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L e s s o n 15:
Destruction of the First Temple

1. Outline
a. Historical events - decline of the kingdom of Judah, destruction of the temple
and exile
b. Jeremiah's prophecy
c. Commemoration of destruction
d. Meaning of fast days today

2. Introduction

After the forced exile of the 10 tribes from the kingdom of Israel, Judah carries on
alone. It continues to be buffeted by the clashes between the great powers on its
borders, and its kings must choose their alliances wisely. The kings of Judah are not
always successful in this, and Judah is swept by a series of invasions which ultimately
end in the exile of the top echelons of society, the destruction of the temple, and the
termination of Jewish sovereignty in Eretz Yisrael.

This process is accompanied by the prophecies of Jeremiah. Jeremiah finds himself in
the uncomfortable position of being forced into prophesying doom to the people of
Jerusalem and the king. These prophecies are not well-received, and Jeremiah brings
upon himself threats, curses, beatings and imprisonment. Yet he still continues to
exhort the people to mend their ways, and recommends that they bow to the
inevitable and give themselves up to the Babylonians.

We commemorate the destruction of the temple to this day, fasting on four days in the
year to remember specific events in the process. Yet 2500 years after the events, with
Jerusalem no longer desolate, and a Jewish state in the land of Israel, what do they
mean for us?

The Bible contains extensive narratives of this period, both from a strictly historical
point of view (in II Kings chapter 18-end, II Chronicles chapter 29-end), and through
the eyes of Jeremiah, the important prophet of the destruction. The devastation felt by
the survivors is movingly described in the book of Lamentations, and the bitterness of
exile in Psalm 137 ("By the rivers of Babylon…").

3. Lesson goals
a. Understanding of the geopolitical reality in Israel during the period from the
end of the northern kingdom to the destruction of the first temple and the murder
of Gedaliah
b. Familiarity with the figure of Jeremiah as a model of a biblical prophet
c. Familiarity with the ways in which the destruction is commemorated
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d. Awareness of the possible meanings of our mourning of the destruction in this
day and age

4. Expanded outline
a. The fall of the kingdom of Judah
Assign background reading of  II Kings chapters 21-25, then go through the history
mentioning the following events:

II Kings 21: reign of Manasseh and Amon, characterized by widespread
syncretism

How is it possible to categorize the kings so simply as good or evil in the eyes
of the Lord – were there no complicated characters?
Perhaps being a king drives you to excess – either good or bad. Perhaps the
story was written many centuries later, so all but the most salient features have
faded. Note that the version of Manasseh's reign told in II Chronicles 33
includes a period of repentance and good deeds, which is omitted in the story
here.

II Kings 22-23: Josiah's reform, Pharaoh appoints Jehoiakim
What book was found in the Temple, and how is it that its contents so surprise
the finders?
Modern scholars debate over the identity of the book (see e.g.
http://www.bible.org/page.asp?page_id=980), with most theorizing that it was
some form of the book of Deuteronomy. The fact that its discovery caused such
surprise and consternation brings into question our conception of Judaism as a
religion of the Book from time immemorial. Apparently, before Josiah's time,
people passed traditions along orally, and the reading and studying of the
Torah was by no means a common occurrence.

Josiah was killed in battle with Pharaoh: is this an inevitable conclusion to his
struggle against syncretism? Is it possible to retain "pure' religious practices
while bowing down to political subjugation (or making alliances with foreign
powers)? When the prophets rail against our assimilating pagan practices, are
they speaking purely from a religious point of view, or taking a position
regarding foreign policy?

"Neither before nor after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the
Lord as he did – with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength"
(II Kings 23:25) – and yet he is killed in battle with the Egyptians, because (says
the text) God was still angry at his grandfather Manasseh's misdeeds. Feeble
excuse? A case of "The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth
are set on edge"?

http://www.bible.org/page.asp
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II Kings 24: Nebuchadnezzar's campaigns against Judah (see map 78)

How does Babylonian subjugation of Judah proceed?
•The power of Egypt wanes over Judah, which comes under the sphere of
Babylonian influence. Nebuchadnezzar mounts 3 campaigns against Judah.
- In the first (II Kings 24:1-7, II Chronicles 36:4-8, Daniel 1:1-7) Judah is forced to
pay tribute, some of the temple vessels are carried off, and a cadre of capable
young men (including the boy who was to become the prophet Daniel) are
taken to Babylonia.
- In the second (II Kings 24:8-16, II Chronicles 36:9-10, Ezekiel 1:1-3) , King
Jehoiachin is taken prisoner, along with his family, his court, the upper crust of
society and the artisans (who are capable of making weapons). Among the
exiled is Ezekiel, who will prophecy in Babylonia.
- In the third and final campaign (II Kings 24:17-25:26, II Chronicles 36:17-21,
Jeremiah 39-44, Lamentations) the walls of Jerusalem are breached, the temple
is destroyed, the king is captured after an escape attempt, his sons killed and
his eyes put out. Gedaliah is appointed governor, but is assassinated by a
member of the royal family. A massacre ensues, many survivors flee to Egypt
taking Jeremiah along, and the last remnant of the kingdom of Judah fades
away.

Contrary to the opinion of some Jewish philosophers, prophecy is not limited
to Eretz Yisrael, and some of our most prolific prophets (Ezekiel, Daniel) were
active in Babylon. What does this say about the centrality of the Land?
•Judah Halevi (The Kuzari 2, 12-14), who states that prophecy can be achieved
only in the Land of Israel, solves the problem of Ezekiel and Daniel by pointing
out that they prophesied "for the sake of the land". Similarly, he includes Mount
Sinai in the Land in order to explain the impressive case of mass prophecy that
occurred there, in the desert. Perhaps we can afford to acknowledge that
prophecy, along with other significant phenomena, may occur outside the
Land.

The text stresses that the first to be exiled were the elite, and during the return
they tended to stay in exile, while the returnees were mostly from the lower
orders. Why is this the case?
•Perhaps the upper classes have more of an interest in rebellion, as for them it
means the difference between independence and vassaldom; for the lower
classes, it doesn't matter anyway who rules. When exiled, maybe the upper
classes soon found their way into the corridors of power in Babylon, so had no
interest in giving up their comfortable lives in exile. Or perhaps the lower
classes were more mindful of Jeremiah's counsels, and bowed their heads
obediently to the foreign powers.
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Why do the kings of Judah repeatedly rebel, given the overwhelming power of
Babylonia?
•Perhaps they believe that their God, being stronger than that of the
Babylonians, will win for them.  Perhaps they believe that an alliance with a
competing empire (Egypt) will save them.

b. Jeremiah as a model of a biblical prophet; the conflict as reflected in his writing
and his life. Suggestion: Divide class into smaller groups, give each group one of
the following texts with questions, allow groups 15 minutes to read and discuss,
then groups take turns presenting in sequence.

Jeremiah 1:1-10: introducing Jeremiah.

What is the understanding of prophecy presented here?
•Jeremiah receives a “call,” a revelation commanding him to speak God’s word;
like Moses, he would prefer not to be so burdened, but God won’t take no for
an answer.  There are a number of passages dealing with Jeremiah’s
ambivalence, his feeling that he would rather not be a prophet of reproof but
cannot stop himself.

Jeremiah 20:1-22:5

What is Jeremiah’s political position?
•Jeremiah is imprisoned for his “defeatist” prophecy, accused of treason.  He
gives expression to his frustration at having to play this role; but he does not
relent.  He states clearly that the impending defeat is a result of immorality and
faithlessness, and that the military power of Judah’s army — like his own words
— can have no impact on the outcome of the war.

What is the basis for Jeremiah’s position?  Where does he get his certainty
regarding the military situation?
•Perhaps God is somehow “forcing” him (automatic speech??); or could it be
that his anguish at seeing the people moving toward their own destruction,
blind to their ability to prevent it, simply won’t let him alone?
•The theme of Jeremiah’s feeling of helplessness finds expression frequently in
the book.  He is driven to say things that he knows will cause him to be reviled
and even physically harmed — yet he cannot stop.

The internal conflict over how to respond to Babylonia.
Jeremiah 20-21 or 37-38

What is the ideology behind the establishment position?
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•History is what we see: armies and their gods clash, and the strongest wins;
God promised David an eternal dynasty; He is the strongest god; therefore, we
should not hesitate to take on the Babylonians, for victory is assured.

What is the ideology behind Jeremiah’s position?
•There is more to history than meets the eye: all of history is an educational
device, operated by God in order to teach Israel to establish and maintain a just
society; God is using the Babylonian army as his tool to chastise us; the only
way to prevent disaster is to reform our behavior.
•The establishment position is eternally tempting (why?); Jeremiah’s position,
which we always resist, is the classic Jewish interpretation of the meaning of
exile and persecution.

Jeremiah 30
How can we believe in a God who allows our destruction?  How can we not lose
hope?
•Chastisement is not revenge; the parent will punish out of love, but will not
destroy the child.  So the exile will end, and the promise of an eternal dynasty
will be fulfilled.

Jeremiah 32:36-44

How does Jeremiah’s message change after the destruction?
•It is of interest to discuss the dual role of the prophet: to reprove and to
threaten — and to comfort and to support.  Both are consistent with the
prophet’s understanding of the working of history: both require faith in a God
who is the God of history.  And just as before the destruction the people’s
limited view of the scope of God’s power led them to seek a military solution to
a moral/spiritual problem, so after the destruction this same small-minded
view was likely to lead to despair.  Hence the prophet of doom now becomes a
prophet of hope, operating on the assumption that God meant what He said
when He promised an eternal dynasty, so that punishment followed by
repentance will lead to redemption.

c. To this day, the destruction of the temple is commemorated. Four fast days are
set in the calendar:

 10 Tevet, in which the siege began
 17 Tammuz, in which the walls of Jerusalem were breached
 9 Av, in which the temple was destroyed
 3 Tishrei, in which Gedaliah was murdered

Over the generations, these fasts have accumulated additional meaning. 9 Av is
also considered to be the date of the destruction of the Second Temple, the
first Crusade, the expulsion from Spain and the beginning of the deportations
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from the Warsaw ghetto, among other calamities. In the State of Israel, Kaddish
(the Jewish prayer for the deceased) is recited on 10 Tevet for people whose
date or place of death is unknown. Consequently, many rabbis have
designated it as a day of remembrance for the Holocaust. Some choose to
commemorate the political murder of Yitzhak Rabin by fasting on 3 Tishrei.

The destruction is remembered in other ways: In Jewish weddings the
bridegroom traditionally breaks a glass and recites a remembrance of
Jerusalem; some leave a section of a wall in their house unpainted in memory
of the temple; some rend their clothing when they see the remains of the
temple in Jerusalem.

Do these observances still have meaning for us today, when Jerusalem is
rebuilt, and once again there is a sovereign Jewish state in Israel? A similar
question was already asked early on: the prophet Zechariah, who prophesied
during the return of the exiles from Babylonia, 70 years after the destruction,
reports the people asked: "Should I mourn and fast in the fifth month, as I have
done for so many years?" (Zechariah 7:3 – the fifth month here refers to Av).
Should we:

 Celebrate Tisha Be'av and the destruction of the temple (see description
of historical responses of the Reform movement)

 Stop (or reduce) fasting, now that sovereignty is restored (see majority
opinion in the responsum of the Halakhah committee of the
Conservative movement in Israel)

 Continue fasting since all is not yet well in the Jewish world (see
minority opinion)

 Continue fasting to remind ourselves of the cause of the destruction
(see article by Rabbi Leibtag)

 Continue fasting to remember catastrophes past

And to finish on a hopeful note, here's what Zechariah prophecies for the
future: "This is what the LORD Almighty says: "The fasts of the fourth, fifth,
seventh and tenth months will become joyful and glad occasions and happy
festivals for Judah" (Zechariah 8:19).



138 Ksharim

Sources

1. A time line, to keep things in perspective (see timeline for lesson 14)

2. Maps in the online biblical atlas, http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/,

Chapter 10 Judah Alone amid International Powers
The Rise of the Neo-Babylonian Empire 076

The Reign of Josiah 077

The Districts of Judah under King Josiah 077a

The Golden Age of King Josiah 077b

Nebuchadnezzar's Campaigns against Judah 078

Chapter 11 The Babylonian Exile
Judah during the Exile 079

The Kingdom of Judah

3. Article about historical responses of the Reform movement to Tisha Be'av:
http://www.jewishmediaresources.com/article/145/

4. Summary of responsa on fasting on Tisha Be'av by the Halakhah committee of the
Conservative movement in Israel:
http://www.responsafortoday.com/eng_index.html

5. An article by Rabbi Menachem Leibtag about the meaning of the fasts today:
http://www.lind.org.il/features/4fasts.htm

http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/
http://www.jewishmediaresources.com/article/145/
http://www.responsafortoday.com/eng_index.html
http://www.lind.org.il/features/4fasts.htm



