden are more than just anthropomorphisms for world powers.   

God is giving Assyria into the hand of a god of nation, a spiritual tree, an archōn, a ruler of the 
air, a son of God, even as Assyria itself has an invisible ruler-prince over it (Dan 10:13, 20).  Assyria 
and her prince will fall and die because of its unjust and wicked ruling, just like other trees of Eden 
prior to it and still others later (Babylon, Egypt, etc.) which presently envy it.  As Ezekiel says,  

 
I made the nations quake at the sound of its fall, when I cast it down to Sheol with those who go 
down to the pit.  And all the trees of Eden, the choice and best of Lebanon, all that drink water, 
were comforted in the world below.  They also went down to Sheol with it, to those who are slain 
by the sword; yes, those who were its arm, who lived under its shadow among the nations.  Whom 
are you thus like in glory and in greatness among the trees of Eden?  You [Egypt and your prince] 
shall be brought down with the trees of Eden to the world below. 

(Ezek 31:16-18). 

This cosmic fall is paralleled in Psalm 82 and the death of the immortal sons of God who will 
finally be banished to die in the lake of fire. 

Another curious reference to trees which might have some relationship to the gods is found in 
Exodus 15:27, “They came to Elim, where there were twelve springs of water and seventy palm 
trees, and they encamped there by the water.”  As seen in the chart above (see Table ___), ’elim is 
a word for gods.  It this way earlier in Exodus 15:11.  It is also the word used in two places to refer 
to the “sons of God” (Ps 29:1; 89:6).  So Moses took them to the place of the gods.  The Handbook 
on Exodus therefore concludes, “It may have been considered a sacred place.”30   

There are palm trees here in Elim.  God commanded Solomon to etch palm trees into the 
temple architecture, thus reminding us of Eden (1 Kgs 6:29, 32).  It is curious that in these verses, 
cherubim and mentioned along side of the palms no less than three times.  Ezekiel sees the same 
thing in his vision of the new temple (Ezek 40:16ff).  Thus, Meredith Kline is spot on saying, “As 
part of the larger Mosaic context in which the exodus wilderness experience is represented as a 
creation event, and in particular the wilderness is identified with the tohu-deep (cf. Deut. 
32:10,11), the description of the Elim oasis in Exodus 15:27 at once evokes the paradisaical waters 
and trees of the garden of Eden.”31 

The number seventy in the place of the gods is also fascinating.  As we have seen, this is the 
number of the sons of El at Ugarit.  It is also the number of the sons of God in Jewish tradition 
and, implicitly, in the Bible too.  This garden in the wilderness also becomes the staging point of 
the testing in the wilderness, even as God has shown himself to be the healer when Moses threw 
the tree into the water to make the bitter waters drinkable, as the text says.  Therefore, though this 
was a real place visited by the Israelites during the Exodus, it was intentionally designed to bring 
them back symbolically to the originally starting point of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.32 

Trees and Idolatry 
This ancient understanding of trees is partly behind the prohibitions and curses against using 

trees as idols.  “Woe to him who says to a wooden thing, Awake; to a silent stone, Arise!” (Hab 
2:19).  “You who say to a tree, ‘You are my father,’ and to a stone, ‘You gave me birth’” (Jer 2:27).  
“What comes into your mind will not come about, when you say: ‘We will be like the nations, like 

 

30 Noel D. Osborn and Howard Hatton, A Handbook on Exodus, United Handbook Series: UHS (New York : United Bible 
Societies, 1999), 382. 
31 Meredith Kline, Glory in our Midst (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001), 16. 
32 For more see Douglas Van Dorn, “Seventy Palms of Elim,” a sermon on Exodus 15:22-27, available at our website: 
www.rbcnc.com.    



the tribes of the lands, serving wood and stone” (Ezek 20:32). “You shall serve other gods of wood 
and stone, which neither you nor your fathers have known” (Deut 28:64).  It is not merely thing 
idol itself, which is nothing, but the thing which stands behind the idol too.  Theologian John 
Frame explains, “In paganism, the relationship between the image and the god is more than merely 
pictorial, or even representative.  Something of the sanctity of the god attaches to the image itself. 
. . In other kinds of paganism, the relation between the image and the god. . . may be thought of 
as a sacramental conduit of divine influence, or as a representation of the divine, in which case the 
image deserves reverence because of what it represents.”33  I would add that it is not merely the 
image, but also the substance from which the image is made that was important to the pagans.  
For the substances themselves represented typologically, and almost sacramentally, the god behind 
them. 

You can see this especially in the Asherah pole which was forbidden to the Jews.  Asherah was 
the consort of ’El in Canaanite religion.  Her name means “happy,” although the Arabic equivalent 
means “shining,”34 and she is sometimes thought to be associated with the Phoenician goddess 
Tanit, who is the goddess of the serpent, because Asherah is the goddess of the sea and the 
serpent/sea-monster lives in the sea.  She was depicted in a pole (tree), usually on top of a hill and 
is associated with the tree of life.  And thus we see Hezekiah the king of Israel “removed the high 
places and broke the pillars and cut down the Asherah” (2 Kgs 18:4).  Her association with the 
beings in heaven is clear from 2 Kings 17:16, “They made an Asherah and worshiped all the host 
of heaven.” 

Stones of Fire 
From the references above, you can also see the relationship between the stones and the trees.  

This deserves a slight detour.  We have already seen Ezekiel 28 and its reference to Mt. Eden.  In 
the same passage the prophet refers to the “stones of fire” through which “guardian cherub” walked 
on the mountain of God which is Eden (Ezek 28:14, 16). The reference to stones probably 
originates in Genesis 2:11-12, where it says that in the land of Havilah, there is gold, bdellium 
and onyx.  Earlier in Ezekiel 28:13 the “stones of fire” are called “precious stones” such as sardius, 
topaz, and diamond.  The scene actually recalls high priests breast piece that was made of precious 
stones (Ex 28:17-21).  At any rate, the punishment was to be cast out, away from the stones of fire.  
Was this a punishment of keeping Satan from getting rich with gold and gems?  I don’t think so. 

One of the few ancient references to Havilah is found in Pseudo-Philo (1st cent A.D.).  It is 
fascinating.  It talks about the days of Kenaz (Caleb’s father) when the Amorite (giants) brought 
up from this land “precious stones. . . crystal and prase,” some of which “shone. . . as if it revealed 
the water of the deep lying beneath it,” and put them in their sanctuaries.  These stones were of 
too much value to estimate.  They were lamps without artificial light, so bright that “even if one 
of the Amorites [giants] was blind, he would go and put his eyes on it and recover sight.”35  The 
stones were also said to have been found laying upon seven “sacred nymphs [idols]” (in 
Scandinavian and Greek mythology, for instance, the nymphs hung out by the World Tree and 
were teachers of wisdom) who “when called upon, showed the Amorites (including Nimrod) what 
to do every hour.” 

The relationship between shining stones and nymphs is more than coincidental.  Ezekiel is 
using the language of Eden and other ancients to describe the heavenly beings of the divine 

 

33 John Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2008), 454. 
34 Nicholas Wyatt, “Asherah,” DDD, 99. 
35 Pseudo-Philo 25:11-12. 



mountain.  It is a metaphor, but one that directly relates heaven to earth.  A fragment of the 
Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic describes the original garden this way, 

 
He went directly to the [ ] of the garden of the gods in order to admire it, as its fruit it carries 
carnelians, vines are climbing there—beautiful to look at—with a foliage made of lapis lazuli. The 
fruits—a pleasure to behold—are made of … stones. 
 
[Break of about 23 lines] 
 
[ ] cedar [ ] its [… are made of] white stones … The sea [its … are made of] sâsu-stones. Instead of 
thistles and thorny shrubs [their … are made of] red stones, and the thorns are made of abarummu-
stones. Sabû-stones and haematite are, [ ]-ri-e and pearls (?) [are ]. Instead of [ are made of] agate 
(?), of the [ ] sea [ ].36 
 
This “garden of the gods” reminds me of a famous state park in Colorado Springs called The 

Garden of the Gods.  It is made up of fiery red stones that jut out of the ground as if pushed 
upward by some incredible force from below and left as memorials of an ancient cataclysm.  The 
very name of the place is quite curious in light of these ancient texts.  

As mentioned above, Ezekiel 28:13 describes the stones as nine precious and shining stones 
(sardius, topaz, diamond, beryl, onyx, jasper, sapphire, emerald, and carbuncle, along with gold) 
that covered the guardian cherub.  The church fathers understood exactly what this meant.  For 
example, Gregory the Great (c. 540–604) wrote, “He gave the names of nine stones, since there 
are nine ranks of angels. The first angel was adorned and covered with these nine since when it 
was set ahead of the whole multitude of angels, it was more illustrious in comparison with them.”37 

This passage in Ezekiel also has a parallel in 1 Enoch 18:6-9, 
 
I passed by and I saw a place burning night and day, where there were seven mountains of expensive 
stones, three toward the east and three laying toward the south. And, indeed, those toward the east 
were from a stone of color, but one was from a stone of pearl, the other a stone of healing; but the 
one to the south was from a fiery red stone; And the one in their midst was into heaven, as the 
throne of God was made from the stone of alabaster, and the top of the throne was made from the 
stone of sapphire; And I saw a consuming fire and things within these mountains. 
  

Enoch’s stone throne likewise has a parallel in a Babylonian text where the Amesha Spentas 
(“Immortal Holy Ones”) are seated near the throne of Ahura Mazda where they serve him as 
ministering angels.38  Three of this divine council sit to the right of Mazda, three sit to the left.39  
Back in Enoch, six archangels are referred to (Uriel, Raphael, Raguel, Michael, Sariel, and Gabriel; 
1 En 20:1-7) as a parallel idea.  Thus, scholars conclude that the six mountains of Enoch “represent 
the thrones of the chiefs of God’s heavenly entourage,” and that the flame-colored stones of the 

 

36 Daniel Isaac Block, The Book of Ezekiel. Chapters 25-48, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1997-), 115.  Smoothed over from a translation by A. L. Oppenheim, 
“Mesopotamian Mythology II,” Or 17 (1948) 47-48, cited in James B. Pritchard,  Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old 
Testament: ANET  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), 89. 
37 Gregory the Great, “Forty Gospel Homilies 34,” cited in Kenneth Stevenson and Michael Gluerup, Ezekiel, Daniel, Ancient 
Christian Commentary on Scripture OT 13 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 95. 
38 Bundahishn 2.4.  The thrones are specifically referenced in Venidad 19.32.  
39 A. V. Williams Jackson (A Brief Note on the Amshaspands [Freiburg: Mohr, 1898], 364) reproduces the arrangement with Mazda 
at the head and other archangels to his left and right:  

Ahura Mazda 
Vohu Manah (“Good Purpose”) Spenta Armaiti (“Holy Devotion”) 

Asha Vahishta (“Best Truth/Righteousness”)  Haurvatat (“Holiness”) 
Khshathra Vairya (“Desirable Dominion”)   Ameretat (“Immortality”) 



mountains correspond to Ezekiel’s stones of fire.40  So writes one, “In the case of the ‘stones of fire’ 
in whose midst he dwells, the reference [likely] is to his fellow inhabitants—who are thus thought 
of as creatures of light [i.e. angels].”41 This is in line with Psalm 104:4, “He makes his angels 
flaming fire.”  

This is reminiscent of something Ezekiel sees at the very beginning of his book (Ezekiel 1).42  
While some people think the giant fiery wheel in the sky if a flying saucer, Ezekiel is actually 
describing something else. He describes beings whose appearance was “like burning coals of fire,” 
“like the appearance of torches,” and “lightning” (Ezek 1:13).  Later he describes this: “Upward 
from what had the appearance of his waist I saw as it were gleaming metal, like the appearance of 
fire enclosed all around” (Ezek 1:27).  This includes legs which “sparkled like burnished bronze 
(nechosheth)” (1:7). (We will look in more detail at this word for “bronze” in the next chapter). 

That trees and stones are symbolically or sacramentally linked to the heavenly beings in the 
ancient mind is clear also in Ugarit when Baal says, “For a message I have, and I will tell you, a 
word, and I will recount to you.  The word of tree and the whisper of stone, the converse of Heaven 
with Hell, of Deeps with Stars. . . Come and I will reveal it.  In the midst of my mountain, Divine 
Sapan, In the holy mount of my heritage, In the beautiful hill of my might.”43  The trees and stones 
“speak,” because they are viewed as the embodiment of the gods.  That’s precisely why they made 
their idols out of these substances. 

Yahweh, Stones, and Trees 
Holy trees and holy rocks find their ultimate significance, not in the gods and idols of the 

nations, but in personification by the LORD God of Israel himself.  He is The Tree and The 
Rock.  Not that those things are him (the Bible is not pantheistic), but that they symbolically 
represent him and the work of redemption.  In Deuteronomy 33:16, God is called the thornbush 
dweller, a reference to the burning bush, which is filled with bright shining fire and The Angel of 
the LORD.  Similarly, 2 Samuel 5:24 says that “when you hear the sound of marching in the tops 
of the balsam trees, then rouse yourself, for then the LORD has gone out before you.”44   

Isaiah is full of this imagery.  The most famous example is the prediction that Messiah will 
come from the stump of Jesse (Isa 11:1).  The prophets pick this up and call him the “righteous 
branch” (Isa 4:2; Jer 23:5, 33:15; Zech 3:8; 6:12).  It is curious in this regard that immediately prior 
to the seventy palms of Elim, Moses throws a “tree” into the water and it becomes sweet (Ex 
15:25).  In Hosea 14:8 God says, “I am like a green pine tree; your fruitfulness comes from me” 
(NIV).”  Wisdom (which is personified in Christ” is “a tree of life to those who lay hold of her” 
(Prov 3:18). 

In fulfilment of these things, Jesus refers to himself as “the vine” (John 15:5).  Also, in as much 
as Christ is true Israel, he is the fig tree (Luke 21:29) and the olive tree (Rom 11:17).  Jesus grants 
the way to the Tree of Life (Rev 2:7).  This is all, of course, metaphorical.  But it is certainly 
curious in light of our discussion of the religious significance of world trees. 

 

40 George W. E. Nickelsburg and Klaus Baltzer, 1 Enoch: A Commentary on the Book of 1 Enoch (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2001), 
286.  Others who take this view include, Richard Clifford, The Cosmic Mountain, 173; Kelley Coblentz Bautch, A Study of the 
Geography of 1 Enoch 17-19 (Boston: Brill, 2003), 114-20; Millard C. Lind, Ezekiel, Believers Church Bible Commentary 
(Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1996), 237; Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2: A Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel, Chapters 25-48, 
Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 93.  Zimmerli notes other non-English speaking commentators who view them 
as angels or stars. 
41 Zimmerli, 93. 
42 A very similar description of another being see Daniel 10:5-6. 
43 KTU 1.3.iii:20-25, 28-31. 
44 Along these lines Judges 9:14-15 can also be considered.  See M. C. A. Korpel, “Thornbush,” DDD, 861-63. 



God (’El) is also “the stone” in Genesis 49:24.  The coming Messiah is also called the stone 
who becomes a great mountain that crushes kingdoms under his feet (Daniel 2:34-35; Luke 20:17-
18).  This is the “stone that the builders rejected” (Ps 118:22; Acts 4:11), a “costly cornerstone.”  
But the one who trusts in him will not be put to shame (Isa 28:16; 1 Pet 2:6).  Using a different 
Hebrew word, God is also called “The Rock” (cf. Deut 32:4; 2 Sam 23:3; Isa 26:4; 1 Cor 10:4 etc) 
as opposed to the other gods who are just rocks (Deut 32:31, 37). 

 
* *  * * *  * * 


