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Jerusalem’s Temple Mount is a
centering point in biblical geog-
raphy. Amidst the complexity
and diversity of their respective
traditions, Jews, Christians, and
Muslims share a common 
connection to this sacred site. 

Al Harem al Sharif (“the Noble
Sanctuary”) is located atop
Mount Moriah on the eastern
edge of the Old City. Seen as
God’s own dwelling, it is associ-
ated with heroic and prophetic
personalities from Adam and
Abraham to Ezra and even to
Muhammad.
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Here Abraham prepared to sacrifice his son (Gen 22). David
bought the site, which had been used as a threshing floor,
and built an altar on it (2 Sam 24). On the temple mount,
King Solomon built the first Jerusalem temple nearly 3,000
years ago. Furnished with imported wood, copper, and
gold vessels, the temple stood for almost 400 years
before it was destroyed by the Babylonians in
587 BC. Exiles returning from captivity 
in Babylon some 50 years later under the
leadership of Zerubabel rebuilt the 
temple. 

By the time of King Herod the Great,
who ruled 37–4 BC, the Temple Mount
was too small for the crowds who visited
each year. Also, in an attempt to improve
his image with his subjects, Herod con-
ducted a massive renovation of the temple
and its compound. Thousands of workers
were employed in this grand effort. 

Construction began in 20 BC. Monumental stone walls,
some as high as 148 feet, 1,600 feet in length and 1,000 feet
in width, formed a rectangle surrounding the platform.
According to Josephus, the temple was built in only 18
months. But the entire Temple Mount project was not 
completed until AD 64, long after Herod’s day.
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A few brief years after the temple was completed,
the Roman armies of Titus destroyed the temple
during the sack of Jerusalem in AD 70. Titus, the
son of emperor Vespasian, carried the menorah—
the seven-branched candlestick—in his triumphal
return to Rome. 

Only the
Western
Wall survived from
the Second Temple.
The Western Wall
is also known as 
“The Wailing Wall”
from the Jews’
lamentation for the
destruction of the temple. Tradition
places this wall close to the former
site of the Holy of Holies of the
destroyed temple.

In AD 135, after crushing the second
Jewish revolt, emperor Hadrian pro-
faned the site by erecting a temple
dedicated to Jupiter. The early Christ-
ians saw Mount Moriah as a placed
cursed by God. Reduced to ruble and
ruin, for years the site of the temple
was used as a garbage dump. 

When the Muslim leader Omar 
conquered Jerusalem in AD 636, he had
the site cleared and built the Dome of
the Rock. This magnificent mosque
commemorated the Islamic prophet
Mohammed’s legendary night journey

from Mecca to Jerusalem and ascension to heaven. Between AD
705 and 715, the El Aqsa Mosque was built on the southern end
of the Temple Mount. 

Islamic rule over the Temple Mount was briefly interrupted by Crusaders, who
ruled Jerusalem from AD 1099 to 1187. The Crusaders transformed the Dome of
the Rock into a Christian sanctuary topped with an enormous cross. In 1187,
Saladin returned the structure to Islamic worship and an object of religious 
devotion and architectural adornment.
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This magnificent octagonal sanctuary’s Golden Dome, soaring 108 feet from the
ground, shelters the Rock of Mount Moriah, symbolizing the center of the world.
Faithful see on the rock’s surface the footprint of the prophet and the handprint
of the archangel Gabriel. A cave beneath the rock is called the well of souls, where
the souls of the dead linger before they disappear. 

Nowhere else on earth does such a holy place sacred to Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims meet. For Jews, this is where the temple stood. For Christians, here
is where Jesus was presented as a baby, conversed with the scribes as a 12-year-old
boy, was tempted by Satan to jump from the pinnacle of the temple, and cast 
out the money changers and merchants. For Muslims, the site celebrates the
miraculous night journey of their prophet. 

For those who hold an
apocalyptic view of the
end times, this is the
site on which the 
messianic era will begin.
Here believers will face
an anticipated resurrec-
tion and a dreaded day of
judgment. Like a mosaic,
the Temple Mount is a
reminder of a complex past, a
conflicted present, and mirrors
the hope of a glorious future. 

Jerusalem at the time
of the Second Temple

Eastern view of the Temple
Mount from Mount of Olives.
Eastern view of the Temple
Mount from Mount of Olives.
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