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A Guided Tour of the Temples We Mourn

Jewish educators, in both supplementary and day school settings, teach about both the 
First and Second Temples in Jerusalem — the last of which was destroyed over 1,900 
years ago. The subject comes up in biblical studies as well as Jewish history. In a related 

area, teachers also teach about the Mishkan, built in the desert by our ancestors during the 
years of their wandering and whose description takes up a fair chunk of the Book of Exodus. 

Of course, both Temples are prominent in our commemoration of Tisha bi-Av, the day when 
it is suggested that both were destroyed. 

In Jerusalem, there is a model of the Temple and a museum that houses a collection of 
implements that would be needed if ever there would be a Third Temple. The problem is that 
the Temple is associated with animal sacrifice, and a paradigm shift has made returning to 
that practice highly unlikely. 

Still, the religion of the Israelites was based around animal sacrifice and the Temple, and only 
after they were destroyed did prayer and study replace sacrifice. Both children and adults 
need to understand the Temple and its importance to be educated Jews. 

In this spirit, I present a brief and illustrated history of the Temples of Jerusalem to 
commemorate Tisha bi-Av. At the end of this paper, you will find a diagram of both the 
Mishkan and the Temple. There are kits available to help you build them with children if you 
are interested in doing so, or you can work on such a project without the help of a kit. Here 
are some examples of kits: 
https://www.eichlers.com/the-tabernacle-mishkan-kit.html
https://tinyurl.com/y564dc8o 
https://tinyurl.com/y4zk2waz 

I begin with a midrash that expresses the deep feelings left after the destruction of the 
Second Temple in 70 C.E.

The Glory of YHWH left from the platform of the House [of God] (Ezekiel 10:18)…
 R. Aha said: 
 [This is] like a king who was leaving his palace out of anger; as he was leaving, he  
 turned back and embraced and kissed the palace walls and the palace columns 
 and wept and said: 
 Hevei shalom/Farewell, my palace! 
 Farewell, my royal residence! 
 Farewell, my cherished home!  

by Everett Fox

On this day of the 9th of Av, we commemorate 
the destruction of not one but two Temples, 
2,607 and 2,050 years ago. What is it, really, that 
we are mourning?
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 Farewell, henceforth Farewell! 
 [And] as the Shekhinah/Divine Presence was leaving  
 the Holy Temple, she turned back and embraced  
 and kissed the Temple walls and the Temple columns 
 and wept and said: 
 Farewell, my Holy Temple! 
 Farewell, my royal residence! 
 Farewell, my cherished home! 
 Farewell, henceforth Farewell!
      Lamentations Rabbah 25

On this day of the 9th of Av, we commemorate the 
destruction of not one but two Temples, 2,607 and 2,050 
years ago. What is it, really, that we are mourning? I’d like 
to share some thoughts, and some visuals, about these two 
structures, to bring what we miss into sharper focus.

When we think of ancient Jewish Temples, we observe that 
animals were sacrificed, their blood was sprinkled, musical 
instruments were played, Psalms were sung, prayers were 
offered, and blessings were pronounced. But that’s not all 
we need to keep in mind. In the case of the First Temple 
(Solomon’s), since it was built in the ancient Near East, 
we need to view it in context. We and our students want 
to know: What would it have looked like, and how did it 
function? 

Over the ages, artists, particularly in Europe, tried to give 
us an idea of the Temple’s appearance. One example, in a 
Fifteenth Century Christian prayer book that was designed for 

a rich patron, was done by the artist Jean Fouquet. It shows 
how the Bible, in the Middle Ages and other periods, was 
envisioned not for historical accuracy, but for the experience 
of seeing it in the artist’s own time and space. Here the 
biblical Temple looks like a great Gothic cathedral.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL COMPARISONS 
 
But this was before modern researchers collected 
materials that would give us a realistic idea of the Temples’ 
appearances. In the view of scholars, we need to compare the 
details of the First Temple to what archaeology has uncovered 
from roughly the same time period. This is important because 
there are other scholars who have claimed that Solomon’s 
Temple was a retrojection back on the monarchic period 
— in other words, it was a later structure superimposed 
on an earlier time, thus implying that the Tenth Century 
B.C.E., when Solomon would have lived, did not have such a 
structure.

Archaeologists have uncovered a number of temple ruins 
in Syria and elsewhere, which, in fact, fit the rough outline 
of Solomon’s famous building very nicely. In Ain Dara, for 
instance, we have (or had, before modern warfare hit Syria) 
a fine example of features in common with the Jerusalem 
structure: guardian figures like lions and winged-sphinxes and 
an overall three-chambered structure. 

Aside from these similarities, however, the Syrian temple has 
something that Solomon’s did not: an “imprint” of gods’ feet 

Building of the Temple of Jerusalem, c. 1470, by Jean Fouquet
https://tinyurl.com/y3n4l5ks

https://tinyurl.com/y3n4l5ks
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(about a meter, or 39 inches, in length) approaching the gate 
of the building. 
 
But, overall, the design of our Temple fits in the time period 
specified in the Bible and the common cultural ground of the 
Late Bronze and Early Iron ages in the Near East.

What components would have been seen as necessary for 
a self-respecting temple to have? First of all, the structure 
needed to be impressive. In fact, there is reason to believe 
that Solomon’s was the largest such temple in its time, and 
not only in Israel. Second, its proportions and layout, like 
those of the wilderness Tabernacle, had to convey perfection, 
since the worship of a perfect God had to be reflected in its 
appearance. Finally, as God’s temporary resting place, the 
Temple needed decorations: representations of vegetation 
like palm trees and animals like lions. Once again, there is a 
difference between ancient Israel’s practices and those of 
surrounding cultures: the pagan temples housed statues of 
the gods, whereas, in Israel, the Ark functioned as a living 
symbol of God’s resident glory.

The effect of these external aspects would have been to 
demonstrate God’s holiness in a graded manner. That is, the 
closer one got to the Holy of Holies, where the Ark containing 
the Ten Commandments was kept, the more “holiness and 
grandeur”1 one would encounter. The Ark itself was overlaid 
with pure gold.

The symbolic nature of the First Temple can be seen in 

the materials out of which it was built and the objects it 
contained. The cedar wood came from Lebanon, suggesting 
the north, which is connected to the divine in local lore (the 
Hebrew word for north, tzafon, comes from the mountain 
where the Canaanite gods were believed to dwell). The 
columns and their flower-like capitals bring to mind trees, 
also viewed as sacred in the ancient Near East. The two 
freestanding columns in the front of the structure, which 
became a prime representation of the (Second) Temple as 
late as Bar Kochba coins (second century C.E.), carry in their 
names an ancient practice of abbreviating visible sentences 
or sayings on a holy structure. Thus they were named in 
Kings as Yakhin, “May He establish,” which possibly stood for 
“May YHWH establish the throne and the kingdom of David 
forever,” while Boaz seems to have denoted “In strength the 
king rejoices.” The “Sea,” a huge basin supported by twelve 
bronze oxen and containing over nine thousand gallons of 
water, is understood by many scholars to have represented 
the primeval forces of chaos put under control by the 
Creator. And the lampstands are sometimes thought to be 
representative of the stars, particularly the constellation 
of Pleiades. The interior decorations included reminders of 
Nature — vegetation such as palm trees. One reconstruction 
of the whole structure can be seen on the next page.

With the walls and curtains cut away, one can readily see how 
elaborate and impressive the workmanship was leading to the 
Holy of Holies.

Temple of Ain Dara, damaged by the Turkish bombing
https://tinyurl.com/yxvctn27

Ain Dara Temple and the giant footsteps of the gods
https://tinyurl.com/y4n5rsa7

https://tinyurl.com/yxvctn27
https://tinyurl.com/y4n5rsa7
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THE FUNCTION OF THE TEMPLE

In addition to direct symbolism, the First Temple points to 
another key set of ideas: an ideology born of the need for a 
king to be connected to the gods.  In these societies, the king, 
his capital city, and his temple built for the protector god, 
were all bound up together and symbolized in the building 
itself. The Temple exemplified the taming of the forces of 
chaos, as manifested in nature; God then would then extend 
these powers to the human throne. So the king would be 
seen as the one who brought society together and whose 
rule assured social, economic, and political stability.2 In that 
context, it would have been important for a newly-crowned 
king, like Solomon, to immediately do something notable for 
the god who had placed him on the throne — like building a 
great temple.

All this would have connected the Temple to the Creation 
story, a kind of visible testimony to God’s creative power. 
And, as scholars have pointed out, even one of the rivers 
mentioned in the Garden of Eden story, the Gihon, echoes the 
name of the spring that fed Jerusalem.

When we turn to the function of the Temple, we feel on 
familiar ground. Of course it was meant to accommodate 
animal and grain sacrifice, for the purpose of receiving 
atonement/forgiveness, and offering praise to the Divine. But, 
in addition, the Temple was meant to display and invite the 

presence of God and God’s power. The Temple’s predecessor, 
the wilderness Tabernacle, whose construction is laid out in 
detail in Exodus 25-30 and 35-40 and which was conceived 
of as a kind of portable sanctuary, focuses exactly on these 
issues. 
 
God’s presence in the Israelite camp, assured by keeping laws 
of ritual purity and moral behavior, was viewed as necessary 
for the survival of the people of Israel. If the Presence did 
not accompany them through the wilderness trek, they 
would be finished, for if God left, they would then be subject 
to disaster, in the form of military defeat, famine, and, 

3D animated version of Solomon’s Temple, in accordance to Biblical figures
(includes animation)

https://tinyurl.com/ycuk9y5e

The Tabernacle, in Moshe Levine’s model 
http://www.mesora.org/jewishtimes242.pdf

https://tinyurl.com/ycuk9y5e
http://www.mesora.org/jewishtimes242.pdf
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ultimately, exile. The holy place served as the glue that kept 
the nation together, with God at its center.

Thus Solomon’s Temple conveyed multiple religious and 
political messages. And as Jon Levenson has shown, it was 
seen as a substitute Mount Sinai, within the land of Israel.

One other thing is worth mentioning regarding the First 
Temple as it appears in Kings. In that book, which describes 
both the construction of the First Temple and its destruction, 
there is a curious pattern. Very early on, every time the 
southern kingdom, Judah, is invaded, another little piece of 
the Temple treasures is given away as a kind of payoff. By the 
time we get to the very last chapter of the book, we have 
the sense that the Temple has been largely despoiled and 
stripped, so that its final fate is a foregone conclusion. In a 
way, the Temple’s dismantling echoed what happened to the 
kingdom.

THE SECOND TEMPLE

Judah fell, and, with it, Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple, in 
587 B.C.E. This was the result, not of religious persecution, 
but of an ill-fated revolt against the ruling Babylonian Empire. 
In the Bible’s view, however, it was the punishment for the 
society’s (and leaders’) moral and political corruption, as 
detailed by prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah. Despite 
being warned to clean up their society, the Judeans instead 
chose the disastrous path of resistance to a superior power.
The result was the overwhelming trauma of destruction and 
exile, so tragically portrayed in the Book of Lamentations. But 

the disaster contained within it the seeds of renewal. Instead 
of ultimately being absorbed into the conquerors’ population 
and disappearing from history (as the northern Israelites 
had been by the Assyrians, a century and a half earlier), a 
core of the spiritual leadership was able to understand what 
had happened to them, not as a random, bad-luck military 
event, but as punishment for breaking the covenant. This 
admission, while depressing, also meant that the Judeans 
found meaning in the events, and could then go on to rebuild. 
This was accomplished through letting out the grief, along 
with acknowledgment of what they had done to deserve the 
disaster; by, in all likelihood, writing or collecting accounts of 
their past traditions (that is, parts of what became the Bible); 
by putting renewed emphasis on institutions like the Sabbath 
and kashrut; and by finding ways to worship God without 
animal sacrifice.

Despite what must have been new cultural forms developed 
during the sixth century B.C.E., once the Babylonians were 
absorbed by the Persian Empire in 539 B.C.E.,  at least some 
of the exiles were able to go back to the land of Israel, and 
plans for a new temple were formulated. By about 515 B.C.E., 
the Second Temple was completed. Although apparently not 
as magnificent as the first, it re-established the traditional 
forms of worship, with sacrifices and sung Psalms.

This structure was refurbished during the Maccabean Revolt 
of the second century B.C.E., following its desecration under 
Antiochus IV. But it was really the overhaul by Herod the 
Great, the Idumean client king under Roman control who 
married a princess from the Hasmonean (Maccabean) family, 
and who ruled Judea from 37 to 4 B.C.E., that the Second 
Temple was radically re-imagined and realized in stone. It 
is that structure that we mean when we talk of the glories 
of the Second Temple. Herod’s motivation was twofold: to 
placate the Jews, who regarded him with suspicion, and to 
impress his Roman overlords, a process that he had started in 
Jerusalem with such projects as a theater and a stadium and 
elsewhere with ports and fortresses.

Beginning in 20 B.C.E., in a process that would extend decades 
after his death, Herod razed the Temple Mount down to the 
bedrock, with the materials for the new construction ready 
so that worshippers would not have a long wait to resume 
their observances. He proceeded to construct an enormous 
retaining wall surrounding it, and it is a small section of that 
wall which now serves as Jerusalem’s holiest spot for Jews, as 
the Western/Wailing Wall. In the wonderful outdoor model 
of first century Jerusalem at the Israel Museum, it can be 
seen where the small red arrow sits (the large one points to 
Robinson’s Arch, about which more below).

The Ark, envisioned as God’s footstool
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A larger view of the whole complex shows how the Temple sat 
above the city, dominating it dramatically.
 
The basic lines of the Temple sanctuary itself were 
reminiscent of the Tabernacle and First Temple design, with 
the courtyards and the Sanctuary and Holy of Holies as central 
features. The two large columns copied the same feature on 
the First Temple. 

To this Herod added the Antonia Fortress on the northern, 
vulnerable side of the Temple complex (the other three sides 
bordered on steep valleys) and a magnificent, multi-columned 
portico that housed much of the Temple business. This was 
accessible from ground level via a remarkable staircase that 
took a 90-degree turn over an arch, named Robinson’s Arch in 

the Nineteenth Century after a British explorer, forming what 
some have called the world’s first overpass. He realized that 
the curved ruin was continued in ancient times, the start of a 
larger structure.
 
Passing through the arch, visitors encountered the Cardo, a 
busy street lined with shops.

The whole area teemed with human beings, especially in 
pilgrimage seasons. Equally impressive would have been the 
overall visual impression: the largest structure in the ancient 
world (Herod had what joke-seeking history professors have 
called an Edifice Complex), on a hill surrounded by several 
higher hills, gleaming in the impossible-to-describe Jerusalem 
light, and thus visible from quite a distance. When we speak 

Robinson’s Arch - First Century Jerusalem
https://tinyurl.com/yxmu93bt

The Temple Complex
https://tinyurl.com/yxv6uokp

The Holy Place at Herod’s Temple
https://tinyurl.com/yxranu2c

The remains of Robinson’s Arch protruding from the wall
https://tinyurl.com/yy54utfk 

https://tinyurl.com/yxmu93bt
https://tinyurl.com/yxv6uokp
https://tinyurl.com/yxranu2c
https://tinyurl.com/yy54utfk
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about what was lost by its destruction, it is these visual 
images, as well as the ever-present smells of sacrifice and 
the constant movement of people, that come to mind, to be 
replaced after 70 C.E. by the wreckage of Herod’s beautifully 
hewn and rimmed (“dressed”) huge building stones, with 
jackals prowling around the ruins of the Second Temple as 
they had at the First.

Here are two videos which take the viewer through the 
ancient Temple grounds in real world and reconstructed 
tours, with comments from archaeologists. They will help 
teachers and students visualize the details and magnificence 
of this famous building:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElAMqb5Jc78
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTKyvwt4GIc 

It should be noted that, despite its resemblance to Solomon’s 
structure, the Second Temple contained no Ark topped by 
winged-sphinxes; instead, the Holy of Holies was empty. A 
legend has it that when Roman general Pompey burst into 
that inner sanctum in 63 B.C.E., at the time of the Roman 
takeover, he was puzzled by its emptiness, since Roman 
temples, like their Greek counterparts, contained majestic 
statues of the gods.

THE SENSE OF LOSS AND LONGING

As happened with the destruction of the First Temple, that 
of the Second took place as the result of a rebellion against 
an empire. The First Revolt against the Romans, sparked by 
a small group of die-hards, began in 66 C.E. and ended in 73 
C.E. with the fall of Masada. In between, the Temple itself 
was destroyed, in the year 70 C.E., whether by accident or on 
purpose.  

Our chief source for these events is the Jewish writer 
Josephus, who, as a defector to the Romans, was hardly 
objective. But he tells us a great deal about the Temple and 
its end in his works on Jewish culture and on the war itself. 
On the rabbinic side, our traditional sources such as Talmud 
and Midrash provide a wealth of information about how 
devastated the Rabbis were by these events, and it is their 
many tales and legends about the Temple that convey the 
sense of loss and longing that have characterized Judaism for 
centuries.

One rabbinic approach to the loss was to incorporate the 
hope for the Temple’s rebuilding, “soon and in our days,” into 
everyday prayers, not only in synagogue but at every meal, at 
weddings, and even at funerals (by mentioning the rebuilding 
of Jerusalem at the burial). Another was to continue studying 
the regulations pertaining to Temple worship, as laid out in 
writing in the Mishnah (c. 200 C.E.), which discusses these 

matters fully in one of its six Orders (Kodashim) and less 
systematically in four others. These sections might give 
the impression that the Temple still is standing and imply 
that we’ve got to be ready to resume the way things were 
done for centuries. At the same time, the Rabbis developed 
a sophisticated system of replacing animal sacrifice and 
its religious benefits with the radically different forms of 
communal prayer and study of sacred texts. It is thus a two-
pronged approach that incorporates past, present, and future 
all in one. Ultimately, it meant that, as George Robinson has 
said, they created “a Judaism whose invisible walls could not 
be breached by any intruder, no matter how heavily armed.”3

It is this paradox of living with full awareness of the past 
and pointing toward the future that continues to animate 
Judaism. The great Eleventh Century Spanish-Jewish poet 
Solomon ibn Gabirol wrote the following mournful lines:
 And so it came
    to nothing — all
 that had been
    so fine to behold:
 no chambers of stone,
    no palace or dwelling;
 no shambles, no suet,
    no Temple or offering;
 no wheels, no immersion,
    no flesh for transgression;
 no altar, no wine,
    no loaves in a row;
 no blood, no veil,
    no incense or coal;
 no smoke, no ashes,
    no splendor, no robes;
 no priest, no wilderness,
    no appointment by lot;
 no scapegoat, no cliff,
    no country cut-off.    
   translated by Peter Cole   

It would seem that all is finished here and that Ibn Gabirol 
is asking us only to grieve for what has been lost. But in 
remembering its past — and the steps taken at every turn to 
survive and find new meaning — the images of the ancient 
Temples serve to both warn and spur us to contemplate 
new and renewed forms, and to instill hope for a vision of 
learning, light, and redemption. Ibn Gabirol’s sad picture was 
ultimately replaced by centuries of mystical contemplation, 
rigorous study of Jewish law and ritual, Hasidic joy, and 
modern accommodation to secular knowledge and a passion 
for justice. Loss gave way to a renewed commitment to 
community, learning, and a sense of the sacred. In that way, 
we still carry the gleaming image of the Temple in our hearts.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElAMqb5Jc78
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTKyvwt4GIc
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Resources for those who want to delve deeper:
w Bloch-Smith, Elizabeth. “Solomon’s Temple: The Politics of 
Ritual Space” in Sacred Time, Sacred Place: Archaeology and 
the Religion of Israel, Gittlen, Barry, ed.  University Park, PA: 
Eisenbrauns, 2002. (https://www.academia.edu/2127993/) 
w Hurowitz, Victor Avigdor. “YHWH’s Exalted House — Aspects 
of the Design and Symbolism of Solomon’s Temple,” in  
Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel, John Day, ed. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2007, pp. 63-110. 
w Levine, Moshe. The Tabernacle. Lakewood, NJ: Israel 
Bookshop Publications, 1969. 
w Carol Meyers, “Kinship and Kingship,” in The Oxford History 
of the Biblical World, Michael D. Coogan, ed. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 261-264. 

Endnotes:
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Aspects of the Design and Symbolism of Solomon’s Temple,” 
in Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel, John Day, ed. London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2007, pp. 63-110. 
2. Carol Meyers, “Kinship and Kingship,” in The Oxford History 
of the Biblical World, Michael D. Coogan, ed. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2001, pp. 261-264. 
3. Robinson, George.  Essential Judaism: A Complete Guide 
to Beliefs, Customs, and Rituals. New York: Atria Paperback, 
2016, p. 328.

Schematic representation of the Mishkan (top) and Solomon’s Temple (bottom)

https://www.academia.edu/2127993/

