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The cubical space of the inner sanctum (dĕb  r) was filled by two enormous cherubim, carbed of 

olivewood and covered with gold (1 Kgs 6:23–28). Each had a 10-cubit wing span, and each was 10 

cubits high. The protective outspread wings of these composite beings sheltered the holiest object of all, 

the―ArkofthecovenantofYahweh‖(1 Kgs 6:19),whichwasthespecificrepresentationofGod‘s

presence within the elaborate and richly decorated temple-dwelling. (On the question of whether the 

tabernacle was stored or erected therein, see TABERNACLE.)  

A series of bronze appurtenances, of spectacular dimensions and design, were placed outside the 

Temple building. All were said to have been fashioned by Hiram of Tyre, who belonged to the tribe of 

Naphtalionhismother‘sside(1 Kgs 7:13–14). The two pillars just outside the entrance to the forecourt 

( ûlām) have already been mentioned.  

An enormous basin, 5 cubits high and 10 cubits in diameter, was placed in the court at the SE corner of 

thetemplebuilding.The1Kingstempletextcallsitthe―moltensea‖(1 Kgs 7:23)orsimply―thesea‖(1 

Kgs 7:24; cf. 2 Kgs 16:17).Elsewhereitisdesignated―bronzesea‖(2 Kgs 25:13; 1 Chr 18:8; Jer 52:17). 

The basin rested upon four sets of three oxen, each set facing outward towards one of the four directions 

of the compass. The function of this imposing vessel is not specified, although 2 Chr 4:6 indicates that it 

was for priestly washing. Clearly its great size and elaborate ornamentation bespeak its symbolic value. 

Although the texts do not attempt to explain what that value might be, scholars have long assumed that 

theseaisrelatedtotheroleofthe―sea‖orapsû in Canaanite and Babylonian mythology, with its vestiges 

in the Hebrew Bible (ARI, 148–50).  

A series of ten objects, each 4 cubits by 4 cubits and 3 cubitshighandeachsupportingabasin(―laver‖),

were also placed in the court, five to the south of the Temple and five to the north (1 Kgs 7:39). RSV 

―stands‖doesnotproperlyconvey the complexity of these objects, which rested on four wheels and 

which were decorated with an extensiive series of faunal (lions, oxen, cherubim) and floral (palm trees, 

wreaths) motifs (1 Kgs 7:27–37). Again, the use of these ornate and movable objects is not specified in 1 

Kings, although 2 Chr 4:6 relates the lavers, which are said to have had a capacity of 40 baths (ca. 243 

gallons), to the purification of certain sacrifices. The fact that Ezekiel omits mention of these wheeled 

stands accords with the fact that they no longer existed in his day.  

In addition to these major cultic objects, the Kings account also lists a number of subsidiary bronze 

objects made by Hiram, presumably for the courtyard ritual (1 Kgs 7:40). Finally, the text mentions a 

detailed set of golden objects and fittings meant for the interior ritual (1 Kgs 7:48–50).  

Amidst this elaborate array of cultic appurtenances described in 1 Kings, specifications for a courtyard 

altar are strangely absent. However, outside the temple texts themselves, the Deuteronomistic narratives 

assume that a bronze altar stood in the courtyard since the days of Solomon (1 Kgs 8:22, 64 and 9:25; cf. 

2 Kgs 16:14). The parallel temple texts in 2 Chronicles include a large (20 cubits square and 10 cubits 

high) bronze altar (2 Chr 4:1); and Ezekiel of course describes an altar but probably one that came from 

later in the monarchic period (Ezek 43:13–17).  

Itisdifficulttoimagine,giventheattentiontosymmetricalarrangements,thatthe―moltensea‖atthe

SE corner of the Temple would not have had a counterpart, presumably the altar, at the NE corner. In the 

descriptionofSolomon‘sdedicatorysacrifices(1 Kgs 8:64), the sanctification of space for sacrifice in the 

middle of the courtyard area is reported, an act that took place because the altar itself was too small for all 

the offerings of the occasion. Perhaps the middle space was available because the enormous 

appurtenances, sea and altar, were already in place on the N and S sides of the front of the Temple. In any 

case, it is unlikely that the omission of the altar from the temple texts of 1 Kings is the result of the 

absence of an altar, which was the most basic item of temple appurtenances in the ANE. The explanation 

for this omission perhaps lies in the role of Solomon‘spredecessorinthetempleproject.Davidhad

already built an altar at the place he had chosen for the Temple and had proceeded to offer sacrifices there 

(2 Sam 24:21, 25; cf. 1 Chr 21:18–22:1), thus initiating the altar and, in a sense, temple sacrifice long 

beforeSolomon‘sdedicatoryfeast. 

4. Role in National Life. Solomon‘sworkers,according to 1 Kgs 6:37–38, completed their monumental 

task in seven years, between the fourth and eleventh years of his reign. This is a relatively short 



construction time, considering the grandiose nature of the building and its furnishings. Some scholars thus 

feel that the details of fabrication are exaggerated, that the extent of costly (gold and bronze) decorative 

elements and cultic objects are beyond reasonable possibilities, and that the sheer size of certain aspects 

of the building and its associated features is improbable. Such objections to the biblical description are 

difficult to evaluate. However, archaeological discoveries of architectural modes and artistic motifs in 

ancient W Asia tend to authenticate the biblical record of the Temple in its conception if not in its scope. 

Whether or not the text preserves an accurate picture of the Temple, the idea of an extraordinary and 

precious sacred structure located on Mt. Zion in Jerusalem is emphatically presented in the Kings account. 

Laterbiblicalmaterialsonlyservetointensifythesenseofthebuilding‘smagnitudeandgrandeur. 

Because of its prominence in the text, and because of the way its basic form and decoration can be 

linked to Iron Age styles, the Temple of Solomon clearly played a central role in the emergent national 

state. As a house for God, its role can of course be evaluated in terms of the religion of ancient Israel. 

However, to do so without also giving attention to its part in the economic and political dynamics of the 

Davidic-Solomonic empire would be both to underestimate its religious value and to lose sight of the 

integral nature of the religious and sociopolitical spheres in the ancient world.  

a. Religious Symbolism. The ability of the Temple to play an important role in the national and 

international life of the imperial kingdom of Solomon lay in its conceptualization as a divine dwelling 

placeonearth.AlthoughtheGodofIsraelwasviewedastranscendent,andGod‘spresencewashardly 

restricted to a designated place or places, the need for the assurance of divine availability led the 

Israelites, like all other peoples, to establish locales in which access to the transcendent deity could be 

secured. The nearly universal human willingness to commit substantial resources to the construction of 

sacred buildings, the maintenance of expensive cultic practices, and the provision for extensive priestly 

personnelatteststotheprofoundnatureofhumanity‘sinsecurityaboutthenearnessof divine power and 

protection (Levine 1968).  

The presence of God in Jerusalem was all the more critical at the period of sociopolitical transition (see 

below) at the outset of the monarchy. The great risks involved in the military and diplomatic endeavors of 

the earliest biblical monarchs motivated them to establish new visual cultic forms, or emphasize existing 

ones, so that the availability of divine support for these ventures could be assured. The ability of the 

Temple to convince both the rulers and theruledofitsefficacyinrepresentingGod‘spresencerested

upon its incorporation of features that were part of the symbolic language of sacred art and architecture in 

the world of the Israelites.  

The symbolic nature of the Jerusalem Temple, as for all major shrines in the ancient world, depended 

upon a series of features that, taken together, established the sacred precinct as being located at the cosmic 

centeroftheuniverse,attheplacewhereheavenandearthconvergeandthusfromwhereGod‘scontrol 

over the universe is effected. When the royal capital is brought into this sphere of divine activity through 

the construction of a temple, the regime acquires the might involved in the heavenly arena. A series of 

visual symbols, rooted in the mythic consciousness of the Israelites and their neighbors, provided the 

affective power of this notion of cosmic center. Evidence for the Israelite understanding of the symbols of 

the sacred center comes not only from the details of temple construction but also from the poetic 

celebration of Zion in psalmody and prophecy.  

Perhaps chief among the symbols expressing the sacred centrality of the Temple is the idea that Zion, 

and the Temple built there, is the cosmic mountain (Clifford 1972; 1984; Levenson 1985: 111–75). The 

temple building, on a mountain and a platform, replicates the heavenly mountain of Yahweh (cf. Ps 48:1–

4) and also its earlier manifestation at Sinai. It also reaches back to the beginning of time, to the creation 

of the world (cf. the seven years of Solomonic temple-building activity in relation to the seven days of 

creation). The foundation of the Temple thus becomes a protological event, going back to the beginnings 

of time and established by God, not by either David or Solomon (see Ps 78:69–70).  

Other symbols constitutive of the cosmic order made visual and vital in the Temple can be identified in 

the exuberant presence of floral and faunal motifs in the interior decoration of the building and in the 

construction and decoration of its appurtenances. The trees carved on the walls, the groves on the Temple 



Mount, and perhaps even the sacred lampstands, are part of the symbolic expression of the mythic Tree of 

Life that stood on the Cosmic Mountain, and in the paradisial garden at creation. Similarly, the waters of 

theMoltenSeaandthegreatfountainsofthedeeppresentinGod‘shabitationonZion(Ps 46:4) 

contribute to the notion of the Temple as cosmic center.  

Theconvergenceofheavenlytempleandearthlytemple,withtheconcomitantrealityofGod‘s

presence, is further conveyed by the overriding concern to make the Temple a fit dwelling place for the 

divine sovereign. The degree to which the quality and scope of the temple complex and its objects 

manifest the finest and costliest materials affects the way in which the most exalted of inhabitants is 

understood to be nearby in this house. Theveryterminologyusedforthebuilding(―house,‖―palace‖)and

the emphasis on the extraordinary nature of its design and fabrication together provide symbolic 

statementsthatGodisinresidenceonZion.Thefurnishingsmeetthe―needs‖ofthebuilding‘soccupant,

with the glory of those furnishings signifying the Glory within.  

The notion of purity associated with the Temple likewise intensifies the sense of divine nearness. The 

Temple precinct, its contents, and its personnel exhibit a gradation of materials used and of cultic acts 

performed which can be reconstructed in part from the Kings account and in part from the evidence of the 

tabernacle materials (Haran 1978: 175–88, 205–29). Every category of structure, furniture, ritual, and 

human attendants is arrayed in a continuum, from the profane territory outside the sacred precinct, to the 

somewhat holy and pure character of the courtyard area with its bronze implements and its access to the 

public, to the holier and hence more pure and precious gold-adorned h kāl, to which only certain priests 

hadaccess,andfinallytotheinnersanctum,theplacewhereGod‘sgloryrests.Theinnermostroomwas

the essence of holiness and thus off-limits to all but the chief priest, only once a year and only after he 

attained an exceptional state of purity (at least in Second Temple times).  

This carefully arranged gradation involves a consciousness that the closer one gets to the inner sanctum, 

the nearer one is to the perfection of the divine presence. Even if an ordinary individual can never 

approach the holiest place, the existence of the concentric circles, as it were, of increasing holiness 

signified that the Holiest One of all could be found at the sacred center.  

The purity of the sacred center involved physical cleanliness. But it also involved the moral perfection 

associatedwiththenatureofYahweh.ThePsalmistwhoexpressedtheneedforboth―cleanhands‖anda

―pureheart‖inordertoascendtheTempleMount(Ps 24:3–4) points to the nature of the cosmic center as 

moralcenter(Levenson1985:172).God‘spresenceintheinnersanctum,inthelastanalysis,is

symbolizedbythecovenantdocument,the―twotablesofstone‖contained in the ark that was placed 

under the protective wings of the cherubim and that represented the moral imperatives of the Israelite pact 

with Yahweh, according to the Deuteronomistic record of the Temple dedication (1 Kgs 8:9). As 

important as the ideas of cosmic center and divine accessibility are for understanding the role of the 

Temple, so too is the association of sanctuary with covenant and the concomitant establishment of social 

order through law (Lundquist 1988; and see below).  

b. Political Function. David‘sintentiontoconstructamajorsacrededificeinJerusalemandSolomon‘s

compliancewithhisfather‘splanvirtuallyfromtheoutsetofhislongreignrepresentneither acts of 

personal piety nor arbitrary quests for personal aggrandizement nor the considerate provision of divine 

availability to any Israelite whose heart and hands would turn towards the Temple Mount. The Jerusalem 

Temple, in dimensions alone if not also in decoration, was apparently one of the largest and most 

beautiful structures of its kind in ancient W Asia. It is not a coincidence that the construction of this 

sacred complex is associated with the formation of a national state that, for less than a century, occupied a 

unique position in the ongoing power struggle that for millennia has characterized the narrow strip of land 

between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea. The construction of the Temple has typically been 

seen as a by-product, and a somewhat overblown one at that, of Davidic and Solomonic political might. It 

now may be more accurate to understand the Jerusalem Temple as an essential part of state formation 

rather than as an ornament of such a process.  

The Davidic-Solomonic state not only unified the tribal groups inhabiting the highlands from Upper 

Galilee to the N Negeb; it also extended its domain to the surrounding regions of Syria and Transjordan. 



Jerusalem became the capital of a nation-state squeezed between the Jordan Rift and the Mediterranean. 

That in itself was a status not easily won in the Levant. But Jerusalem became more than the capital of a 

small kingdom; for one fleeting moment in the long history of the Near East, Jerusalem was the seat of an 

empire, albeit an empire of modest proportions in comparison with the territories periodically controlled 

by the ancient superpowers of Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia.  

That David set out to acquire such extensive territory when he began his military forays is impossible to 

determine. Yet the momentum of his military strategy and his charismatic leadership brought victory on 

the battlefield and carried him further and further afield. This success can hardly be comprehended unless 

it was the result of careful and astute advance planning. David succeeded by the end of his reign in 

establishing a supranational state—a centralized polity with a ruling bureaucracy that exercised a 

monopoly of force over a three-tiered constituency of immediate supporters, the Israelite tribal groups, 

and imperial subjects.  

David‘sabilitytoestablishanimperialdomainandSolomon‘ssuccessinsustainingitarebothlinkedto

the way in which their policies and sovereign acts succeeded in convincing their subjects that obedience 

to royal dominion would be amply rewarded by peace, stability, and prosperity. The initial force of arms 

to achieve subject compliance had to be replaced or accompanied by effective assurance that the 

monarchic authority also had the right to exercise power. Throughout ANE history, divine sanction has 

beeninvokedtolegitimizethatright.Communicationofthedeity‘sapprovaloftherulingpowerand

involving the populace in the goals of the state were characteristically effected by the construction of a 

monumental religious building or, if a new dynastic power was emerging or a major political shift was 

taking place, by the renewal or renovation of an existing structure.  

Recent research has identified the various features of a typology of temple building that obtained 

throughout the ANE and has shown that the Jerusalem Temple partook of the dynamics of that typology. 

For example, the series of steps leading to the completion of a legitimate temple, which the deity will 

approve and agree to inhabit, can be identified in the biblical texts relating to the Jerusalem Temple. 

David initiated these steps; Solomon repeated some of them and completed the ones David had been 

unable to carry out. In so doing he assured the legitimacy of the shrine.  

The legitimacy of the shrine as a House of Yahweh in turn gave legitimacy to the monarchy. It helped to 

convince those whose resources and labor contributed materials and manpower to the temple project that 

their service was divinely ordained. But their contributions were not simply in the service of a coercive 

bureaucracy. The temple typology that heralded the presence and sanction of the deity in the cosmic 

center symbolized and secured by the Temple included the establishment of just rule through law, and 

hence social stability. The culminating feature of this typology was the belief that the construction of a 

major temple would ultimately bring peace and prosperity to all the inhabitants of the realm.  

Many of the aspects of the religious symbolism of the Jerusalem Temple discussed above constitute 

elements in this typology of temple-building. Holy mountain, cosmic center, living waters, sacred 

vegetation—allofthesefeaturesarevisualindicationsofdivinepresenceandofGod‘sparticipationinthe

fortunes of the nation-state ruled from the temple-palace complex. The sacred precincts on the Temple 

Mountconstitutedavisualrevelation,asignificationofYahweh‘spotentavailability.Theoverwhelming

dominance of verbal revelation in scripture and in postbiblical Judaism and Christianity makes it difficult 

to appreciate the visual component of biblical religious experience (Levenson 1985: 145–51). Yet the 

temple materials in the Bible record a visual reality that conveyed on an affective, nonverbal level the 

accessibility and the revelatory might of the unseen God of Israel.  

Such interrelated religious and political significance was operant for all three components of the 

Davidic-Solomonic realm. The subject peoples were perhaps the most difficult of all to convince of 

Yahweh‘s(andthustheDavidides‘)supremacy.Forthem,theJerusalemTemple‘sstrikingreality

communicatedthemessageofYahweh‘spresenceandpowerinthelanguageofvisualsymbolismand

through the modes of design and decoration that were part of their own cultural vocabularies. Much has 

beenmadeoftheDavidicandSolomonic―borrowing‖ofPhoenicianworkersandartistry,asifIsrael

lacked indigenous artisans and creativity. That may be so; but there is a certain political genius involved 



in appropriating architectural conventions to form a visual idiom that would have been meaningful to the 

widest possible population.  

The erection of Jachin and Boaz (see above) is a case in point. The two gateposts flanked the forecourt 

to the Temple, just as the monumental gateways of many major Near Eastern cities marked the entrance to 

the sacred precincts. As the stone-carved reliefs adorning some of these gateways show, the completion of 

a temple was marked by a grand procession and celebration by which the statue of the god of the new 

temple was taken through the city, into the sacred compound, and finally into the niche for the cult statue 

in the inner sanctum (as at Khorsabad, Carchemish, Karatepe; see Barnett 1981). The two pillars in the 

Jerusalem Temple, along with the 1 Kings 8 description of the bringing of the ark into the Temple and the 

accompanying extravagant dedicatory feast, belongs to this scheme of introduction: bringing the deity into 

the new abode. Once installed within, the pillars as gateposts remain highly visible, signalling the 

legitimizing presence of Yahweh in the Temple to all subsequent onlookers. For Solomon, those 

onlookers included the array of emissaries and wives from subject peoples or from other foreign peoples 

in uneasy alliance with the ascendant Israelite ruler.  

These religious-political dynamics clearly functioned on an economic level as well. The Temple, with 

its treasures and treasuries, was a national bank of sorts. It was a stronghold, safely situated in the most 

defensible part of the Jerusalem landscape. The extracted tribute of the peoples conquered by David, 

perhaps referred to in the terse comment in 1 Kgs 7:51 that Solomon brought into the temple treasures all 

the precious materials that David had dedicated to Yahweh, became part of the national assets. 

Presumably, some of the tribute collected by Solomon also made its way into the temple precincts. The 

some ninety side chambers of the Temple provided storage for more than the cultic objects used in the 

rituals of the h kāl and the court. They also held at least some of the revenues of the state, be they the 

tribute of foreigners or the sacrificial surplus brought by Israelites. The sacred space of the temple 

building itself, off-limits to all but a small group of priests, offered maximum security for the resources of 

the realm.  

As a state institution, the Temple thus represented the intersection of the ideological values and 

religious beliefs of the nation with the social, political, and economic aspects of its organization. As a 

monumental public work markilg the transition from tribal league to nation-state, it was instrumental in 

establishing both divine and royal power. The fact that Temple and palace occupied adjacent areas in 

Jerusalem does not mean, as some have supposed, that the Temple was merely a royal chapel for Solomon 

and his court. Rather, its smaller size bespoke the fact that it was not meant as a physical place for 

multitudes. But it was a place that multitudes could see in its conspicuous location near the palace. With 

its visual symbols of holiness that could be comprehended by all, both Israelites and foreigners were 

apprisedofYahweh‘srevelatoryandlegitimizingsovereignty. 

E. First Temple After Solomon  

In light of its integral and integrating role in the dynamics of Israelite national life, it comes as no 

surprise that the ongoing history of the Temple is related to both internal and external aspects of the 

history of the southern kingdom, Judah, which retained Jerusalem as its capital and the Temple as its 

sacred center following the dissolution of the united monarchy and the loss of subject territories after 

Solomon‘sdeath.IncursionsbyforeignpowersoftenmeantthediminutionoftheTemple‘sresourcesand

thusofthestate‘svitality.OnlyfiveyearsafterSolomon‘sdeath,hissonRehoboamwasforcedto 

relinquish quantities of treasure to the invading Shishak of Egypt (1 Kgs 14:25–26) while at the same time 

becoming embroiled in armed struggle with the sister kingdom Israel to the north.  

Earlyinthe9thcentury,Asaremovedallthesilverandgold―thatwereleft‖(1 Kgs 15:18) in the 

Temple stores, a statement implying that these resources had already been depleted. Asa presented these 

treasures to the Syrian ruler Ben-Hadad in order to secure a Syrian liaison against the northern kingdom. 

Later in the 9th century, Joash drew upon temple revenues to institute extensive structural repairs to the 

divine dwelling (2 Kgs 12:1–16), a restoration project effected with some difficulty. No explanation for 

priestlyresistancetoJoash‘sordersisofferedintheKings account. Yet the looming Syrian threat may 

have meant that the nationalistic statement made by the temple work seemed unwise to some factions. 


