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JERUSALEM in 

   ANCIENT TIMES

JERUSALEM WAS ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT 
AND INFLUENTIAL CITIES IN BIBLE TIMES. MEANING “POSSESSION OR FOUNDATION OF 
PEACE,” JERUSALEM WAS THE ROYAL CAPITAL CITY OF THE UNITED KINGDOM OF ISRAEL 
under King David and his successors. Jerusalem was the site of the Temple King Solomon built, and a place where 
the Israelites were commanded to worship the Lord during various Jewish feasts and festivals. After Jesus’ 
death, burial, and resurrection, Jerusalem was where the church of Christ was established on the Day of Pente-
cost, when Peter preached the first recorded gospel sermon, and about 3,000 souls were saved (Acts 2).

Jerusalem has a long history that goes back thousands of years. Different references to the city have been 
uncovered in various ancient texts and artifacts, some of which date back to long before the time of David. 
For example, clay tablets known as the Tell el Amarna tablets, which are believed to be from about 1300 B.C., 
mention the city of “Urusalim” (which scholars believe is the same as Jerusalem). 

The first biblical record of Jerusalem appears to be in Genesis 14, though the city was not called Jerusalem 
at that time, but “Salem.” In this passage, Abram (whose name would later be changed to Abraham) met 

Melchizedek, who was called the king of Salem. Since the psalmist referred to 
Jerusalem as “Salem” in Psalm 76:2, it is widely believed that the two words 
represent the same place—the city of Jerusalem.

Hundreds of years after the time of Melchizedek and prior to the time of 
David, a people known as the Jebusites inhabited the city of Jerusalem, which 
they called “Jebus” (Judges 19:10-11). The city was a relatively small town un-
der the Jebusites; however, it was very significant due to its strategic location. 
It was a well-fortified city, designed to be a fortress to defend the area from 
enemy attacks.

Around 1000 B.C., King David and the Israelites defeated the Jebusites and 
overtook the strategic city of Jerusalem (2 Samuel 5). For the last 33 years 
of His reign over Israel, David ruled from this most important city—a city 
known by a number of names, including Salem, Jebus, Zion (1 Kings 8:1), 

the city of David, and, of course, Jerusalem.

HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED 
WHY KING DAVID WANTED TO CAPTURE JE-
RUSALEM AND MAKE IT HIS CAPITAL CITY? 
Why not just remain in Hebron—his capital for the first 
seven years and six months of his reign? What made 
Jerusalem stand out as a desirable place to build a city 
that would play such an important role in history? In 
order to answer these questions, we must take a look 
at the location of Jerusalem. 

Jerusalem is elevated consider-
ably higher than the areas that 
surround it. Several valleys that 
lie far below the city can be found 
on the southern, western, and 
eastern sides. Due to the city’s 
strategic position, an army would 
be able to defend Jerusalem from 
attack on those sides. (There is 
not as much of a valley on the 
northern side, which would make 
that area a more likely target for 
an attacking army. Even so, the 

city remained a very good location because it was 
on higher ground than the surrounding landscape.)

One problem that the city faced throughout an-
cient times was its lack of a water supply. In dry 
times, water had to be retrieved mostly from out-
side the city, which caused many difficulties for Je-
rusalem’s defenders in times of war. Water is essen-
tial to human life, and if an enemy army besieged 
Jerusalem and cut off the people’s access to water, 

then they could easily conquer the 
city. To correct this problem, King 
Hezekiah built a tunnel to bring wa-
ter into the city much more easily 
and safely (2 Kings 20:20). 

We may never know all the reasons 
why King David chose Jerusalem as 
the capital city of Israel. One thing 
we can know for sure: God used the 
city of Jerusalem as a center for many 
of the events in the Bible, and that, 
alone, should motivate us to study 
and learn more about the city. 

Jerusalem’s Strategic Location

IN LUKE CHAPTER 10, JESUS 
TOLD HIS CHERISHED PARABLE ABOUT THE GOOD 
SAMARITAN. JESUS BEGAN THE STORY BY SAYING, 
“A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho” (Luke 
10:30). Many through the years have assumed Jesus was imply-
ing that Jerusalem was north of Jericho, since the man “went 
down” from Jerusalem to Jericho. However, a brief look at a map of first-century Palestine shows that Jericho 
is several miles northeast of Jerusalem. But how can someone go “down” from point A to point B, if point B is 
north of point A?

As always, once all the facts are known, Jesus’ statement is shown to be trustworthy. Although Jericho may 
be several miles north of Jerusalem, it is more than 3,500 feet lower in altitude. Jerusalem is situated at an 

elevation of 2,550 feet above sea level, whereas Jericho is about 1,200 feet below sea 
level. There is no way for a man to journey from Jerusalem to Jericho without going 
down in elevation. Though south of Jericho, Jerusalem is much higher in altitude.Letter found in Tell Amarna 

www.wikipedia.org (PD-Art)

Going “Down” 
from Jerusalem

Hezekiah’s tunnel: note the thick 
limestone through which workers 
had to dig. Credit: Todd Bolen 
(BiblePlaces.com) 
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JERUSALEM—from 

DAVID to JESUS
AFTER KING DAVID 

CAPTURED THE CITY OF JERUSALEM, IT 
QUICKLY BECAME THE MOST WELL 
known city in the nation of Israel. In fact, it was the 
most important city in Israel until the first century, 
when Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice for our sins, 
and the Church was established. What made the city 
such an influential place in the Bible? 

Jerusalem’s importance began to be noted when 
David conquered Jebus (which would become 
known in Israel as Jerusalem). He quickly built it up 
and made it a powerful capital for the nation of Is-
rael. But it was not until David’s son, Solomon, took 
over the throne that the importance of Jerusalem 
was fully realized. 

David desired to build a permanent Temple for 
God and the Ark of the Covenant. However, God 
forbade David from building Him a Temple (1 
Chronicles 22:7-11). Instead, David’s son Solomon 
was chosen to build the “house of God.” In the 
fourth year of his reign as king, Solomon began to 

build the Temple, and when it was completed, it was 
a truly magnificent sight to behold. The entire nation 
of Israel worshipped there at various times through-
out the year, and it stood for hundreds of years. 

After the death of Solomon, the nation of Israel 
split into two kingdoms. The Northern Kingdom was 
the new nation of Israel, and the Southern Kingdom 
became known as Judah. Judah had Jerusalem as its 
capital. Sadly, during the reign of Zedekiah (around 
600 B.C.), the armies of King Nebuchadnezzar of 
Babylon attacked Jerusalem. They conquered the 
city and destroyed the Temple of God, along with 
many other things in Jerusalem, “the city of David.” 

God allowed His Temple to be destroyed 
because the people of Judah had done 
evil in the sight of the Lord. They had be-
come idol worshippers and had commit-
ted terrible sins against God. Because of 
their wickedness, God allowed them to be 
conquered. However, He spared some of 
them so that they could return to Jerusa-
lem and rebuild the Temple. 

Once the remaining Israelites returned to Jerusalem 
after 70 years of Babylonian captivity, they started 
to rebuild the city. King Cyrus of Persia allowed the 
Jews to return and rebuild the Temple, but the people 
were afraid when the new king of Persia, Artaxerxes, 
commanded them to stop rebuilding it. They stopped 
the construction on the Temple and did not resume 
working on it again for 16 years. Finally, the prophets 
Haggai and Zechariah convinced the people to finish 
building the Temple. The second Temple was finished 
in the sixth year of King Darius’ reign in Persia. It was 
dedicated to God, and the people of Israel wor-
shipped there for hundreds of years.

Not only was Jerusalem important to the Jewish 
religion, but it is also significant to Christians. Je-
sus was put on trial and sentenced to death inside 

the city of Jerusalem. He was crucified just outside 
the city. Furthermore, the first gospel sermon was 
preached in Jerusalem and about 3,000 souls were 
saved in one day. Countless New Testament Chris-
tians were murdered at the hands of the Jews in 
Jerusalem, and even the apostle Paul was arrested 
and nearly killed there. The church at Jerusalem was 
well known throughout the world, and they played 
a major role in the development of the first-century 
Church—the Kingdom of Christ, which the Old 
Testament spokesmen prophesied would be estab-
lished in Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:1-4; Micah 4:1-5).

Top: Scale model of the 2nd Temple 
Right: Artist's rendering of Herod's Temple
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THOUGH JERUSALEM IS  
A CITY WITH A GREAT HERITAGE, IN THE YEAR 
A.D. 70 THE ROMAN ARMY DESTROYED THIS 

historic place. Most Jews in the first century despised 
the Romans and did not like being under the control 
of the emperor. As a result, the Jews in Judea rebelled 
against the Roman govern-
ment in A.D. 66. This rebellion 
started what is referred to as 
the Jewish Wars, which lasted 
from A.D. 66 to A.D. 73. 

During this time, the Ro-

man emperor, Nero, sent an 

army to Judea to fight the 

Jews and crush the rebellion. 

General Vespasian led the 

army, and under his leader-

ship, the Romans took back control of the northern 

part of Judea. They then focused their efforts on tak-

ing Jerusalem, but Emperor Nero died before they 
could take the city.

After Nero’s death, General Vespasian was crowned 
as emperor of Rome. His son, Titus, was left in com-
mand of the Roman army in Judea, and Titus led the 
siege and assault on Jerusalem. In A.D. 70, the Romans 
broke through the city’s walls and destroyed every-

thing in sight. They killed 
thousands of people in the 
city in addition to destroying 
the Temple. This destruction 
is very significant, because 
Jesus previously prophesied 
that the Temple would be 
destroyed, along with the 
rest of Jerusalem (Matthew 
24:1-34). Thankfully, those 
who heeded Jesus’ warnings 

were able to survive by fleeing to the mountains just 
as Jesus had predicted.

Arch of Titus in Rome with items from the temple.

The Destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70
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ActIvIty 

PageS

True or 
False

 1. ___ The Jebusites 
controlled 
Jerusalem before 
Israel conquered it.

 2 ___ Jerusalem is in a valley, making it 
vulnerable to enemy attacks.

 3.  ___ The Temple of God was built in 
Jerusalem.

 4. ___ The Jews successfully defeated the 
Roman army that attacked Jerusalem.

 5. ___ Jerusalem was once called Salem.
 6. ___ The southern side of Jerusalem was 

more vulnerable to attack than the 
other three sides.

 7. ___ The people of Judah did evil in the 
sight of the Lord, so God allowed the 
Babylonians to conquer them.

 8. ___ Jesus prophesied about the 
destruction of Jerusalem.

1. “In _________ he [David] reigned over 
Judah seven years and six months, and in 
____________ he reigned thirty-three 
years over all Israel and Judah” 
(2 Samuel 5:5).

2. “He shall build a _________ for My name, 
and I will establish the throne of his 
____________ forever” (2 Samuel 7:13).

3. “And Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Do 
you see these great ___________? Not one 
__________ shall be left upon another, that 
shall not be thrown down’” (Mark 13:2).

A. Nebuchadnezzar
B. Melchizedek
C. Titus
D. Hebron
E. Hezekiah
F. David
G. Gehenna
H. Zion 
I. Nero
J. Solomon

 1. ___ King of Salem in Genesis 14
 2. ___ King who built a tunnel in Jerusalem to 

bring fresh water into the city
 3. ___ King who built the first Temple of God 

in Jerusalem
 4. ___ Emperor of Rome at the 

beginning of the Jewish 
Wars

 5. ___ Another name for the city of 
David

 6. ___ King of Israel when Jerusalem 
was taken from the Jebusites

 7. ___ King of Babylon who destroyed 
Jerusalem and the first Temple

 8. ___ Roman general who attacked 
and destroyed the city of 
Jerusalem in A.D. 70

 9. ___ The capital city of Israel during 
the first seven years and six 
months of David’s reign

 10. ___ Another name for the Valley of 
the Sons of Hinnom

matchIng

Complete the  
BIble Verses 

(NKJV)

 9.  ___ Jerusalem was the capital 
of the united kingdom of 
Israel under King David.

 10. ___ Jerusalem was lower in 
elevation than Jericho.
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ANSWERS

A JERUSALEM VALLEY TO AVOID

MATCHING:  1. B (Melchizedek); 2. E (Hezekiah); 3. J (Solomon); 4. I (Nero); 5. H (Zion); 6. F (David); 
 7. A (Nebuchadnezzar); 8. C (Titus); 9. D (Hebron); 10. G (Gehenna). TRUE OR FALSE: 1-T; 2-F; 3-T; 4-F; 5-T; 6-F; 7-T; 

8-T; 9-T; 10-F. COMPLETE THE BIBLE VERSES: 1. Hebron, Jerusalem; 2. house, kingdom; 3. buildings, stone. 
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IN THE BIBLE, WALLS AND 
GATES OFTEN WERE USED FOR PROTECTION 
AGAINST ALL SORTS OF BAD THINGS. IN FACT, 
walls were even used to separate a city’s inhabitants from 
disease and its own trash, as well as other things that cause 
a city to be dirty and smelly. In Jerusalem, it was no differ-
ent. If the people in Jerusalem had kept their garbage in-
side the walls, the city soon would have been overrun with 
smelly, dirty trash.

To avoid such a mess, the people of Jerusalem took their 
trash outside the walls to a place called “the Valley of the 
Sons of Hinnom.” It was also known as “Gehenna.” At one 

time, Gehenna was a fine place to live, but eventually some 
began to use it as a place to offer human sacrifices to the 
false god Molech. In the seventh century B.C., King Josiah 
put an end to such wickedness in this Jerusalem valley by 
“defiling” it and making it uninhabitable (2 Kings 23:10). 

 Eventually, the Jews began to throw their dirty garbage 
and dead things into this valley. In order to get rid of the 
garbage they set it on fire. Gehenna was a place of rotten 
smells, ugly sights, and uncomfortable heat. (If you lived 
in Jerusalem during the time of Jesus, you would not have 
wanted to perform the chore of taking out the trash!)

Jesus used this horrible place to explain to people the 
horror of being lost eternally. In Mark 9:45, Jesus said: “It 
is better for you to enter life lame, rather than having two 
feet, to be cast into hell, into the fire that shall never be 
quenched.” In the original language, Jesus used the word 
Gehenna. People in Jerusalem understood His point, be-
cause they knew how bad Gehenna was. Jesus used their 
knowledge of this rotten, smelly, burning place to explain 
how terrible hell will be. He then reminded them of the fact 
that God does not want anyone to go to hell. In fact, the 
Bible tells us that “God so loved the world that He gave His 
only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not 
perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).

Today, Gehenna Valley is a beautiful place. In the 1st century A.D., 
however, it  was full of garbage, rotting items, and fire.
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