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The Major Themes of the Bible, Lesson #4
Temples and the Holy Places
Holy Places for Worship before the Great Temple

Worship is an act of reverence and homage paid to the Creator.  From the very beginning of human history humans knew a creator and composed prayers and hymns.  We have a good collection of these old prayers collected and published by James B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, Princeton University Press, 1966.(see part 5 hymns and prayers, pp 365).

Temples were built for worship because the god (gods) is considered to be present there in some way or other, at least while the act of worship is being performed.  Worship is common to all religions, and our present purpose is to see how it was expressed among the Hebrews or the Israelites.

The Sacred Places
A place of worship is a holy place.  It includes an altar in a sanctuary and a certain space around the temple or altar.  The temple in Jerusalem originally built by Solomon had its courtyard.  This court was enlarged by King Herod until it became an esplanade 300 yards broad and nearly 500 yards long.  In the Tent of Meeting, the desert sanctuary, according to Exodus 27: 9-19, the Tent stood in an enclosure 100 by 50 cubits, and the vision of the prophet Ezekiel saw the future temple as standing in a court 500 cubits square to mark the sacred place where God will dwell (Ezek 42:20).
 Worship was conducted in the open air outside the cities.  It was a public act.  The sacred space could be marked off by a line of stones.
The First Sacred Places: Gigal and Bethel 
The first was in “the Gilgal” after the crossing of Jordan. Here they camped at Gilgal (Josh 4:19; 5; 9:6; 10:6, etc.), then they were circumcised (Josh 5:9), and celebrated the Passover (Josh 5:10).  The place remains a place of worship because under Saul sacrifices were offered there “before Yahweh” (1 Sam 10:8; 11:15; 13:7; 15:21, 33).  Later, however, the prophets condemned offering sacrifices at Gilgal, along with those offered at Bethel (Hosea 12:12; Amos 4: 4).
Gilgal, then, was a place of public worship, which retained its importance for several centuries.  We have no reference to a temple built there.  The name Gilgal means “a circle” of stones from the Hebrew galgal, which means “a wheel.”  From the book of Joshua (4:20), we know, that Joshua took 12 stones taken from the bed of the river Jordan.  These, then, probably marked the boundaries of the sacred enclosure 
The “holy place” could be a vast stretch of land or even an entire mountain like Mount Hermon.  The name Hermon may have been from the Hebrew “charm” referring to the great divine Theophany (appearance of God) in Sinai, when Moses was commanded by Yahweh to mark out the circumference of the mountain: no one was to climb it, or even to touch its edge (Ex 19: 12).
The Sacred and the Profane in the OT

It is hard for those who were raised up under the division of two forms of life – one that is holy and sacred and the other that is profane – to read the OT correctly.  “Profane” in Gnosticism means “unholy nature” but in the OT profane refers to something’s use.  In other words, a thing may not be unholy but is profane because it can’t be used in worship.
So a place of worship was sacred, i.e. “withdrawn from daily use”: this is the ultimate meaning of “sacred.”  The 500 cubits around the temple of Ezekiel were there “to separate the sacred from the daily use” (Ezek 42: 20).  There were two reasons for this separation: 

1. Setting apart a space which was held to be sacred may have been to cut off a definite portion of land from their own territory in order to consecrate it to God, as a kind of tithe of the earth.  By paying this tithe, they could then make free use of the rest.

2. A holy place is also a place where there was a divine revelation and that means that God has selected to reveal himself so the place is dedicated to God.  After his dream at Bethel, Jacob cried out: “How fearsome is this place!” (Gen 28:17).  God said to Moses at the burning bush: “Do not come near this place. Take off thy sandals from thy feet, for the place where thou art standing is holy ground” (Ex 3).  The Israelites were forbidden to go near the Tent (Num 18: 22).  In the Temple at Jerusalem, notices protecting the sanctuary were posted to warn the Gentiles not to enter into the court of Israel, and notices reminded them that the penalty for infringing this precept was death.  The liturgy itself did not take place in the Holy of Holies; the high priest alone could enter there, and then but once a year, and alone, on the great Day of Atonement (Lev 16:15 and Heb 9:7).

The Holy Place Can’t be Violated

The Temple was also a place of asylum (1 King 1:50-53; 2:28- 31).  The six cities of refuge also enjoyed this privilege of asylum (Jos 20:1-6) and may have inherited this privilege because there were ancient sanctuaries in the same place.
Holy Places Where the Patriarchs Worshipped

In the OT certain holy places were related to the history of the Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. This is the oldest tradition and it corresponds to the social position of the Patriarchs, who were semi—nomads.  We shall see that places where the Patriarchs worshiped were popular places in the period of the Judges and even under the monarchy

The Holy Place at Shechem. 
According to Genesis 12: 6-7, Abraham’s first stop in Canaan was at Shechem. He stopped at the place called “maqôm”, i.e. at the holy place where the “Oak of Moreh” stood: it was also called the “Oak of the Teacher” or “of the “Seer.”  This part of the land was identified by the Trees.  On this spot Yahweh appeared there to Abraham and promised the country to his descendants.  So Abraham built an altar there, and it was a holy place or a sanctuary.  At Shechem two things assigned the place of worship:


-First the divine theophany

-Second divine promise
Thus a holy place came into being not because it was a good locality but because it was a place for divine theophany.  Abraham came from Mesopotamia and when he camped just outside Shechem, he bought the piece of land from the sons of Hamor and set up an altar there.  He called up on “El, God of Israel” (Gen 33:18-20).  After the agreement with the Shechemites had been broken by the treacherous attack of Simeon and Levi, Jacob left Shechem for Bethel (Gen 35:1-4).  This may have been a pilgrimage from one sanctuary to the other something that is part of the wandering semi- nomadic life.

The Importance of the Holy Place at Shechem 

Holy places are the center of the life of the people.  Those traditions of old stories are gathered and history gains its place in the life of those who come to worship.  So around Shechem we can see how a holy place is central:

1. The idols belonging to Jacob’s family were buried “under the Oak near Shechem,” i.e., the Oak which is called, in the story of Abraham, the “Oak of Moreh.”  This seems to point to a kind of a worship of gods other than the God EL and an  abandoning of pagan practices, parallel to the rejection of foreign gods which Joshua demanded of the Israelites also at Shechem because they had chosen to serve Yahweh (Josh 24: 21-24). 

2. Also at Shechem Joseph’s bones were taken there from Egypt, and in later ages his tomb was shown to visitors (Josh 24: 32). 

3. At Shechem, Joshua erected “under the oak in the sanctuary at Yahweh’ (i.e. the Tree mentioned in the stories about Abraham and Jacob), a “large stone,” i.e., a massebah (Josh 24: 25- 28).  It was under this tree (called the tree of the massebah) that Abimelek was proclaimed king (Judg 9:6).  This, too, was evidently the sanctuary where Roboam met the northern tribes when they were going to recognize him as king, and where his own clumsy behavior destroyed all prospects of ending the political schism (1 Kings 12:1-19).

4. Shechem and Shiloh (another place during the period of the Judges) were the two centers. But after the schism Bethel surfaced. 
5. In Deuteronomy, the name of Shechem is not even mentioned, but the book does order large stones, with the Law written on them, to be set up on Mount Ebal, and commands that an altar be built there.  

The Holy Place at Bethel (the house of the God EL)

1. Abraham erected a second altar in Canaan, at his second camping station, between Bethel and Ai (Gen 12: 8).  In Genesis 28: 10-22, when Jacob was on his way to Haran, he stopped for the night in a holy place, a maqom.  He had a dream in which he saw a “ladder” (a better translation is a stairway or a ramp) between heaven and earth.  Thereupon he recognized that this was a beth, a house of the God El.  Here a holy place is seen as a “house of God,” a meeting point between Heaven and Earth. 
2. Jacob set up the stone he had used for a pillow as a massebah, and anointed it with oil.  He took a vow that if he returned safe and well, he would build a sanctuary there to which he would pay a tithe of all his possessions.  Later God appeared to Jacob to reaffirm him and to repeat the promises made to Abraham.  On his return from Mesopotamia, Jacob went on a pilgrimage from Shechem to Bethel and set up there an altar and a stele (Gen 35:1- 9, 14-15).  His vow is now fulfilment of his vow in Genesis 28: 20-22).

3. Bethel as a sanctuary has been founded by the patriarchs: the faithful went on pilgrimage there, poured oil on a stele and paid their tithes according to 1 Samuel 10:3,  and the tithe in Amos 4: 4.  The Ark was at Bethel for a while and according to Judges 20:18, 26-28; 21:2, Bethel remained a gathering place for worship where sacrifices were offered and the Seers have spoken.
4. After the political schism, Jeroboam chose Bethel as the site for a place of worship as a rival of Jerusalem.  
The Holy Place at Mambre
1. According to Genesis 13:18, Abraham erected an altar under the Oak of Mambre. This is the only reference in Genesis which refers to Mambre as a holy place of worship: elsewhere it is mentioned as the residence of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Gen 14 13; 18:1; 35:27), where the cave of Macpelah was “facing Mambre,” where the Patriarchs and their wives were buried (Gen 23:17 and 19 25:9; 49:30; 50:13).  At these Oak trees Abraham was sitting by them when he welcomed the three mysterious men among whom Yahweh concealed himself (Gen 18). 

2. What gave Mambre its importance is that Abraham received the “covenant” there (Gen 15).  Mambre is never mentioned in the Bible outside Genesis. 
The Holy Place at Beersheba
1. Beersheba is still standing now in modern Israel at the southern end of the Land facing Egypt, named “Well of the Seven” (Gen 21: 22-31, cf. 26:33).  Beersheba is the location where God appeared to Isaac one night and confirmed the promise made to Abraham: there Isaac had set up an altar and had called on the name of Yahweh (Gen 26: 23-25).  There Jacob offered a sacrifice to the God of his father Isaac, and was given a vision (Gen 46:1-4).  However, the foundation of the sanctuary was attributed to Abraham (Gen 21:33).  This is the Semitic way of giving an account and relating it to an early account that appears to explain its importance.  The importance of Beersheba is that it gives us the reason for calling God Yahweh the El Olam that is Yahweh the Eternal.

2. According to 1 Samuel 8:1-2, Samuel made his sons judges at Beersheba.  This presupposes there was a sanctuary there, as at Bethel, Gilgal, Mispah and Ramah, where Samuel himself had judged Israel (1 Sam 7:16-17). 
3. Under the monarchy, the northern Israelites went there on pilgrimage (Amos 5:5), and took oaths by the way of Beersheba (Amos 8: 14).  The words of Amos confirm the Northern kingdom looked at this place as its sanctuary.  
Holy Places and the Names of God
The divine names of God in the OT are names of divine Theophanies or Revelations.  We read various names such as: El-Bethel at Bethel; El-’Olam at Beersheba; El-Shaddai to Mambre (although the name occurs for the first time in Genesis 17:1); and El-Berith (God of the Covenant, Judges 9:46) to whose name the temple at Shechem has been in existence (Jug 9:4).  These names El-Bethel, El-’Olam, El-Shaddai and El-Berith, were not, however, different local deities: they were all manifestations of the One God who has revealed his name to Israel.  Even Jacob erected an altar up at Shechem called ‘El, God of Israel’ (Gen 33: 20).  It was “El, the God of thy father” who appeared to Jacob at Beersheba (Gen 46: 3).  Exodus 6:3 says that God first revealed himself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob under the name of El-Shaddai.  This was retained side by side with the revelation of Yahweh.  The same God is the one God of different names of successive revelations. 

The Tent of Meeting
It is known in Christian literature, through the influence of the Vulgate (Latin Bible), as the Tabernacle, but in Hebrew it is called ohel mô’ed, the Tent of Meeting because it was the place where Yahweh talked with Moses “face to face” (Ex 33:11), or “mouth to mouth” (Num 12:8).  Yahweh went to the Tent, to speak to Moses so that Moses can speak his word (Ex 33: 7), but it was a meeting place for Yahweh, Moses and the people of Israel (Ex 29: 42-43; 30:36).  The Hebrew word, Mishkan – Abode or Dwelling of God – carries the essential meaning of being the people of God and also the people of worship.  The divine shakenah appeared at the Tent, and that will be the name of the Incarnate Son in the Gospel of John who remembered how “the Word ... pitched a tent among us” (John 1:14).
The divine presence is how Yahweh revealed himself by descending in a cloud which covered the entrance of the Tent, and Moses spoke with God inside the cloud (Ex 33: 9).  Again in Numbers 16:42), it says that the cloud came down over the Tent when Yahweh manifested Himself, and left when He was departed.
QUESTION: From the above accounts are these visits or permanent dwelling?
We have to remember three facts before we answer the question.

1. God the Creator of the Universe is always present in the Universe.  He does not leave or depart from His creation.
2. God hides and that is to give creation freedom of movement.

3. God makes His presence in a special way such as the coming of the cloud and the fire.
This is what we read in Exodus: the cloud covered the Tent as soon as it was erected, for Yahweh was taking possession of his sanctuary (Ex 40:34-35).  Afterwards, it apparently stayed over the Tent all the time as a pillar of cloud and the pillar of fire that had guided the Israelites during the Exodus: it indicated where and for how long they were to set up camp, and when the moment had come to strike camp (Num 9:15-23; cf. Ex 40: 36-38). 
The movement of the cloud and its place in the camp was not a static movement:

1. Exodus 33:7-11 and Numbers 11:24-30 tell us the cloud stood outside the camp.

2. According to Numbers 2:2, 17, the cloud stood in the middle of the camp.
From Exodus 25:8, we learn that Yahweh lives there in the middle of his people, and in Numbers 5:3 this is the meaning of “His dwelling,” which demands the Israelites to be careful and watch over the purity of their camp.
The Shape of the Tent
The Tent was made of wooden frames which were put together and made a rectangular building of 30 by 10 cubits, and 10 cubits high (Cubit is 45.72 cm, 18.29 inches and 1.52 feet), and stood open on the eastern side.  The Tent seems then to have been covered with bands of finely woven material, sewn together to make two big pieces, which were then fastened together with hooks and clips.  The pieces were embroidered with figures of cherubim.  Next, goat skin bands were stretched “like a tent over the Tent”: they were a little wider and a little longer than the first material, and fell down over the sides of the Tent.  Lastly, the whole construction was covered with the skins of rams, dyed red, and then by very light leather hides.  There was a curtain over the entry to the Tent, and a costly veil drawn across the innermost 10 cubits marked the division between the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.  Behind the veil, in the Holy of Holies, stood the Ark.  In the Holy Place there stood the candlestick and the table of showbread.  The altar, with the basin for washing, stood outside the entrance of the Tent (Ex 40:30).
Around the Tent there was an open court of 100 by 50 cubits, the edge of which was indicated by a barrier of bronze posts and silver curtain rods from which linen curtains fell down to the ground (Ex 27: 9-19).
This desert sanctuary was designed to be carried throughout the Journey and was made in such a way as to collapse into pieces.  If we compare that with the Temple of Jerusalem, it will be about half of the Temple.
The Tent of Meeting was set up in the Plains of Moab, the last station before the entry into the Promised Land (Num 25:6).  It appears again at Shiloh under Joshua (Josh 18: 1, 19:51) and even later (Ps 78:60) which could be a very early Psalm.  It seems that it was still standing as the house where the Ark was kept at Shiloh towards the end of the period of the judges (1 Sam 1: 7, 9; 3: 15).  The Tent was still known in the days David for it is said that David was to have put the Ark in Jerusalem (2 Sam 6:17).  From the book of Chronicler we learn the Tent stood on the high place of Gibeon under David and Solomon (1 Ch 16: 39; 21: 29; 2 Ch 1:3-6).

The Traveling God 

If we study the OT carefully, we discover that God who created Heaven and Earth is not the One who is still and does not move at all.  He traveled with the people with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, from Mesopotamia, Egypt and then Canaan. He goes before, with and dwells where the people are. The Tent is a challenge to us who live under Grace:

1. God prepared our salvation before we were created. You must write your own Bible texts that confirm that.

2. God never departed from creation of His people, for asking to have a dwelling Place means the He has pleasure to be with us.

3. We must look at our Journey as being with God for The Father gave us the New Tent of Meeting, Jesus Christ ( please write your own Biblical verses that point to his great gift of the Father).

The Ark of the Covenant
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Description
According to Exodus 26:33 and 40:21, the Tent was designed to house the Ark of the Testimony (‘arôn ha-’eduth).  This name means the two “tablets of the Testimony,” i.e., the stone tablets on which the Law was inscribed.  God had given them to Moses (Ex 31:18), Moses put them inside the Ark, and from the tablets of Law the Ark took its name (Ex 25: 16; 40: 20).  For the same reason the Tent containing the Ark was called the Tent of the Testimony (Num 9:15; 17:22; 18: 2).  The Ark is described in Exodus 25:10-22; 37: 1-9).  It was of made of acacia wood, about 4 feet long, 2 feet wide and 2 feet high: it was covered with gold plates and had rings attached, through which the poles used for carrying it could be passed.  Over the Ark was a plate of gold, the same size as the Ark, called the kapporeth, that is the “mercy-seat.”  On the “mercy-seat,” or the “kapporeth”  the High priest put the blood of the Sacrifice for the Sin of all Israel on the Day of Atonement (Yom ha-kippurim).  If we read Leviticus 16:15-20 we learn that this was an atonement for the place of worship as well as for the people.  Atonement in Leviticus means “purification” from sin (please read Lev 16:30 and Hebrews 1:3; 1 John 1:6-7).

Two cherubim stood at the end of the “kapporeth” and covered it with their wings, symbolically signifying divine presence.  According to Deuteronomy 10:8, the honor of carrying the Ark was entrusted to the Levites.
History

It seems that the Ark had a longer history than the Tent.  The Ark, without the Tent, stood in the camp at Gilgal (Josh 7:6). The Ark is said to be kept at Shiloh, during Samuel’s young days (1 Sam 3:3).  From Shiloh it was taken to the battle of Apheq (1 Sam 4:31), where it was captured by the Philistines (1 Sam 4:2).  After its travels from Ashdod to Gath, and from Gath to Eqron, it was given back to the Israelites at Beth- Shemesh where it stayed at housed for a while at Qiryath—Yearim (1 Sam 5: 5-7: 1).  David brought the Ark to Jerusalem and installed it in a tent (2 Sam 6).  When Solomon built the Temple, the Ark was put in holiest place (1 Kings 6:1; 8:1- 9).  The historical books do not mention the Ark.  It was still known to Jeremiah (3:16 about 587 B.C) but it must have been destroyed with the Temple.  It was not mentioned in the Second Temple.
How Important Is It for Christians to Study the Ark?

1. From the Historical books we learn that the Ark was a sign for the presence of God (1 Sam 4-6; 2 Sam 6 and 1 Kings 8). When it arrived in the camp, the Philistines shouted: “God has come into their camp!” (1 Sam 4:7).  When the Ark was captured, it meant the loss of God’s presence and we must look carefully at the word that means presence because it was the “glory” has been taken away from Israel (1 Sam 4:22). 
2. The Old Psalm132 must be read with Numbers 10:35, “Arise O God and let your enemies be scattered.”  If God is present, no enemies can prevail.  But the loss of the relationship does not guarantee the victory and this is why the Ark was captured.
3. More important are the words David sang (2 Sam 6 and Ps 132:8), “Arise, Yahweh, into your rest, you and the Ark of your strength” God’s rest is to be with his people. 
4. In the account of the Philistine war, the Ark is called “the Ark of Yahweh Sabaoth (Hosts) who sits above the cherubim” (1 Sam 4:4), and this epithet became a title of God in Jewish and Christian prayers.
5. In 1 Chronicles 28:2 the Ark is the “footstool” of God, and it is clearly the Ark which is meant by the same expression in Psalm 99:5; 132:7; Lam 2:1).  When Isaiah (66: 1) says: “Heaven is my throne, and the earth my footstool! What kind of a house could you build for me?” the protest is certainly directed against the Temple, which the Jews wished to rebuild when they returned from the Exile, but it refers directly to the sacred Ark of the old Temple, which was considered as the “throne” or the “footstool” of God, an echo of  Jeremiah 3:16-17 and Ezek  43:7.  These words should be taken in the same way: Yahweh, returning to his Temple, says: “Here is the place of my throne, the place where I put the stole of my feet.”  We should read carefully the words of our Lord in Matthew 5:35 where the “earth” is the footstool of God and heaven is the throne of God.  This change is due to the Incarnation.
6. Yahweh met Moses and spoke to him from above the kapporet, that is, the mercy seat and from between the Cherubim (Ex 25:22; cf. 30:6; Num 7:89).  The kapporeth was the gold cover of the Ark (Ex 35: 12).  On the Day of Atonement, the high priest sprinkled blood on the mercy seat and in front of it (Lev 16:14-15).  The Hebrew word Kapporeth was translated in the Greek LXX hilasterion.  This Greek word is used twice in the NT (Rom 3:25 and Hebrews 9:5).  In the LXX the same word was used seven times (Ex 25:6-7 and Lev 16:13-15) to translate the Hebrew kapporreth, the Mercy Seat of the Ark.  This translation is supported by Philo the Alexandrian Jew (Moses 2:95.97), and is stressed in most ancient commentaries on Romans by Origen (Rom 3:8 PG 14:946C-952B, John Chrysostom (homily 7:2 on Rom), Theodoret (Commentary on Rom 3:25) and Cyril of Alexandria (Rom 3:21, PG 74:780B).  These fathers spoke Greek, wrote their commentaries in Greek, and understood this Greek word as the Mercy Seat.  Consequently hilasterion is better understood against the background of the LXX usage of the Day of Atonement rite, so it would depict Christ as the new “Mercy Seat,” presented or displayed by the Father as a means of expiating or wiping away the sins of humanity, indeed, as the place of the presence of God, of his revelation, and of his expiating power.  This is also supported by the Coptic NT reading of Romans 3:21-25.  The Coptic translation rendered the whole text: “Whom God before set as a Forgiver…”“(The Coptic Version of the NT, 1905, and also Luther’s German translation of (Romans 3:24).  
The Temple of Solomon
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The Temple of Solomon followed almost the same main division of the Tent, but it became the center of the life of Israel and it remained so after the separation of the two kingdoms, and this in spite of Jeroboam’s building a rival sanctuary at Bethel.  When Ahiyyah, a prophet from Shiloh foretold the political schism, he still spoke of Jerusalem as the city that Yahweh had chosen (1 Kings 11:32).  The faithful in the Northern kingdom never ceased to look towards Jerusalem.  Even after the fall, the pilgrims from Shechem, from Shiloh and from Samaria brought their offerings to the ruined Temple (Jer 41:5).  Jerusalem acquired this significance because of these traits of Temple:
1. The Temple as the seat of the divine presence.  The Temple was the “house”of the Ark of God and that is the throne of God.  When it was consecrated, the Temple was filled by the cloud of the divine presence (1 Kings 8:10) that was a sign of Yahweh’s presence as in the Tent of Meeting (Ex 33:9; 40:34-35; Num 12: 4-10).  In the short poem which he read aloud on the occasion of the dedication, Solomon said on the occasion that he has built for Yahweh “a dwelling-place, a home where Yahweh will live forever’ (1 Kings 8: 13).

2. This belief in Yahweh’s presence in his Temple was the whole reason for the worship and the celebration of the feast.  When King Ezechias was threatened by Sennacherib, the king went up to the Temple of Yahweh and spread it out before Yahweh’ (2 King 19:14).
3. The temple is the reason for collecting and organization the Psalms (e.g. Ps 27:4; 42:5; 76:3; 84; 122:1-4; 132:13-14; 34, etc.).

We are the Temple of God

1. This is the new reality of the Great Covenant (1 Cor 3:16, 17; 6:19 and Eph 2:21)

2. The Incarnation brought this change.

3. Pentecost is the foundation of this new relationship
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