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In light of modern western enthusiastic, but wrongheaded evangelical support for a third 
temple to be constructed in the city of Jerusalem, as a tenant of popular pro-Zionist 
eschatology, the following account from antiquity seems like an appropriate warning.  

This story is almost unknown today outside of specialized church history circles, yet it is 
one of the most fascinating and unsettling episodes of the ancient world. In A.D. 361, the 
Roman Emperor Julian the Apostate launched an ambitious project to rebuild the Jewish 
Temple in Jerusalem nearly three centuries after its destruction by Rome in A.D. 70. Julian 
was not a Christian. In fact, he was openly hostile to Christianity and sought to revive 
paganism throughout the empire. Rebuilding the Temple was not merely an act of tolerance 
toward the Jewish people; it was also a calculated political and theological maneuver. If 
the Temple could be rebuilt, many believed it would undermine the words of Jesus 
concerning its destruction and permanent desolation. 

Few modern Christians realize this reconstruction effort actually began. Workers were 
commissioned. Funds were allocated. Materials were gathered. Excavation commenced. 
Then, according to multiple ancient sources—including the pagan historian Ammianus 
Marcellinus—violent eruptions of fire burst from beneath the foundations of the Temple 
mount.  
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Workers were repeatedly driven back. Ancient accounts describe terrifying blasts, earth 
tremors, and flames erupting from the ground itself. The project was abandoned. 

What makes the account remarkable is that it was not merely preserved by Christian 
theologians eager to defend Christ’s prophecy. Even the pagan Roman historian Ammianus 
Marcellinus, who admired Julian and had no interest in promoting Christianity, 
acknowledged the strange phenomenon. In Res Gestae 23.1.3, he recorded: 

“Fearful balls of fire bursting forth near the foundations, with frequent assaults, 
rendered the place inaccessible to the workmen…”.   

To Christians of the fourth century, the meaning was obvious. Heaven itself had intervened. 
For further reference, other ancient Christian writers also discussed the event, including: 
Gregory Nazianzen, John Chrysostom, Theodoret of Cyrus; Socrates Scholasticus and 
Sozomen.  

For many modern readers, the immediate impulse is skepticism. Perhaps an earthquake 
released underground gases. Perhaps there were accidental explosions. Perhaps later 
Christian writers embellished the details. Yet even after allowing for possible exaggeration, 
one stubborn historical reality remains: the attempt failed under highly unusual 
circumstances, and the event made such an impression upon the ancient world that it was 
recorded by hostile and friendly witnesses alike. 

That raises an uncomfortable question for our own generation. What if the failed rebuilding 
attempt under Julian was not merely an isolated historical curiosity, but a warning? 

Today there is growing discussion once again about rebuilding a Third Temple in Jerusalem. 
Organizations in Israel have recreated priestly garments, reconstructed temple vessels, 
trained Levitical descendants, and openly discussed preparations for renewed sacrificial 
worship. Among many Evangelicals, enthusiasm for a future Temple has become almost an 
article of faith. Entire prophetic systems have been constructed around the assumption 
that another Temple must rise on Mount Moriah before the consummation of history. 

But what if that assumption is wrong? What if the destruction of the Temple in A.D. 70 was 
not a temporary discipline awaiting reversal, but a decisive covenantal transition (Matthew 
24:2) ? What if the old system was not merely interrupted, but fulfilled and rendered 
obsolete through Christ? The writer of Hebrews declared that the old covenant was 
“becoming obsolete and growing old” and was “ready to disappear.” (Hebrews 8:13) Within 
a few short years, it did disappear—in fire, blood, and judgment beneath the Roman 
armies. 
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The New Testament repeatedly shifts the focus away from stone temples and toward a 
living Temple made of people united to Christ. (1 Peter 3:4-10; 1 Corinthians 3:16) The 
church is described as the dwelling place of God. Believers are called living stones. Christ 
Himself is the true Temple. (John 2:19-21; Matthew 12:6; John 1:14) The emphasis of the 
New Covenant is no longer geographic but covenantal; no longer centered upon Jerusalem 
below, but upon the heavenly Jerusalem (Galatians 4:21-31; John 4:21-25). 

This is why Julian’s failed reconstruction attempt is so intriguing. It was not simply a 
political project. It was an apparent attempted resurrection of a covenantal order that God 
Himself had already brought to its appointed end. And it failed. 

Could something similar happen again? That does not necessarily mean modern attempts 
would literally be halted by supernatural fire erupting from the earth. God’s providence 
operates through many means—wars, political upheaval, international crises, internal 
divisions, economic collapse, or events no one anticipates. But Christians should at least 
pause long enough to ask whether modern prophetic excitement surrounding a rebuilt 
Temple may actually stand in tension with the central message of the New Testament itself. 
(Hebrews 10:1-4; 9:12-14, 26;   

There is also a profound irony here. Many Christians who passionately defend the 
sufficiency of Christ nevertheless anticipate the restoration of animal sacrifices in a future 
Temple. Yet the entire argument of Hebrews is that Christ’s sacrifice ended forever the 
sacrificial system to which those offerings pointed. The veil was torn. The shadows gave 
way to the substance. The earthly sanctuary yielded to the heavenly reality. 

So perhaps the better question is not, “When will the Temple be rebuilt?” but rather, “Why 
would God permit to be restored what Christ fulfilled?” 

Julian the Apostate believed he could reverse history. He believed the Temple system could 
be revived. He believed Christianity could be discredited. Ancient witnesses tell us that fire 
burst from the ground itself and drove the builders away. 

Whether one views that as miracle, providence, or unexplained catastrophe, the 
symbolism is impossible to ignore. Some foundations, once judged and removed by God, 
are never meant to be laid again. Evangelicals take heed unless you find yourself striving 
against Christ himself. 


