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The present paper puts forward some of the conclusions I have reached following 
extended research on Newton’s Latin manuscript now in the Babson Collection: 
Prolegomena ad lexici prophetici partem secundam in quibus agitur de forma sanc-
tuarij judaici. The publication of a facsimile of this manuscript and of its edition 
and partial Spanish translation in 1996 did much to awaken my interest in Newton’s 
theological and historical papers in general and in the Prolegomena in particular, 
at a time when and in a place where it seemed impossible that I could ever pursue 
that interest.1 The aim of this essay is to consider an aspect of Newton’s scholarship 
that, though often mentioned or referred to, has been otherwise largely ignored or 
neglected, when not misinterpreted. In this context, and by looking at the structure 
of Newton’s manuscript and at his exegetical techniques, I aim to refute some of 
the most repeated claims on Newton’s interest in the Temple of Solomon and on the 
composition of his work on it.

The scholarship on the Prolegomena has mainly served two different purposes. 
Either it has illustrated Newton’s commitment to scientific rigour, by demonstrating 
its purported presence even in his esoteric pieces, or it has contributed to build a case 
for his so-called mysticism and his penchant for numerical symbolism. In both cases 
authors have approached the text with a preconceived notion of how it should be 
assessed to best suit their own agenda, and have failed to locate the manuscript against 
the obvious background of the Temple and Hebraist studies of the time and Newton’s 
own work on prophecy. I argue that a new contextualization of the text, towards which 
this paper seeks to contribute, is necessary. Only when this contextualization takes 
place will we be in the position to appreciate the relevance of Newton’s purpose in 
this writing, and its importance for Newton’s interpretation of prophecies. 

interest in the temple and newton’s work on it

The Temple was one of many prophetic figures, for the elucidation of which Newton 
felt morally responsible. As he explained in his list of prophetic figures from his 
long untitled treatise on Revelation, the Church was most often represented by a 
Temple.2 Not only that, but the courts of the Temple also bore prophetical meaning, 
as he explained: 

The temple wth its Court & ye holy City is ye whole Church & it’s here distin-
guished into two parts; the one (ye Temple) measured & not given to ye gentiles, 
& this is therefore ye elect part of ye Church; ye other (ye outward Court & holy 
City) left unmeasured that is neglected, left out of ye measure \or compas/ of 
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god’s regard, not measured compassed or bounded by god’s laws but left to 
transgression, & therefore ye reprobate part of ye Church. And this is given to 
ye gentiles to possess, that is to those that should gentilize to be ye inhabitants 
or Citizens wch it should contein or consist of: & they tread it under foot, that 
is, contaminate corrupt & overwhelm ye truth of their Christian profession by 
gentile practises.3

On the other hand, in the Second Book of one of his extended manuscripts on the 
interpretation of prophecy, Newton had made clear that the Temple or the Tabernacle 
was “ye common scene of all ye Apocalyptic visions” and “therefore to be understood 
as well here as in other places”. In the same manuscript, Newton announced to his 
imagined reader that he might in the future give a fuller account of the first and of 
the second temples, “those who have hitherto wrote on this subject much mistaking 
ye form of both Temples”.4 Newton’s interest in temples and very much in particular 
in the Temple of Solomon was not the interest of the antiquarian, or of the mystic. 
As becomes obvious to the reader of Newton’s Prolegomena, the largest part of his 
projected prologue for a treatise on the prophetic lexicon is in fact, insofar as this 
piece in the Babson Collection is concerned, a double line-by-line commentary of 
Ezekiel’s verses, where the Temple of Solomon is described in detail.5

Newton’s fascination with the Temple’s divine symmetrical proportions was, on 
the other hand, absolutely unexceptional. The construction of Solomon’s Temple had 
exerted a powerful attraction on Renaissance and Baroque thinkers of all religions. 
The popularity of this topic was undoubtedly partially responsible for the century’s 
interest in Hebrew language and sources. Many Christian scholars routinely invoked 
Jewish sources to justify their theories. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, 
Hebrew Bibles and grammars, and also editions of the rabbinical commentaries and 
of the Talmudic texts, had been circulating freely for a long time.6 Likewise, scholars 
had long been aware that the Word of god had originally been written in Hebrew.7 
Jerome’s fifth-century Latin translation of Scripture had lost its privileged place during 
the Reformation. As Friedman so well put it, it became increasingly obvious to the 
community of Scripture interpreters that “Scripture represented god’s revealed truth 
coined in Hebrew and perhaps in greek, but certainly not in the Latin idiom”.8 On 
the other hand, and given Newton’s strong interest in church history, he was surely 
aware of the scholarly increasing reliance on Talmudic sources, in particular for the 
understanding of the primitive church. Last but not least, the influential Cambridge 
don Joseph Mede, after whom Newton largely modelled his own method for the 
interpretation of prophecy, had made use of Jewish learning to design his revolution-
ary reference system of synchronisms.9 

Philo-Semitism does however not help us to explain to the same extent the fas-
cination that the Temple exerted on Catholic scholars too. The Biblical belief that 
the construction of the Temple had been commanded by god Himself accounts 
for the fact that not only Protestants, but also Catholics, undertook the allegedly 
divine endeavour to describe the Temple’s perfect proportions.10 Members of both 
denominations believed that the Temple was a prefiguration of the New Jerusalem. 
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Furthermore, millenarians were equally intrigued by the symbolism of the Temple, 
initially because its rebuilding was a condition of the Millennium and the second 
coming of Christ, but also because, like Newton himself, they desired to understand 
obscure passages from Daniel and Revelation about events that were supposed to 
have taken place in the Temple.11

As is usually the case with Newton’s manuscript drafts, the Prolegomena was 
not an isolated event in his intellectual biography. Several other notes by Newton 
regarding the interpretation of Ezekiel’s prophecy and the physical appearance 
of the Temple, which he sketched on different occasions, are part of the Yahuda 
collection of Newton’s papers. In particular, the manuscripts Yahuda MS 14 and 
Yahuda MS 2.4 contain earlier drafts of several parts of the text and figures from 
Prolegomena. While the notes from Yahuda MS 2.4 (late 1680s–1690s) display 
variations of Newton’s most personal discourse on the dimensions of the Temple, 
some paragraphs being identical to those in the Prolegomena version, the manuscript 
Yahuda MS 14 (1670s) contains elaborations on the line-to-line commentary of 
chapters 40 and 41 of Ezekiel’s prophecy, mixed with Latin and English passages 
about the meaning of the prophetic figures and some of the few paragraphs about 
the Temple that Newton wrote in English.12 Sets of notes which document a part 
of Newton’s enquiries about the Temple are also extant. Thus the second part of a 
manuscript on the relevance of Jewish ceremonies to prophetic exegesis, Yahuda 
MS 13.2, contains extracts and notes taken from the Latin translation of the Jewish 
medieval philosopher Maimonides’s Sefer Avodah, De cultu divino. Newton worked 
with his own copy of this volume, Ludovicus de Compiegne de Veil’s translation 
of 1678.13 The document displays abundant (in the majority straight) notes from 
Maimonides’s treatment of the Temple. In folio 9r the writing is delegated to a 
clerical looking hand. In folio 17 Newton opens a section with notes extracted from 
Ludovicus de Compiegne de Veil’s own notes. Folios 19 to the final folio 22 feature 
Newton’s notes from the Jerusalem Talmud, in the Yoma, the fifth treatise of the 
Mishnah, itself a major work of Rabbinic Judaism and the basis of the Talmud. 
References in this manuscript make it clear that Newton was familiar with the work 
of the prominent Christian Hebraist Johannes Buxtorf (1564–1629). Newton quoted 
his Lexicon Chaldaicum, Talmudicum et Rabbinicum (1640)  in folio 27r of the 
Prolegomena in connection with a discussion about measuring standards. In his 
notes of Yahuda MS 13.2, Newton had referred also to the Synagoga Iudaica (1622) 
and to another standard work by Buxtorf, the Bibliotheca Rabbinica (1618–19), 
which contained an edition of the Basel rabbinical bible, and included masoretic 
notes, Targums (the Aramaic translation of the Hebrew Old Testament) and com-
mentaries of the mediaeval rabbis.14 Notes now in Yahuda MS 28D (c. 1675–85) 
also draw from Buxtorf’s previous work De abbreviaturis Hebraicis liber novus 
& copiosus, where Newton could have found another shortcut to many of the rab-
binical opinions on the Temple.15

The above mentioned set of commentaries, Yahuda MS 14, contains Newton’s 
extant notes on the work on the Temple by the Spanish Jesuit Juan Bautista Villalpando 
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(1552–1608), a work of which Newton would later make use for the composition of 
the Prolegomena.16 There is no evidence that Newton had direct access to Villalpando’s 
treatise on the Temple, but he knew the most important points of his argument through 
other standard reference books of the time. In particular, Newton owned and used 
Brian Walton’s Polyglot Bible and he was also familiar with John Pearson’s Critici 
sacri, from which, as we shall see later, he extracted the relevant information about 
Villalpando that the French humanist Louis Cappel (1585–1658) had collated. The 
“Triplex delineatio” of the Polyglot, also by Cappel, contained a part on Villalpando 
and a part on Josephus and was completed with the Mishnah’s description of the 
Temple. The volume would have proved useful in providing summaries of relevant 
parts of Flavius Josephus’s Bellum Judaicum and Antiquitates Judaicae.17 Still, and 
although Newton may have drawn abundantly from the Polyglot, particularly as far 
as Antiquitates Judaicae is concerned, he must have consulted some original sources. 
This is at the very least true for Books 7 and 8 of Antiquitates Judaicae, and for Book 
7 of Bellum Judaicum.18 

Nonetheless, when the possibilities for bibliographical consultation from compen-
dia or other secondary sources freely available to Newton are thus briefly sketched, 
it becomes obvious that the more heroic views of Newton’s immersion in the Jewish 
corpus of literature must be abandoned. In 1980 Richard S. Westfall could write that 
“being the man he [Newton] was, he plunged into an extensive program of reading 
in Josephus, Philo, Maimonides, and the Talmudic scholars”.19 Twenty years later, 
the overview of Newton’s notes on the Temple and topics related to it show that he 
did not need to have read all these authors, or at least not in their unabridged original 
versions, and that indeed most probably he did not, before he started drafting com-
mentaries of Ezekiel. Although I would on this account (and on account of the lack 
of originality of much of his work on the topic) be reluctant to describe him as one 
of “the most significant Christian Hebraists of his age”, the sheer number of papers 
dealing with the Temple and Newton’s close reading of Ezekiel’s prophecy and other 
Biblical relevant passages, attest to the importance of the topic for Newton.20 He 
continued to write on it in a later set of notes, which took him to the release of part 
of this material to the contemporary reader, in the shape of “Chapter V” of his 1728 
Chronology of ancient kingdoms.21

Newton’s note-taking and drafting on the Temple spanned five decades, from the 
rudimentary sketches of Yahuda MS 14 to the sophisticated plate of the Chronology 
(Figure 1). Although as was usually the case with the topics dearest to his heart, 
Newton’s obsession never became public, William Stukeley recalled having been 
told by Newton about his project.22 Further research on this manuscript and related 
ones is needed in order to date the different parts which compose the Prolegomena. 
In my opinion, Yahuda MS 14 and Yahuda MS 2.4 constitute drafts previous to those 
of the Prolegomena, which would imply that the material in the Prolegomena is 
post-1690s but most probably previous to Newton’s post-1710 drafting of his later 
published chapter in Yahuda MS 26.23
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the manuscript and its contents

The manuscripts of the Prolegomena are part of Sotheby Lot 263. They were acquired 
at the 1936 auction for £38 by the Magg Brothers, who presumably sold them to 
John Maynard Keynes. The famous economist exchanged them in late 1936 for 
two other items of the Yahuda collection. The Prolegomena appears later as Item 
87 of the auction catalogue of William H. Schab, but this catalogue is undated and 
we also do not know the date and circumstances under which Schab purchased the 
Prolegomena.24 We assume that it was as a result of the Schab sale that the item was 
acquired by Babson College. As part of the Babson Collection, the Prolegomena could 
be seen in the Dibner Institute, until 2006. In this year, and following the permanent 
closure of the Institute, the holdings of the Babson Collection were transferred to 
the Huntington Library in San Marino, California.

The description of the Prolegomena in the Schab Catalogue observes that part of 
the manuscript is lost and has been replaced by two other texts.25 It is described in this 
catalogue as a 72-page (on 64 leaves quarto and 3 leaves folio) manuscript and in the 
better known Sotheby catalogue as an 84-page document. Ciriaca Morano, its Span-
ish editor, has argued that the text should be considered three-part, but she believes 
that a coherent ordering of the whole is legitimate. She explains that the existence 
of two different sets of commentaries on Ezekiel’s prophecy, between folios 8 and 
11 and between folios 43 and 57, does not necessarily refute her hypothesis. Both 
series of commentaries could well have coexisted in the same treatise. As Morano 
explains, to offer a double commentary of the same passages with the second one 

Fig. 1. Newton’s published plan of Solomon’s Temple, Chronology of ancient kingdoms (London, 1728), 
chap. V. The British Library, 685.i.20.
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focused on the criticism of the corrupted versions, was common at that time.26 The 
Babson Catalogue also describes the manuscript as “apparently complete” and as 
presenting no “obvious hiatus in the text”.27 

The text is however, from my point of view, clearly fragmentary, since there are 
no smooth transitions or coherence between the different parts that compose it and 
no clear general plan of the work. However, the description in the Schab catalogue is 
inaccurate. All the sketches show key letters that are used in the relevant descriptions, 
contrary to what the catalogue says, and only the referent of the letters of the plan in 
the double folio 42 is confused, as already pointed out by Morano, who thinks that 
this is Newton’s map of the Zerubbabel Temple.28

Those who have seen the linen case which contains the original manuscript of the 
Prolegomena have been surprised by its reduced physical dimensions, which give it 
the appearance of a notebook. I can attest to the difficulties this piece presents to the 
transcriber and encoder, since its apparently clear layout (annotations in the recto and 
main paraphrases in the verso) reveals under the surface a complicated net of insertions 
and notes that behave in all possible and unexpected ways. Two different cover slips 
in two different hands attribute the titles A Treatise or Remarks on Solomons Temple 
and Temple of Solomon to Newton’s manuscript material. Newton himself adopted the 
heading “Prolegomena ad Lexici Prophetici partem secundam, /in quibus agitur\ De 
forma Sanctuarij Iudaici”, only after cancelling “continens expositionem allusionum 
ad mundum mysticum populi Israelis. Sect. j”. Newton’s decision to narrow down 
the compass of this title corresponds with the limited scope of the contents of the 
piece, while it tells us of possible ramifications of its core topic.

The Prolegomena is quite clearly not a mystical or numerological work, but 
an exercise in the interpretation of a prophecy. At the outset of the work, Newton 
explained that his purpose was to study the structure and the measurements of the 
Temple of Solomon because legal acts used to be performed there. The political or 
legislative system was important for Newton as for many other major interpreters of 
the prophecies, because they held the future things to be sketched in the legislative 
organization, and the interpreters of the prophecies thus took their figures from it 
rather than from the natural world.29 The phrase “Temple of Solomon” does not refer 
to a single construction. There existed three historical temples and a prophetic one. 
The original Temple had been built by Solomon some time between 965 b.c. and 928 
b.c. and was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 b.c.30 The second Temple (about 
which little is known) had been erected by Zerubbabel around 500 b.c. and the third 
was Herod’s Temple of about 20 b.c., destroyed by the Romans in a.d. 70.31 However, 
the visionary Temple attracted as much scholarly attention and commentary. It was 
described by Ezekiel in chapters 40 to 48 of his prophecy. It was the explanation of 
this vision that constituted the main focus of Newton’s Prolegomena. 

After expressing his main purpose, Newton continued by briefly describing the 
Tabernacle of Moses according to biblical evidence in Exodus and Kings.32 Accord-
ing to the Hebraic and Christian traditions, the shape and dimensions of the portable 
Tabernacle had been revealed by god to Moses. It was thought that Solomon had 
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kept the same Mosaic proportions when building the temple, but doubling the scale. 
Solomon’s Temple was thought to have been built through divine revelation too. 
David’s son, Solomon, was the architect chosen by god to build His house. Centu-
ries of Temple studies have not settled the question of whether Ezekiel’s vision was 
purely imaginary or whether the prophet was describing the Temple he would have 
seen before the exile. It was Newton’s polemical claim that Ezekiel had been shown 
the same construction that god had revealed to Solomon, “keeping all the measure-
ments intact”.33 Newton presented these measurements as inferred from the biblical 
prophecy of Ezekiel, but also from the books of Chronicles and Kings. 

According to these sources and Newton’s interpretation of them, the Temple of 
Solomon was a rectangular building divided into three different spaces that were 
disposed or ordered longitudinally (Figure 2). Walking through the Court of the 

Fig. 2. Newton’s sketch plan of Solomon’s Temple, Babson MS 434, fol. 8.
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People (MNOP), which measured 500 cubits on each side, we would have arrived 
at the actual house. Entering through the east gate of the external atrium we would 
have covered the distance to the Court of the Priests: 100 cubits. In the Court of the 
Priests (a room that measured 100 cubic metres, ABEF) we would have come across 
the Altar (G) in the centre of the room. The Court of the Priests was surrounded by 
chambers on three of its four sides. If we had continued our tour, we would have 
found ourselves in front of the ten steps that took us to the porch of the Temple and 
to the so-called Separate Place (which also measured 100 cubic metres, ABCD) and 
from there to the Holy Place (N) and to the Most Holy Place (O). After an allusion 
to the organization of the priests in their court, Newton explained that Zerubbabel 
constructed the Temple on almost the same foundations, but rejected the construction 
of a big “sumptuous” atrium for the gentiles. Newton argued that the Temple lacked 
such a big court until the time of Alexander the great.34 The figurative meaning of 
this fact, to which Newton had referred in other manuscripts, was not spelled out in 
the Prolegomena. I have quoted above from Newton’s allusions in his manuscript 
known today as Yahuda MS 9.2. In addition, Newton referred in his untitled treatise 
on Revelation Yahuda MS 1 to the existence of two courts as a representation of the 
kind of religious segregation that Newton would have imposed between idolaters 
and other Christians:

The temple wth its Court & ye holy City is ye whole Church & it’s here distin-
guished into two parts; the one (ye Temple) measured & not given to ye gentiles, 
& this is therefore ye elect part of ye Church; ye other (ye outward Court & holy 
City) left unmeasured that is neglected, left out of ye measure \or compas/ of 
god’s regard, not measured compassed or bounded by god’s laws but left to 
transgression, & therefore ye reprobate part of ye Church.35 

The Prolegomena continued with an untitled commentary, captioned “Dimensions 
of the gates of one and the other court (Ezek. 40), illustrated with a sketch”. There 
were not many amendments or discussions of the passages by Newton in this part 
of the manuscript. Newton quoted the Septuagint at least twice, the Hebrew version 
and the Latin version, whose translation of Ezekiel 42:3 he found particularly bad. 
However, the section was devoted to spelling out the measures of all the places iden-
tified with letters on the sketch that he had drawn of the gates.36 In a second part to 
this commentary, Newton tried to provide the correct translation of the verses that 
he had paraphrased in the previous part and included brief remarks on the uses of 
the different rooms.37 

The longest section, entitled “Commentary”, followed. In a first part Newton 
offered Ezekiel’s altar dimensions, which were indeed like those of Solomon’s Temple, 
as Newton had expected. It was the altar of the second Temple that had the erroneous 
dimensions, because the Jews had misinterpreted Ezekiel’s words when building the 
Temple following the prophet’s description.38 In a second part of the commentary 
Newton stated that Ezekiel’s description was the most reliable source of the size and 
shape of the Temple of Solomon and he announced the description of the second 
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Temple.39 However, Newton’s text in the next few folios contains very little by way 
of this description of Zerubbabel’s Temple. In the hope that the buildings built over 
the remains of what used to be Solomon’s Temple could help clarify each other and 
possibly Solomon’s Temple itself, Newton offered extensive passages from Josephus 
Bellum Judaicum and Antiquitates Judaicae, which he annotated with his own short 
clarifications, between brackets.40 These paragraphs were not so much about the struc-
ture of the Temple as a whole, as about the dimensions and the characteristics of its 
gates and columns and the changes that these had suffered through history, and the use 
to which each gate had been put. Newton used his indirect knowledge of the Talmud 
to complement Josephus’s description or add more details to it. For the Middoth, a 
part of the judicial Mischna, which deals with the dimensions of the Temple, Newton 
relied on the edition by Constantijn L’Empereur (1591–1648), which he quoted.41 
L’Empereur had been a professor of Hebrew and Theology in Leiden from 1627 to 
1646; he played an important role in the popularization of Jewish literature and went 
(perhaps fairly) ignored after his century.42 Likewise, Newton, in general not given to 
acknowledging his contemporary sources, referred at this point to Cappel and Benito 
Arias Montano, who had both also drawn from rabbinical material. As mentioned 
above, Cappel’s “Triplex Delineatio” in the Polyglot and “Villalpandi Paraphrasis” in 
Critici Sacri were very likely Newton’s main source for Villalpando.43 The Spanish 
Benedictine Montano was a humanist and reputed Orientalist who had authored the 
prefaces to the Antwerp Polyglot Bible. He was an expert in the Talmud, which he 
had explored to recover the original Hebrew units.44 

The rabbinical sources agreed, as far as Newton’s interpretation was concerned, 
with Josephus’s description. They all thought that the Mount of the House, the name 
they gave to the big atrium, was a squared surface of five hundred square cubits 
(measured in the external side), surrounded by a double portico. The agreement was, 
however, partial. Josephus and the Talmudists differed, for example, over the position 
and number of the gates. While Josephus had attributed ten gates to the big atrium, 
the Talmudists testified to the number of seven.45 From Newton, the Talmudic experts, 
who had not been eyewitnesses, erred however in attributing the qualities of the two 
eastern gates to a single one.46 Not only had the number of gates to be increased in 
relation to the Talmudic descriptions, but since Josephus had made clear that there 
were chambers over the angles of the atrium, the number of chambers was also higher 
than the one estimated by the Talmudists. Newton corrected this and other errors 
accordingly, using Josephus and Ezekiel.47 Furthermore, Newton commented on 
the parts of the temple where the Mosaic proportions had been only approximately 
doubled. Finally, he showed through a comparative table that the measurements of 
the gates, columns, etc. given by Josephus and the Talmud did not differ by much 
when Josephus’s unit was converted into the sacred cubit.48 

The material in this table also appeared in one of Newton’s little-known works, 
namely his Dissertation upon the Sacred Cubit of the Jews. This was originally 
written in Latin and published in English in 1737 in Miscellaneous works of John 
Greaves.49 Newton’s Dissertation spelt out at the outset the high importance of these 
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disquisitions for all his studies on the Temple. “To the description of the Temple 
belongs the knowledge of the Sacred Cubit”, Newton wrote, “to the understanding 
of which, the knowledge of the Cubits of the different nations will be conducive”. 
Furthermore, he stated in his Dissertation his suspicions that the sacred Cubit “was 
taken from some authentic model preserved in a secret manner from the knowledge 
of the Christians”.50 He tried to fix the exact measure of the sacred standard through 
the contrast of the different national cubits and using John greaves’s works on the 
ancient standards of weight and measurement.51 Newton thought that the sacred cubit 
was slightly bigger than the vulgar version. The same could be inferred from his 
frequent conversion from ordinary cubits to sacred cubits in the Prolegomena. The 
sacred and the vulgar cubits stayed almost in the same proportion, one to each other, 
like the Babylonian and the Egyptian cubits. This was a proof that the Jews had learnt 
the Egyptian cubit when doing building works in Egypt, where they had adopted this 
second “adventitious” unit, different from their own sacred standard.52

It was therefore in connection with the comparative table of the Prolegomena that 
Newton’s acute concern about the size of the employed standards of measure shone 
through. Knowledge of the magnitude of the sacred cubit was part of the ancient 
wisdom that the Jews had received from their ancestors. The Jews had used this 
standard, held to be composed of six palms, while routinely converting the foreign 
units into sacred cubits.53 On the other hand, Newton wrote, Josephus had used the 
major stadium, which amounted to four hundred sacred cubits, to describe the external 
atrium. According to Newton, Josephus had not been careful enough regarding the 
use of the sacred cubit, because his writings were meant for the gentiles.54 Newton 
expanded this idea in his Dissertation about the cubit, quoting an example from 
Josephus’s Prologo Belli Judaici, where the latter “every where puts three Roman 
Cubits for about two sacred Cubits except in some of the most eminent dimensions 
of the temple, properly so called, and set down in scripture, in which case he thought 
proper to retain the sacred Cubit”.55

Only at this point did Newton attempt to offer some of his more personal calcula-
tions of how the Temple would have appeared. He occasionally corrected Josephus, 
who liked using round figures, such as 20 sacred cubits for the width between the two 
porticoes, where Newton would have attributed 22. The measures given by Josephus 
and the Talmudists of the chambers and the columns were however accurate in view of 
the harmony created between the gates and the chambers with the parts of the atrium.56 
Newton could also accommodate in his own description the measures that Ezekiel 
had given to the gates. Furthermore, he estimated the length of the sacred precinct 
to be one hundred cubits. This was appropriate, since it agreed with the location of 
the altar in the middle of the sacred precinct, which was in turn in the middle of the 
big atrium, and any other situation was judged improper by Newton.57 

Newton concluded by describing the external atrium. Josephus and the Talmud 
agreed on the perimeter, since the Talmud measured five hundred cubits each side 
outside and Josephus measured four hundred, the other one hundred corresponding 
to the angles of fifty cubits each.58 The description of the columns followed. Newton 
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compiled then the features or characteristics of Zerubbabel’s and Herod’s Temple that 
were not included in the prophecy, so that the original description of Ezekiel could 
stand out, and proceeded to paraphrase Ezekiel’s words again.59 This part has been 
misinterpreted in various places, among others in the Schab Catalogue and in the 
Spanish edition of the manuscript, where it was understood that Newton corrected 
Ezekiel’s vision, as if the prophet had been wrong, so that the Temple of Solomon 
could be imagined through his words.60 

The following commentary contained a full version of chapters 40, 41 and 42 of 
the prophecy, in the words of Ezekiel. It was in this section that Newton criticized 
the work of the Temple scholar Villalpando (on whom more later) and carried out a 
detailed philological study of many verses in his last effort to purge the prophetical 
text of any corruptions and recover the authentic version.61 It was indeed due to a 
misinterpretation of verse 20 of chapter 40 of the prophecy, in its Hebrew version, 
that Villalpando had decided to divide incredibly (“mirabile”) the big atrium in nine 
smaller atria.62

In folio 58, Newton set out to compare all the temples, he said, and to supply 
what was lacking in the prophecy about Solomon’s and Herod’s Temple. Newton’s 
guiding principle was that the proportionality between the cubic figure of the most 
internal part of the Temple, as described in Kings, and of the cubic figure of the New 
Jerusalem, as described in the book of the Apocalypse, had to be kept. Not only the 
measurements but other non-numerical characteristics of the Tabernacle had to be 
reproduced in Solomon’s Temple, according to Newton.63 He invoked the recollections 
of the Jews to confirm that the Altar must have been in the middle of the Court of the 
Priests and the Temple or Tabernacle in the middle of the Separate Place.64 

The last part of the Prolegomena was devoted to the disposition of the chambers in 
the Separate Place and the Court of the Priests and to the use of the different spaces 
by the members of the priesthood class. Newton’s very last comments, before the 
interruption of the narrative, were about the position of the Judges and the people at 
the different gates of the Temple for its custody.65 

other temple treatises and their comparison with the prolegomena 

Newton’s purpose through the manuscript, whose contents I have briefly described, 
was twofold. He wanted to recover the original text of Ezekiel — the prophetic book 
that in his view contained the best description of Solomon’s Temple — and he wanted 
to uncover its true meaning. The analysis I propose shows that Newton worked as a 
Temple scholar (and not as a mathematician or a hermetic as it has been suggested), 
although as such he rejected the basic beliefs of the most prominent contemporary 
Temple scholars. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw the publication of an 
array of treatises on the Temple, across England and Europe. One of the most influen-
tial and most criticized was undoubtedly that of Villalpando, author of the largest part 
of the three-volume work In Ezechielem explanationes et apparatus urbis, ac Templi 
Hierosolymitani.66 No Temple scholar was indifferent to the classically embellished 
reconstruction of the Temple by the Spanish Jesuit (Figure 3). Newton, who was 
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also familiar with his core argument, neatly summarized his attitude to the Spanish 
architect in a set of notes, where he wrote: “ye most eminent commentator in Ezekiel’s 
Temple; yet out in many things.”67 Villalpando argued that Zerubbabel’s Temple had 
been erected following Ezekiel’s plan. Thus did the Jesuit aim to do justice to the 
historical meaning of the prophecy. To follow what he called the “historical text”, 
i.e. the prophecy of Ezekiel, was, he believed, the only way in which the allegorical 
meaning of the Temple could finally be grasped. It is interesting that Newton should 
agree with Villalpando in several respects, which affect mainly the relations between 
the first and second temples and do not include the allegorical affinities in which 
Villalpando indulged (for example, between the Temple and the body of Christ on 
the cross). It is almost as interesting that modern Temple and Newton scholars have 
missed the relevant part of this comparison to focus on Newton’s purported mysticism. 
But before we go on to this, let us focus on what was polemical about Villalpando’s 
and Newton’s reconstruction. 

One of Newton’s firmest hypotheses (and one that Newton shared with Villal-
pando) was that “god himself, after the destruction of the Temple, showed to Ezekiel 
the same construction that He had revealed to Solomon through David (1 Chr. 28. 
19), keeping all the measures as far as I can tell”.68 For Newton, there were thus no 
discrepancies between the measures provided by the prophecy of the width of the 
Sancta Sanctorum, the Holy Place and the porch of the Temple, and the measures 
of the second Temple. Whether discrepancies existed or not was in fact beside the 
point for most English commentators, for whom the second Temple could only be 
an imitation of Ezekiel’s Temple but in no case a replica. One of those commenta-
tors was the Puritan divine Samuel Lee, who in 1659 published Orbis miraculum or 
the Temple of Solomon portrayed by Scripture light.69 The campaign of opprobrium 
against what most considered a very extravagant reconstruction of Villalpando had 
been started by Montano, who had made public his view of the Temple in Exemplar, 
sive de sacris fabricis liber of 1572, and it seems that the reprint of those projects in 
his Antiquitatum Iudaicarum libri IX of 1593 could only have had the aim of neutral-
izing the future anticipated impact of Prado and Villalpando’s work. Montano was 

Fig. 3. Solomon’s Temple as drawn by Villalpando, from Ramírez et al., El Templo de Salomón: 
Comentarios a la profecía de Ezequiel según Juan Bautista Villalpando (Madrid, 1991).



“WHAT EZEKIEL SAYS”   ·  165 

not prepared to accept Villalpando’s use of the prophecy as an accurate description 
of how the real Solomon’s Temple looked like. Most of the rabbinic authorities had 
established a careful dividing line between the prophetic Ezekiel’s Temple and the 
historic Solomon’s Temple. For Montano there was no question of the priority of 
the Hebraic tradition over the patristic literature, whereas the patristic sources were 
authoritative for the Jesuit Villalpando. The totally unjustified claims that Villalpando 
ignored the rabbinic sources (starting with Montano) and that Newton criticized him 
on this account have been commonplace in many commentaries.70 

Lee’s main purpose was, as he stated in the preface of his Orbis miraculum, to make 
clear that “there was never such a Temple extant, as is described by Villalpandus”. 
He set out to provide the crucial demonstration for the implausibility of Villalpando’s 
recreation. The question at stake, which divided Temple interpreters, was the length 
of the wall of the outward Court.71 This hinged on the interpretation of the following 
passage from the prophet Ezekiel’s description of the Temple: 

16He measured the east side with the measuring reed, five hundred reeds, with the 
measuring reed round about. 17He measured the north side, five hundred reeds, 
with the measuring reed round about. 18He measured the south side, five hundred 
reeds, with the measuring reed. 
19He turned about to the west side, and measured five hundred reeds with the 
measuring reed. 
20He measured it by the four sides: it had a wall round about, five hundred reeds 
long, and five hundred broad, to make a separation between the sanctuary and 
the profane place.72 

What was there in this passage that could refute Villalpando’s (and Newton’s) 
conviction that the prophetic Temple had served as a model for the historic one? In 
measuring the perimeter of the outward court, the Angel concluded that every side 
of the wall was 500 reeds long, which would result in a total measure of 2,000 reeds. 
When that was converted into furlongs, the standard that, according to Lee, Josephus 
had used to measure the outward court, the perimeter of the outer wall appeared to be 
31 furlongs. But Mount Moriah, where not only the Temple but other stately palaces 
and private buildings stood, was scarcely 33 furlongs. That is, Villalpando’s Temple 
was simply too large for the mountain on which it stood.73 

How different Temple scholars dealt with this seeming difficulty is a measure of 
how their exegetical techniques and most importantly their fundamental aims dif-
fered. Let us first look at the solution of another authority on the Temple, Cappel. 
Cappel had already written that Villalpando’s interpretation of the passage above 
was wrong, but he had other views regarding the implications for the feasibility of 
Ezekiel’s prophecy and the key question of whether this had provided a model for a 
real Temple. Villalpando understood that the passage reflected the measurement by 
the Angel of two different parts of the Temple; namely, while verses 16 to 19 referred 
to the perimeter of the walk wall of the outer court, verse 20 referred for Villalpando 
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to the Court of the gentiles. Moreover, the Jesuit had misinterpreted the words of 
the prophet in another fundamental way. The passage in Ezekiel described how the 
perimeter of the wall was being measured. The Angel measured the four sides of the 
wall and concluded that each of those sides measured 500 reeds, which gave a total 
perimeter of 2,000 reeds. Villalpando had concluded that the perimeter of the wall 
was 500 reeds and consequently had represented the outward court of the Temple as 
surrounded by a wall whose sides measured 125 reeds each, which would therefore 
have occupied but a small part of the Mountain where it was located.74

For Cappel (as later for Newton too) there was no doubt that the Angel was meas-
uring the same part of the building in all five verses (each lateral being 500 units).75 
Cappel and Newton both shared the view that Villalpando’s opinion was an invention, 
for which there was no ground in Ezekiel’s verses.76 Villalpando’s interpretation had 
failed to consider the different versions of the text and had not captured the prophet 
Ezekiel’s real meaning. The puzzling consequences that Lee’s reading made so clearly 
manifest were avoided when this corruption was discovered and corrected. Where 
the Hebrew version read “reeds”, the uncorrupted version read “cubits” (as in the 
Septuagint). The sense of the words “five hundred cubits” (“quingentos cubitos in 
calamo mensurae”) in the verse “he measured the east side with the measuring rod; 
it was five hundred cubits” had been altered in the Hebrew text, where it had been 
written as “five cubits of reeds” (“quinque cubitos calamorum”) instead. The Sep-
tuagint had also expurgated the line “in calamo mensurae”, which Newton thought 
superfluous.77 

 Villalpando was, in Cappel’s view, guilty of adhering tenaciously to the wrong 
Hebrew translation with incongruous consequences.78 On the other hand, and in 
contrast with Cappel, Lee did not have any interest in collating the information in the 
Hebrew version with the Septuagint. For Lee, Cappel’s censure of the sacred text was 
“over-liberal”, since he could not imagine that such a mistake should have appeared 
no fewer than four times in quick succession in the sacred text.79 In contrast, Newton, 
who agreed strongly with Cappel, did not have any difficulty in believing that the 
mistake could have occurred so many times.80 Lee’s main concern was to demonstrate 
that the biblical prophecy did not refer to any physical building past, present or even 
feasible. For the English theologian, the fact that some of the measures mentioned by 
the prophet coincided with what was said in the Book of Kings and Chronicles was 
no proof that Solomon’s Temple was Ezekiel’s Temple. At the same time, the fact 
that the Temple constructed by Zerubbabel had common features with Solomon’s or 
Ezekiel’s was not proof that it followed the model of the latter.81 

Villalpando thought that strictures of this type had their origin in a literalistic 
tendency on the part of the Church.82 The Church had been, according to Villalpando, 
“vitiated by a kind of erudition and science”. Efforts to make “concordant almost all 
the words and facts of the Sacred Scripture, of Christ and even the sacred mysteries 
of his church” often destroyed the authentic historical meaning.83 Likewise even a 
literalistic interpreter like Newton had little patience for those who did not seem to 
understand that prophets spoke in images, figuratively, and that the interpretation of the 
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language of the prophets was the only necessary exception to literalistic exegesis.84 
For Newton, that the prophetical temple was also a real temple was a premise, not 

an opinion from which the readers could dissent. Newton believed that Solomon’s 
Temple had been shown by god to Ezekiel and inspired his biblical description. There 
was an obvious temporal objection: Ezekiel could only have seen the ruins of the 
first Temple, but Newton was unconcerned by this.85 As in other areas of his thought, 
Newton knew how to make a probable and polemical thesis appear a matter of fact. 
The author of the Prolegomena largely agreed with Villalpando on the similarities 
between the first and the second temples. At the very least, the measures had been 
preserved to some extent and, above all, the builders had followed Ezekiel’s plan. 
There certainly were examples where the dimensions of the new temple did not quite 
agree with the dimensions of the first. Each of these discrepancies could however 
be explained by Newton, to a large extent with the aid of Josephus, as a result of the 
Jews’ misunderstanding of the prophecy. Newton attempted to eliminate what had 
been added by the Jews or Herod, or what made the whole irregular, “since they [the 
Jews] were prone to excess”.86 The Jews had made mistakes in trying to comply with 
Ezekiel’s instructions but for Newton this was just a further proof that they had taken 
Ezekiel’s model as a pattern. “Once the corrections are introduced, it will be finally 
possible to image in this temple what Ezekiel says”, Newton wrote. Recovering Ezek-
iel’s real intention was, after all, Newton’s priority.87 Both Villalpando and Newton 
undertook the commentary and explanation of Ezekiel’s prophecy to navigate their 
way through the description of the Temple. Only because they were convinced that 
Ezekiel’s description was an excellent account of Solomon’s Temple and served as a 
pattern of Zerubbabel’s Temple, could they devote most of their treatises to the gloss 
of Ezekiel and to correct past mistaken interpretations. Their use of the Bible as the 
most reliable source, and their reliance on philological skills for the reconstruction 
of the text, must serve as the basis for any comparison.88 Although some aspects of 
Villalpando’s Explanationes are without parallel in Newton’s Prolegomena (and more 
on this later), both authors had the objective of supplying the reader with an accurate, 
non-corrupted version of the Scripture for the passages of Ezekiel’s prophecy. In 
contrast, most of the other Temple scholars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
did not believe that the visionary temple could be realized. 

words and numbers

Philological and numerical considerations were very often necessary to achieve 
Newton’s and Villalpando’s objective. In the Prolegomena Newton compared the 
Septuagint with the Hebrew version and Jerome’s Latin. He did not hesitate, for 
example, to describe the Latin translation of the verse 9 in Ezekiel 40 as very bad.89 
Later in the text, in the second commentary to Ezekiel, Newton also cited the Syriac, 
the Arabic and the Alexandrian versions, on a note to the gloss of verse 8 from Ezek-
iel 40 again. Newton could have had access to all these versions of the text through 
Walton’s Polyglot, of which, as said before, he owned a copy.90 The criterion that 
guided Newton’s research was his absolute conviction that the correct version of 
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Scripture would make sense and be thoroughly consistent. This stood in sharp relief 
to Villalpando’s excessive reliance on the Vulgate, which made him less critical than 
Newton, although their aims were nonetheless similar.

Establishing the correct measures that god communicated through his prophet 
Ezekiel was obligatory. Measures were important in their own right and determining 
the correct ones was part of the double endeavour to reproduce the true Scriptural 
text and its true meaning. Newton’s interest in units of measurement is best visible 
in this manuscript through the folios, where Newton included a table that contrasted 
the measurements given by Josephus with those given by the Talmudists.91 The very 
real significance of units of measurement was evident in the Bible, where the prophet 
Ezekiel was shown the Temple by an Angel holding a measuring rod. Their sacred 
importance was the subject of many treatises by Christian scholars of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries. Further to their prophetical or typological importance, 
standards of measurement were taken to be vital for the preservation of justice and 
the regulation of society.92

The importance attributed by Newton to these standards of measurement is thus 
beyond any question and it is not my intention to minimize it in any way. However, 
their presence did not render Newton’s Prolegomena mathematical, or at least, not to 
the level of sophistication found in Newton’s mathematical work. Most of the admit-
tedly few authors who have examined the manuscript were deceived by the profusion 
of numbers and consequently agreed on the relative importance of mathematics for 
the text. Its Spanish editor, for instance, thought that Newton’s mathematical knowl-
edge helped him decide between different Temple interpretations.93 Matt goldish 
took an even stronger position. For him, “mathematics could stand in good service 
of his [Newton’s] theology. Abstruse calculations accompany his Temple studies”, 
he wrote, “as Newton valiantly struggles with the proportions of the House of god”. 
Not only that, but goldish thought that “the Prolegomena is so full of mathematical 
calculations as to resemble the Principia”.94 

No matter how hard readers may seek those calculations, they will not find them. 
It is true that Newton reconciled the Talmudists with Josephus by converting mag-
nitudes to the same standard. It is also true that conversions from vulgar cubits to 
sacred cubits were frequent and that Newton had to sum up dimensions. However, 
under what parameters can these calculations, which were not even explicit in the 
text, be called “abstruse calculations” and equated to the mathematical knowledge 
proper of the author of the Principia?95 granted, Newton was using arithmetic, but 
only to make such calculations as might be expected of any of his contemporaries in 
the field of biblical criticism. A glance at the third volume of Villalpando’s Explana-
tiones reveals numerous and extended comparative tables of the size of standards of 
measurement, far more exhaustive than Newton’s. However, it has hardly ever been 
suggested that mathematics played any role whatsoever in Villalpando’s approach 
or work, but rather the opposite.96 

Newton may have found it easier than other scholars to follow the descriptions of 
the temple and to intuit what should be changed. But in choosing what he  considered 
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to be the correct original version of the prophecy of Ezekiel, he was aided by 
philological and typological considerations to a rather greater extent, and many of 
those were not originally his own. In my opinion, there were no more numbers in 
the Prolegomena than could reasonably be expected in any three-fold commentary 
of a prophecy that itself contained so many numbers. Obviously the frequency of 
the appearance of numbers in a text does not make it mathematical in nature. This 
applies to Newton’s Prolegomena too. While, as might be expected of a mathemati-
cian, Newton’s nomenclature and description of various figures was expert, I have 
not been able to find any unknown non-explicit meaning behind the measurements. 
As I see it, numbers stood for measures and measures stood for the ones given by 
Ezekiel in his prophecy. 

other misinterpretations: hermeticism and mysticism

The misunderstanding of the role of Newton’s numbers in his manuscript Pro-
legomena is by no means the only misinterpretation to which the work has been 
subject. Villalpando’s and Newton’s works on the Temple have been compared in 
the past. Similarities have been pointed out, alas, for the wrong reasons. The term 
‘Hermeticism’ has often been used to describe the kind of Temple studies carried 
out by Renaissance Christians such as Villalpando. Often equated with ‘mysticism’, 
explanations of what is meant by either term are scarce. The term ‘Hermetic’ has been 
heavily and justly criticized for not adding anything to its Neoplatonic conceptual 
framework.97 What was there in Villalpando’s treatise that many have considered 
“Hermetic”? Villalpando explained how the divisions on the plan of the Temple 
were confirmed by the wonderful proportions of the human body, in particular the 
parameters of the six-foot Vitruvian man. The application of this figure resulted in 
the plan being subdivided into nine identical squares, a conclusion at which the Jesuit 
had originally arrived, according to Newton, as a result of a misunderstanding of a 
passage in Ezekiel 40:20.98 He also illustrated the “astrological” disposition of the 
Israelite tribes in relation to the Temple and created diagrams to support his argument 
for the concordance of musical consonances and parts of the Temple.99 Some of the 
other so-called “Hermetic” features that authors have related to Villalpando’s design, 
particularly the Cabbala and the Pseudo-Dionysian hierarchies, cannot be justified 
in the text. Others such as Villalpando’s geometry, numerology, anthropomorphism, 
etc. have a clear referent. This was, however, not Hermes Trismegistus but Vitruvius, 
whose work was recovered by humanist scholars and for whom Villalpando felt 
enormous admiration. The importance of precious stones has been also attributed to 
their “mystical properties” by authors like René Taylor who seemed to ignore their 
typological meaning. As Newton wrote, the precious stones, the pillars and their 
foundations were prefigurations of the saints and apostles.100

Despite what they may have in common, Newton was far from endorsing Vil-
lalpando in his comments about the symbolism of the Temple, save for its religious 
scripturally sanctioned symbolism. This part of Villalpando’s enterprise had no 
parallel in Newton’s work. Therefore, it is particularly surprising that contemporary 
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authors have focused precisely on these passages to make them sound “Hermetic” at 
the same time as invoking Newton’s “mysticism”. Taylor was one of the first schol-
ars (and surely one of the least rigorous) who tried to elucidate Newton’s Temple 
studies. He was led to them from his interest in Villalpando’s architecture. Largely 
influenced by the Yates thesis, Taylor sought (mostly with little fortune) to attribute a 
Hermetic origin to Villalpando’s astrological and Pythagorean relations. For Taylor, 
while Montano was a rationalist, Villalpando was a mystic, which alone explained 
why Villalpando had turned to Ezekiel for his reconstruction, according to Taylor.101 
In this line, for Taylor there was an affinity of style between Villalpando and Newton, 
particularly insofar as they situated themselves on what he called “mystical side”. 
The term ‘mystical’ was abundantly used by Taylor, but never adequately explained. 
In any case, the question remains whether calling Newton’s interpretation of the 
temple “mystical” clarifies it or makes it more comprehensible, or whether rather 
the opposite is true. 102

Any opinion from Betty Jo Teeter Dobbs on Newton’s work is bound to be much 
more authoritative that those of Taylor. However, her own view on Newton’s Temple 
studies relied too little on Newton’s original texts and too much on her pursuit of the 
ideal of the unity of Newton’s archive, and in particular on a purported connection 
between the tradition of the prisca sapientia and Newton’s interpretation of the proph-
ecies. In this vein, Dobbs speculated that “Newton probably hoped to move beyond 
his exact calculations … to a discovery of certain cosmic proportions, such as those 
he later thought the greeks had encoded in their myths of Pan and Orpheus”.103

In his work Judaism in the theology of Sir Isaac Newton, goldish continued to 
illustrate the link between Newton and Villalpando through the category of “mysti-
cism”. goldish argued, possibly under the influence of Dobbs’s own argument, that, 
although Newton supposedly shared Villalpando’s hermetic tendency to contemplate 
the Temple as an instrument in the transmission of the prisca theologia and despite 
his purported conception of the Temple as a microcosm, he would have removed 
“vague mystical ideas” and “concretized the matter”. According to goldish, Newton 
had no preconceived notion about Ezekiel’s Temple foreshadowing the Christian 
Church. He believed that Newton was more interested in pursuing an account of the 
“harmonic special relationships” between the Tabernacle, Ezekiel’s, Solomon’s and 
the Second Temples. goldish’s final point was that Newton criticized Villalpando for 
ignoring the Jewish sources, a failure that supposedly accounts for an “unhistorical” 
reconstruction.104

However, this portrayal of Newton’s opinion of Villalpando seems unfounded. 
Villalpando’s reconstruction of the Temple used Ezekiel’s prophecy as its most 
important historical source. Newton criticized Villalpando only for the misinterpre-
tation or mistranslation of biblical passages. Only twice did he blame the Jesuit for 
not having kept the Mosaic proportions of the building. In both cases Villalpando 
had misunderstood a biblical passage, namely Ezekiel 40:20 and Ezekiel 42:16–20. 
Newton reproached Villalpando for not following the correct version of Ezekiel but 
he never criticized him for relying on the prophecy, as other scholars did.105 Contrary 



“WHAT EZEKIEL SAYS”   ·  171 

to goldish’s implication, I have not found any evidence that Newton attributed Vil-
lalpando’s mistakes to his neglect of Jewish sources; he well knew that Villalpando 
had paid attention to the rabbinic writings.106 In short, the “quarrel” that goldish dis-
covered between Villalpando and Newton (which he equated with the certainly more 
real quarrel between Villalpando and the Spanish Arias Montano) did not exist.107

While Newton did not always agree with the way Villalpando interpreted the 
Bible, there is no evidence that he, unlike many of Villalpando’s other critics, cared 
much about whether Villalpando’s reconstructed Temple would actually have fitted 
on Mount Moriah, where Solomon’s Temple was built. Therefore, goldish’s com-
ment that “Newton’s conclusions about the Temple definitely fall in line with those 
of Villalpando’s critics” is partially incorrect.108 In fact, Newton, unlike other Spanish 
and British commentators, refrained from criticizing Villalpando’s overall approach. 
All the available evidence indicates that it did not matter to him, as it mattered to 
other critics like Montano or Lee, whether Villalpando’s temple was realistic or not, 
whether his reconstruction was historically plausible, or only a vision. From my 
point of view, this proves that Newton’s interest in the Temple was aimed only at 
understanding Ezekiel’s prophecy, and Revelation in general, and that consequently 
his techniques were oriented to scrutinizing the Scriptural description of the Temple, 
and that this illustrates the position of Newton’s work in the Temple in the context 
of his lifelong study of the interpretation of prophecy. 

goldish was likewise seriously mistaken in minimizing the importance of the 
Temple as foreshadow or prophetic figure. Admittedly Newton devoted little space 
to the typological meaning of the temple in this particular treatise or in the frag-
ments we have of it, but when this treatise is read together with others of Newton’s 
prophetic papers, it is quite clear that the Temple was for Newton, as for Villalpando 
and many other commentators, a type of the proper order of the New Jerusalem after 
the Second Coming of Christ. Newton did not talk about the Temple allegorically, 
while referring to the universe or the religious community. Instead he was interested 
in the Temple itself as an exemplar of what was to come and probably as a model of 
what he would have liked to be realized in the England of his time.

conclusion

A heretic anti-Trinitarian like Newton and a fervent Catholic like Villalpando had more 
in common than may appear prima facie.109 They were both interested in demonstrat-
ing that prophecies had been fulfilled in the past — one of the most ancient claims of 
the Christian religion — and they both felt the responsibility of communicating their 
knowledge of the prophetic Scriptures.110 Throughout his researches, Newton’s pur-
pose remained the same. As a Protestant exegete educated in the philological methods 
of textual analysis, he was extremely concerned with offering the authentic version 
of the prophecy and with shedding light on its true meaning. Villalpando’s attitude 
to the textual subtleties of the different biblical versions was much less critical than 
Newton’s, but he too thought that Ezekiel’s was the best available description of the 
physical temple and dedicated all his efforts to explaining the prophet’s words. 
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They both worked on the tacit premise that Scripture as a whole was coherent. In 
pursuing the same goal, Newton and Villalpando both undertook to comment on the 
prophecy using a literal approach to recover the exact meaning of Scripture. As for 
the humanists who had tried to discriminate between forgeries and authentic ancient 
texts, for both Newton and Villalpando there was just one text and one meaning for that 
text. While for the Catholic Villalpando the literal reading of Scriptures was however 
only foundational (“The historical truth”, he said, “must be first understood if we 
want to grasp the strength of the allegory”), for Newton allegorical interpretations 
were excluded at any stage of the interpretive process.111 There is a fine but important 
dividing line between allegory and typology. In an untitled treatise on Revelation 
Newton stated clearly that typology was divinely sanctioned and completely different 
from the indiscriminate use of allegory.112 Contrary to what has been argued, Newton 
was not walking a middle path between allegorical and literal approaches.113  

Newton was interested in the Temple as a prophetical type, a prefiguration of the 
New Jerusalem. The language of the prophets had to be explained in order to achieve 
an accurate meaning of the Scriptures and this is what Prolegomena set out to do. The 
first step was to establish the non-corrupted text, and that could be done only with 
the help of techniques of philological examination, arguably of humanistic origins. 
In this aim Newton was surely significantly aided by a number of compilations and 
scholarly works, where most of the primary sources he would have needed had already 
been digested and analysed. This surely puts Newton’s occasionally-overrated philo-
logical skills into prospective, but it does not diminish the interest of this document. 
In writing about the Temple, Newton’s strategy did not distinguish itself for being 
particularly ‘mathematical’ or ‘scientific’, nor surely for being particularly original. 
In writing about the Temple, Newton behaved and argued as a scholar attempting to 
restore the correct text of Ezekiel. This is very much what others such as the humanist 
Cappel had also tried to do before him. What this paper has tried to show is that, if 
Newton’s study was similar to that of the founder of the genre, Villalpando (and it 
surely was, despite Newton’s criticism of some of his “mistaken” interpretations), that 
was not because they shared a so-called “hermetic” tendency, but because they both 
integrated a typological reading of the prophecy in an otherwise literal interpreta-
tive frame. This similarity was embodied in the structures of their treatises, both of 
them focusing primarily on Ezekiel’s prophecy. Their conviction that what Ezekiel 
contained was basically right — after the text had been carefully compared in their 
different versions, in Newton’s view — led them to suggest a construction whose 
physical feasibility was unclear to other authors. Newton could largely ignore these 
difficulties, because, in contrast to Villalpando’s work, his Prolegomena, like most 
of Newton’s papers, would be kept hidden from public appraisal for centuries. 
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