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The Temple of Jerusalem, particularly during the Second Temple period, has
often been compared architecturally to Roman temples due to its grandeur, use
of columns, and monumental scale. This comparison arises from shared Greco-
Roman influences that permeated architecture across the Mediterranean and
Near Eastern regions during antiquity. However, despite these similarities,
the Temple of Jerusalem possesses a distinctive feature that sets it apart
from typical Roman temples: its underlying religious purpose and design
elements rooted in Jewish tradition. Understanding this unique feature
requires a deep dive into the architectural, religious, and cultural context
of the Temple, as well as the influence of subsequent architectural styles.

Historical Context and Architectural Influences

The Origins of the Jerusalem Temple
The original First Temple, built by King Solomon in the 10th century BCE,
laid the foundation for the temple's religious significance. Its design was
rooted entirely in biblical instructions, emphasizing a sacred space centered
on the Ark of the Covenant and specific ritual practices. After its
destruction by the Babylonians in 586 BCE, the Second Temple was constructed
under Persian rule and later expanded and renovated during the Herodian
period.

Hellenistic and Roman Influences
During the Herodian expansion (roughly 20 BCE – 70 CE), the Temple complex
incorporated elements of Hellenistic architecture, which was heavily
influenced by Greek and Roman styles. These influences manifested in the
grand colonnades, monumental courtyards, and elaborate stonework. Roman
architectural features such as large-scale use of columns, arches, and
decorative elements can be seen in the outer courts and the overall scale of
the complex.

The Architectural Features Resembling Roman
Temples

Colonnaded Courtyards and Porticoes
One of the most striking similarities between the Second Temple and Roman
temples is the extensive use of colonnades and porticoes. These covered
walkways lined the courtyards, providing both aesthetic appeal and functional
shelter. The Herodian Temple's outer court, for instance, was surrounded by a
series of impressive colonnades.



Use of Corinthian Columns and Decorative Stonework
Roman temples often featured Corinthian columns, characterized by ornate
acanthus leaf capitals. The Second Temple, especially during Herodian
renovations, employed similar column styles to evoke grandeur and divine
authority.

Massive Scale and Monumentality
Both Roman temples and the Jerusalem Temple were designed to impress and
demonstrate the power and sanctity of their respective religions. The scale
of the Temple Mount, with its vast courtyards and towering walls, mirrors the
imposing presence of Roman religious architectures.

What Makes the Temple Of Jerusalem Unique: The
Religious and Cultural Feature

The Centrality of the Holy of Holies
While Roman temples typically housed statues or images of gods and focused on
public rituals, the Jerusalem Temple's core feature was the Holy of Holies—a
sanctified space believed to house the divine presence (Shekhinah). This
inner sanctuary was accessible only to the High Priest and only on certain
sacred days.

Absence of Iconography and Idols
Unlike many Roman and pagan temples, which often contained statues, idols,
and elaborate religious iconography representing deities, the Jerusalem
Temple notably lacked images of God or idols. Its design was intentionally
aniconic, emphasizing spiritual purity and divine transcendence over physical
representations.

The Emphasis on Ritual and Sacrifice
The Temple was primarily a site for Jewish sacrificial rites, which involved
offerings of animals, grain, and incense. These rituals were performed in
specific precincts and were central to Jewish worship, contrasting with the
more iconographic and spectacle-driven rituals of Roman temples.

Architectural Manifestations of the Religious
Feature

The Design of the Holy of Holies
The Holy of Holies was a cube-shaped chamber measuring approximately 15 by 15
cubits, situated at the temple's center. It was separated by a veil
(parochet) and was the only place where the Ark of the Covenant was kept in



the First Temple. Its design was simple yet profoundly sacred, emphasizing
spiritual purity.

Limited Access and Ritual Purity Requirements
Access to the Holy of Holies was strictly regulated, requiring ritual
purification and high priestly permission. This extreme sanctity set the
Temple apart from Roman temples, which aimed to be accessible or at least
visible to the public.

The Outer Courts and Their Functions
The outer courts served as gathering spaces for pilgrims and included areas
for purification and preparation. These spaces were designed for communal
worship and sacrifice, emphasizing collective religious practice rather than
individual devotion typical of Roman temples.

Symbolic and Theological Significance

Unity with Divine Presence
The unique feature of the Holy of Holies symbolizes the Jewish belief in a
transcendent God who dwells invisibly among His people. Its design
underscores the spiritual connection rather than physical representation—a
stark contrast to the idol-centric approach of many Roman temples.

Reinforcement of Monotheism
The absence of images or statues aligns with Jewish monotheism, emphasizing
the invisible and omnipresent nature of God. This theological stance
profoundly influenced the architectural choices, setting the Temple apart
from pagan counterparts.

Preservation of Religious Identity
Despite external architectural influences, the design of the Jerusalem Temple
maintained core religious principles that reinforced Jewish identity,
especially during periods of foreign rule and cultural influence.

Summary: The Key Differentiating Feature

The primary feature that distinguishes the Temple of Jerusalem from typical
Roman temples is its inner sanctum—the Holy of Holies—which is characterized
by its spiritual, iconocentric design and exclusive sacredness. Unlike Roman
temples, which often emphasized visible deities, idols, and public spectacle,
the Jerusalem Temple prioritized divine transcendence, ritual purity, and
sacred space. Its design was rooted in biblical commandments and theological
principles rather than Hellenistic or Roman architectural conventions.



Conclusion

While the Temple of Jerusalem shares architectural elements with Roman
temples—such as colonnades, grand scale, and decorative stonework—the core
feature that makes it unique is its sacred inner space: the Holy of Holies.
This feature embodies the Jewish conception of an invisible, omnipresent God,
emphasizing spiritual purity over physical representation. It reflects a
religious philosophy that places divine transcendence at the heart of
worship, setting the Jerusalem Temple apart from its Greco-Roman counterparts
and preserving its distinct spiritual identity throughout centuries.

---

In essence, the Temple of Jerusalem looks like a Roman temple except for what
feature?
It looks like a Roman temple primarily in its architectural grandeur but
differs fundamentally in its Holy of Holies, the sacred inner sanctuary that
embodies divine transcendence without images or idols—an iconic
representation of Jewish monotheism and spiritual focus.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the distinctive feature that sets the Temple
of Jerusalem apart from a typical Roman temple?

The presence of the Western Wall, which is a surviving part of the original
Jewish temple structure, distinguishes the Temple of Jerusalem from a Roman
temple.

Why does the Temple of Jerusalem resemble a Roman
temple in its architecture?

Because of the influence of Hellenistic and Roman architectural styles during
the period, the Temple of Jerusalem adopted features like columns and a
classical façade, making it look similar to Roman temples.

What feature of the Temple of Jerusalem reflects its
Jewish religious significance that Roman temples
lack?

The Holy of Holies and the sacred inner chamber, which are central to Jewish
worship, are unique features of the Temple of Jerusalem that Roman temples do
not have.

How does the layout of the Temple of Jerusalem differ
from that of Roman temples?

The Temple of Jerusalem was designed as a sacred complex with courtyards, an
altar, and specific areas for priests and worshipers, whereas Roman temples
typically focused on the exterior façade and cult statue.



What feature was destroyed in the Temple of Jerusalem
that is still visible in Roman temples?

The original temple's massive stone structure and detailed sculptures were
destroyed, but the Western Wall remains as a significant surviving feature,
unlike Roman temples which often retain their entire structures.

Additional Resources
The Temple Of Jerusalem Looks Like A Roman Temple Except For What Feature?

The architectural design of the ancient Temple of Jerusalem has long
fascinated historians, archaeologists, and scholars alike. Its grandeur,
symbolism, and historical significance make it one of the most iconic
structures in human history. Interestingly, when examining its architectural
features, many are strikingly similar to Roman temples, especially those
built during the imperial period. However, there is a notable feature that
sets the Temple of Jerusalem apart from typical Roman temple architecture. In
this detailed exploration, we will delve into the architectural similarities
and differences, focusing on that distinctive feature which makes the Temple
of Jerusalem unique.

---

Historical Context of the Temple of Jerusalem

Before analyzing its architectural features, understanding the historical
background of the Temple of Jerusalem is essential.

The First and Second Temples

- First Temple (Solomon's Temple): Built in the 10th century BCE by King
Solomon, it was the central place of worship for the Israelites until its
destruction by the Babylonians in 586 BCE.
- Second Temple: Reconstructed in 516 BCE after the Babylonian Exile, it
underwent various modifications and expansions, most notably during the reign
of Herod the Great in the 1st century BCE.

Herod's Expansion and Renovation

- Herod the Great undertook a massive renovation project around 20–19 BCE,
transforming the Second Temple into a magnificent structure.
- This expansion aimed to elevate Jerusalem’s religious and political
stature.
- The project involved extensive construction, including enlarging the temple
mount and creating monumental architectural features.

---



Architectural Similarities to Roman Temples

The Temple of Jerusalem, especially after Herod's renovations, exhibits
several architectural traits reminiscent of Roman temples.

1. Use of Corinthian and Composite Orders

- The temple incorporated Corinthian and Composite column styles, which were
prominent in Roman architecture.
- These columns were used in porticoes and surrounding structures, lending a
sense of grandeur and elegance.

2. Massive Use of Stone and Concrete

- Roman engineering popularized the use of concrete, which the Herodian
builders also employed.
- The extensive use of large dressed stones and concrete foundations aligns
with Roman construction techniques.

3. Elevated Podium (Imperial Platform)

- The temple was built on a substantial platform or podium, similar to Roman
temples like the Pantheon or Temple of Mars Ultor.
- This elevation served both practical and symbolic purposes, elevating the
sacred space above the city.

4. Use of Columns and Porticoes

- The temple featured colonnaded courtyards and porticoes, akin to Roman
temples.
- The grand entrance, with rows of columns, bore resemblance to Roman
architectural norms.

5. Symmetry and Axial Planning

- Roman temples often emphasized symmetry and axiality, principles also
evident in the layout of Herod's Temple complex.
- The arrangement of courtyards, gates, and the main sanctuary followed a
planned, harmonious design.

6. Decorative Elements and Reliefs

- Both Roman and Herodian structures employed decorative stonework, including
carved reliefs, pilasters, and friezes.

---



The Unique Feature That Sets the Temple of
Jerusalem Apart

While many architectural elements align with Roman temple design, the most
distinctive feature that differentiates the Temple of Jerusalem is:

The Presence of a Divine Inner Sanctuary (The Holy of Holies)

Significance of the Holy of Holies

- The Holy of Holies (Kodesh Hakodashim) was the innermost chamber of the
Temple, considered the dwelling place of God's presence (Shekhinah).
- It was a highly restricted space, accessible only once a year by the High
Priest during Yom Kippur.
- Its dimensions and design were meticulously described in biblical texts,
emphasizing its spiritual and theological importance.

Architectural Features of the Holy of Holies

- Minimalist Design: Unlike the ornate exterior, the Holy of Holies was
modest in decoration, emphasizing its sacredness.
- Inner Curtain (Parochet): A thick curtain separated it from the main
sanctuary, symbolizing the boundary between the divine and human realms.
- Material and Construction: The chamber was constructed with specific,
sacred materials, including gold overlay and cedarwood, emphasizing holiness.

Why Is This Feature Unique?

- Absence in Roman Temples: Roman temples typically housed statues or images
of deities and were designed as places of public worship and offerings.
- Focus on the Divine Presence: The Holy of Holies was not just a temple
interior but the literal dwelling of God, making its design deeply spiritual
rather than merely architectural.
- Restricted Access: The sanctity and limited access differentiate it from
Roman temples, which were accessible for public rituals.

---

Implications of the Holy of Holies in
Architectural Design

The presence of the Holy of Holies influenced the overall architecture and
layout of the Temple in several ways.

1. Centrality of the Sanctuary

- The Holy of Holies was positioned at the very center of the Temple complex.
- The entire structure was oriented to emphasize its importance, with
processions and rituals leading toward it.



2. Use of Sacred Materials and Dimensions

- The chambers used materials considered sacred, such as gold, cedar, and
specific stones.
- The dimensions were precise, based on biblical descriptions, emphasizing
divine order.

3. Separation from the Outer Court

- The complex was designed to create a hierarchy of spaces: from the outer
court for general worshipers to the innermost Holy of Holies reserved for the
High Priest.
- This spatial hierarchy reinforced spiritual boundaries.

4. Integration with Ritual Practices

- The architecture supported complex rituals, including offerings,
purification, and priestly activities.
- The design facilitated these rituals while maintaining the sanctity of the
inner spaces.

---

Contrasts with Roman Temple Design

While the overall form and some structural elements resemble Roman temples,
the Holy of Holies introduces a theological dimension absent in Roman
architecture.

1. Purpose and Function
- Jewish Temple: Focused on divine presence, worship, and sacrificial
rituals.
- Roman Temple: Primarily a place to honor gods and conduct public
ceremonies.

2. Accessibility
- Jewish Holy of Holies: Strictly limited access, emphasizing divine
transcendence.
- Roman Temples: Open to the public for worship and offerings.

3. Interior Decoration
- Jewish Holy of Holies: Minimalist, emphasizing spiritual purity.
- Roman Temples: Richly decorated with sculptures, statues, and reliefs
depicting deities and mythological themes.



4. Iconography
- Jewish Temple: Aniconic; no images of God or divine figures.
- Roman Temples: Often housed statues of gods and mythological figures.

---

Archaeological and Historical Evidence

Due to the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE by the Romans, direct
archaeological evidence of its interior, including the Holy of Holies, is
limited.

- Remains and Reconstructions: The Western Wall (Kotel) is part of the
retaining wall of the Second Temple platform, providing clues about the size
and layout.
- Descriptions: Ancient texts, including Josephus’ writings, offer detailed
descriptions of the Temple’s interior and sacred spaces.
- Modern Interpretations: Scholars reconstruct the likely design based on
biblical descriptions, archaeological findings, and comparative architecture.

---

Conclusion: The Sacred Core as the
Distinguishing Feature

In essence, while the Temple of Jerusalem shares many architectural elements
with Roman temples—such as colonnades, monumental platforms, and grandeur—the
defining feature that makes it uniquely distinct is its Holy of Holies, the
innermost sanctum that embodies divine presence and spiritual significance.

This feature underscores a fundamental difference in purpose: the Jewish
Temple was designed as a sacred dwelling for God, emphasizing spiritual
purity, divine accessibility through ritual, and theological symbolism. In
contrast, Roman temples prioritized honoring deities, public worship, and
civic identity, often emphasizing iconography and grandeur.

The Holy of Holies, with its strict restrictions, minimalist design, and
central spiritual role, serves as a testament to the profound theological
principles that shaped the Temple’s architecture. It highlights the unique
intersection of architecture and faith, making the Temple of Jerusalem a
singular monument in the history of religious architecture.

---

In summary, the Temple of Jerusalem’s architecture bears striking
similarities to Roman temples in its grandiosity, structural elements, and
layout, but what truly sets it apart—the feature that embodies its spiritual
essence—is the presence of the Holy of Holies. This innermost chamber’s
purpose, design, and sanctity distinguish it fundamentally from the typical
Roman temple, making it a profound symbol of divine presence in Jewish
tradition.
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