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Myths about the Israelite Temple

1. The temple was solely devoted to religious activity 

2. The temple was the only place that worship 
happened 

3. Ordinary Israelites traveled to the temple regularly 
to pray and give offerings, like a synagogue today  

4. It was good to be a priest 

5. The Israelites believed that divine presence in the 
temple was metaphorical



The Ancient Near East

map from https://oi.uchicago.edu/neareastmap 



Myth #1:  
The temple was solely 

devoted to religious 
activity 



6 Timothy P. Harrison

1. 1. The Building II Temple

Building II was excavated over the course of the Syrian-Hittite Expedition’s 1935 through 1937

seasons, and assigned by the excavators to their Second Building Period (ca. 825 –720 B.C.E.; cf.

HAINES 1971, 64 – 66). The building formed part of a larger complex, uncovered in the West

Central Area of the upper mound, or citadel, comprised of Building I, the most famous of the Tell

Ta yı̄nāt bı̄t h
˘

ilāni palaces, Building IV (a second, slightly less auspicious bı̄t h
˘

ilāni structure), a

paved central courtyard (Courtyard VIII), and a gateway that provided an approach to the citadel

area from the southwest (Fig. 3) 2.

Fig. 3. Plan of Second Building Period complex in the West Central Area

(created by J. OSBORNE).

2 The proposed reconstruction follows PUCCI (2008, 137–138 pl. 32), who assigned a structure in Area V

to the Second Building Period, in contrast to the excavators, who placed their Gateway XII in both the

First and Second Building Periods, and the Area V structure in later building periods (HAINES 1971, pl.

106 –107).
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An excerpt from the Annals of Tiglath-Pileser I
Language: Akkadian, ~1100-1075 BCE in Ashur  
(modern north-central Iraq)

At that time 641 years had passed since the temple of the gods 
Anu and Adad – the great gods, my lords – had been built by 
Shamshi-Adad III… It became dilapidated…. Asher-Dan, also 
king of Assyria, tore down this temple, but did not rebuild it… 
In my accession year, the gods Anu and Adad … commanded 
me to rebuild their shrine. I rebuilt it from top to bottom and 
made it bigger than before… I brought the gods Anu and Adad, 
the great lords, my lords, inside and set them on their exalted 
thrones. Thus did I please their great divinity…. may the gods 
Anu and Adad faithfully have mercy upon me, may they love 
my prayers, may they heed my fervent petitions, may they 
grant abundant rain and extraordinarily rich years during my 
reign; may they lead me safely in battle and strife … 



Myth #1:  
The temple was solely devoted to 
religious activity 

In addition to being a place of religious 
activity, the temple complex also 
contained administrative centers and  a 
royal palace. Building temples was also a 
means of self-aggrandizement for a new 
king. 



Myth #2:  
The temple was the 

only place that worship 
happened 



Defining some terms
Religion: a method of thought or system of beliefs 
that is meant to orient one toward the supernatural 
and provide meaning in life. 

Cult: “all those acts by which communities or 
individuals gibe outward expression to their 
religious life, by which they seek to achieve contact 
with God.” (Roland de Vaux)

Cult is one aspect of religion, but not the whole of it. 



Bamot were sanctuaries located in towns in the 
countryside. They were elevated, either naturally by 
being on a hillside, or artificially by constructing a 
platform. 

Bamah at  
Megiddo

Bamot (במות)



Matzebot (מצבות)

Bamot (במות)



Bamot (במות)

Altars at bamot



Individual homes would often have small altars and cult 
figurines for personal use. These would have been used for 
grain, not animal offerings. 

Home Altars and Cult Figurines



In the ancient Near East, it was common for there to be a 
continuing relationship between living and deceased 
family members. 

Cult of the Ancestors



Myth #2:  
The temple was the only place that 
worship happened 

Religious activity took many forms in the 
ancient Near East, Israel and Judea 
included. Many religious activities 
centered around the home and local 
community. Only some cultic activity 
would have taken place at the temple. 



Myth #3:  
Ordinary Israelites 

traveled to the temple 
regularly to pray and 
give offerings, like a 

synagogue today



Purity and the Temple

In order to visit the Israelite temple, an ordinary 
Israelite had to be free from impurity. 

This was virtually impossible! 

Because most Israelites were in a constant state of 
impurity, most Israelites were not able to enter the 
temple precinct. 



Pilgrimage Festivals

ן  אָדֹ֥ ים בַּשָּׁנָ֑ה יֵרָאֶה֙ כָּל־זְכ֣וּרְךָ֔ אֶת־פְּנֵי֛ הָֽ שָׁלֹ֥שׁ פְּעָמִ֖
ל י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ יְהוָ֖ה אֱלֹהֵ֥

Exod 34:23 (also: Exod 23: 17)

Three times a year, all of your males will appear in 
the presence of the Lord, the God of Israel. 

            Better: 
Three times a year, all of your males will look upon 
the presence of the Lord, the God of Israel. 



Personified provinces bringing offerings for an Egyptian god.



Prayer at a Temple
 (Deut 16:16)     ם ה אֶת־פְּנֵ֥י יְהוָ֖ה רֵי קָֽ א יֵרָאֶ֛ ֹ֧ ל

 The three stages of a visit to the temple:

1. a person approaches the temple to view the divine    
presence (as required)

2.   the person presents their gift 

3.   the person thereby receives divine blessing



Prayer at a Temple
ךָ 1.  יְבָרֶכְךָ֥ יְהוָ֖ה וְיִשְׁמְרֶֽ
 ךָּ 2. יחֻנֶּֽ יךָ וִֽ ר יְהוָ֧ה פָּנָי֛ו אֵלֶ֖  יָאֵ֨
ם לְךָ֖ שָׁלֽוֹם3. יךָ וְיָשֵׂ֥ א יְהוָ֤ה פָּנָיו֙ אֵלֶ֔  יִשָּׂ֨

1. the hope that the person will be welcomed by the 
deity

2.   the hope that the deity will see the person favorably    
      and bless them
3.   the hope that the deity will allow the person to   
      leave in safety (alive)
reading from: Chavel, “The Face of God and the Etiquette of Eye-Contact: Visitation, Pilgrimage, and Prophetic Vision 
in Ancient Israelite and Early Jewish Imagination” (2012). 



Myth #3:  
Ordinary Israelites traveled to the temple 
regularly to pray and give offerings, like a 
synagogue today  

Ordinary Israelites rarely, if ever, went to the 
temple. When they did, it was to pay a tithe, 
complete a pilgrimage, or some other special 
occasion. Most Israelites could not afford meat 
offerings, and the temple was not a place to 
gather for regular prayer. 



Myth #4:  
The Israelites believed 
that divine presence in 

the temple was 
metaphorical



The Big House
Sumerian: É.GAL Akkadian: ekallum

É = house
GAL = big

Hebrew: hekhal 

היכל



What’s in the name?

reconstruction of  
Solomon’s temple

model of an Israelite  
4-room house





Gods in the ancient Near East were thought to be 
just like humans, only much bigger.

“In Apsu Marduk was born… Ea his father begat him, 
Damkina his mother bore him. He sucked the breasts 
of goddesses, a nurse reared him… his growth was 
manly, he was mighty from the beginning.”  

(Enuma Elish)

אָדָם֙ בְּצַלְמ֔וֹ  ים ׀ אֶת־הָֽ א אֱלֹהִ֤ יִּבְרָ֨
א אֹת֑וֹ ים בָּרָ֣ לֶם אֱלֹהִ֖ בְּצֶ֥

God created mankind in his image;  
in the divine image he created them.  (Gen 1:27)



(Exod 25:8)   ם י בְּתוֹכָֽ שׁ וְשָׁכַנְתִּ֖ י מִקְדָּ֑ שׂוּ לִ֖ וְעָ֥
Make a holy place for me, so that I can live in the midst of you! 

ה  ה אֲשֶׁר־אַתָּ֣ יִת הַזֶּ֜ ר הַבַּ֨ ה לֵאמֹֽ ה אֶל־שְׁלֹמֹ֖  יְהִי֙ דְּבַר־יְהוָ֔ וַֽ
ה וְשָׁמַרְתָּ֥  עֲשֶׂ֔ י תַּֽ ה אִם־תֵּלֵ֤ךְ בְּחֻקּתַֹי֙ וְאֶת־מִשְׁפָּטַ֣ בנֶֹ֗

ר  ךְ אֲשֶׁ֥ י אֶת־דְּבָרִי֙ אִתָּ֔ ם וַהֲקִמֹתִ֤ י לָלֶ֣כֶת בָּהֶ֑ אֶת־כָּל־מִצְוֹתַ֖
יךָ   ד אָבִֽ רְתִּי אֶל־דָּוִ֥ דִּבַּ֖

ל י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ב אֶת־עַמִּ֥ א אֶעֱזֹ֖ ֹ֥ ל וְל י בְּת֖וֹךְ בְּנֵי֣ יִשְׂרָאֵ֑ כַנְתִּ֔ וְשָׁ֣
 The word of the Lord came to Solomon, “With regard to this 

house that you are building, if you continue to do my statutes 
and my ordinances, and continue to obey all of my 
commandments, then I will establish my promise with you, 
which I promised to David, your father. I will live in the midst 
of Israel and I will not leave my people Israel. 





‘Ain Dara, near Aleppo, Syria



‘Ain Dara, near Aleppo, Syria





יו אִתּ֖וֹ לִפְנֵי֣ ים עָלָ֔ ת יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ הַנּוֹעָדִ֣ ה וְכָל־עֲדַ֤ לֶךְ שְׁלֹמֹ֗  וְהַמֶּ֣
ב א יִמָּנ֖וּ מֵרֹֽ ֹ֥ א־יִסָּפְר֛וּ וְל ֹֽ ר ל ר אֲשֶׁ֧ אן וּבָקָ֔ ֹ֣ אָר֑וֹן מְזַבְּחִים֙ צ הָֽ
King Solomon and all of the community of Israel who were 
assembled with him before the ark were sacrificing so many 
sheep and cattle that they could neither count nor number them, 
there were so many!   (1 Kgs 8:5)

יִן  ין מָאתַ֔ ין מְאָ֔ה דִּכְרִ֣ א דְנָה֒ תּוֹרִ֣ בוּ לַחֲנֻכַּת֮ בֵּית־אֱלָהָ֣ וְהַקְרִ֗
ין לְחַטָּיָא לְחַטָּאָ֤ה  י עִזִּ֜ ע מְאָ֑ה וּצְפִירֵ֨ ין אַרְבַּ֣ אִמְּרִ֖
ל י יִשְׂרָאֵֽ ר לְמִנְיָ֖ ן שִׁבְטֵ֥ י־עֲשַׂ֔ עַל־כָּל־יִשְׂרָאֵל֙ תְּרֵֽ

And for the dedication of the house of God, they sacrificed 100 
bulls, 200 rams, 400 lambs, and 12 goats for a purification offering 
according to the number of the 12 tribes of Israel.  (Ezra 6:17)



The presence of a god in a temple was real. 

The presence of a god ensured divine protection and 
blessing for the surrounding area, and was desirable.



Gods were known to have fickle 
temperaments. Their presence was 
desirable, but dangerous.



Myth #4:  
The Israelites believed that divine presence in 
the temple was metaphorical 

The Israelites, like other ancient near eastern 
societies, believed that their god was 
physically present and living in the temple. 



Myth #5:  
It was good to be a 

priest  



Proximity to the god was dangerous!

י ם וָחָֽ א־יִרְאַ֥נִי הָאָדָ֖ ֹֽ י ל ת אֶת־פָּנָי֑ כִּ֛ ל לִרְאֹ֣ א תוּכַ֖ ֹ֥ ל

You cannot look at me; indeed, a human being cannot look 
at me and live. (Exod 33:20)

תוּ דֶשׁ וָמֵֽ ע אֶת־הַקֹּ֖ אוּ לִרְא֛וֹת כְּבַלַּ֥ וְלאֹ־יָבֹ֧
Do not let them [the Kohathites] enter the sanctuary to 
look even for a moment, or they will die! (Num 4:20)



The job of priests was to work in  
very close proximity with the god!



Myth #5:  
It was good to be a priest  

It was incredibly dangerous to be a priest!




