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Almost eight years ago—-during a peaceful summer weekend with our

families on the coast of Maine——the idea for this béok was born. The de-

bate about the historical reliability of the Bible was again beginning to at-

tract considerable attention outside scholarly circles and we came to the

realization that an updated book on this subject for general readers was

needed. In it, we would set out what we believed to be the compelling ar-

chaeological and historical evidence for.a new understanding of the rise of
ancient Israel and the emergence of its sacred historical texts.

Over the intervening years, the archacological battle over the Bible has’
grown increasingly bitter. It has sunk——in some times and places—to per-
sonal-attacks and accusations of hidden political motives. Did the Exodus
happen? Was there a conquest of Canaan? Did David and Solomon actu- .
ally rule over-a. vast empire? Questions like these have attracred the atten-
tion of journalists and commentators all over the world.” And the public
discussion of each of these questions has often gone far beyond thé con-
fines of academic archaeology and biblical criticism into-the ho_t.iy con-
tested realms of theology and religious belief. '

Despite the passions aroused by this sub}ect we believe that a reassess-
ment of finds from earlier excavations and the continuing discoveries by
new digs have made it clear that scholars must now approach the problems
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»f biblical origins and ancient Israelite society from a completely new per-
spective. In the followirig chapters, we will present evidence to bolster that
_ontention and to reconstruct a very different history of ancient Israel.
Readers must judge for themselves if our reconstruction fits the evidence.

Before beginning, we must note a few items regarding sources and
cransliterations. Our direct quotations from the biblical text all come from
che Revised Standard Version translation of the Hebrew Bible. Although
we have followed the RSV in referring to the names of the God of Israel
within the quotations, we have used the name YHWH. in owur text to
designate the tetragrammaton or explicit naine of God. In the RSV it is
represented by the word “Lorp,” while Elohim or Elohei is represented
by the word “God.” .

Regarding biblical chronology, with its many uncertainties and pitfalls,
we have decided that a combination of dating sys_t'cms- provides the best
match with the emerging archacclogical reality: from the beginning of the
Israclite monarchy to the time of Ahab, we follow the dates determined in
Gershon Galil, The Chronology of the Kings of Fsrael and Judab (Leiden:
1996). For the dates of the subsequent reigns of Israelite and Judahite kings,
we follow Mordecai Cogan’s article on “Chronology” in the Anchor Bible
Dictionary (New York: 1992). Of course many uncertainties (relating to the
precise dates of the earliest kings, later coregencies, and coneradictions
within the biblical marerial) remain, but we feel that in general, this
clironological scheme is reliable for the purposes of this general work.

The renewed excavations of Tel Megiddo, undertaken by Tel Aviv Uni-
versity in partnerhip. with Peansylvania State University, have offered a
unique opportunity for thinking, reflecting, and discussing with colleagues
the material contained in this book. We would like ro extend special thanks
to the other co-directors of the Megiddo Expedition, Professors David Us-

sishkin ‘and Baruch Halpern, and to the many staff members and team

members of the Megiddo Expedition who have, over the years, played such
an, important role in the excavations and in the wider scholarly work of
biblical'archaeology. - '

The research and initial writing of this book was carried out by Israel
Finkelstein during a sabbatical year in Paris and by Neil Asher Sitberman in
New Haven. Colleague and friend Professor Pierre de Miroschedji helped
to make possible a productive and enjoyablé time in Paris. During the writ-
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of the Yale Divinity School all provided excellent research facilites. -
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have consulted, even as we acknowledge that the responszb:hty for the final
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PROLOGUE

In the Days of King Josiah

The world in‘which the Bible was created was not a mythic realm of great -
cities and saintly heroes, but a tiny, down-to-earth kingdom where people
struggled for their future against the all-too-human fears of war, poverty;
injustice, _disease, famine, and drought. The historical saga contained in
the Bible—from Abraham’s encounter with God and his journey to
Canaan, to Moses’ deliverance of the children of Israel from bondagc, I
“the rise and fall of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah—was net a miracu-
_ lous revelation, but a brilliant product of the human imagination. It was
first conceived—as recent archacological findings suggest-—during the
span of two or three generations, about twenty-six hundred years ago. Its
birthplace was the kingdom of Judah, a sparsely settled region of shepherds
and farmers, ruled from an out-of-the-way royal city precariously perched
in the heart of the hill country on a narrow ridge berween steep, rocky
ravines.

During a few extraordinary dccades of spiritual ferment and pohﬁcai ag-
tration toward the end of the seventh century BcE, an unlikely coalition of
}udahit‘e court officials, scribes, priests, peasants, and prophets came to-
gether to create a new movement. At its core was a sacred scriprure of un-
paralleled literary and spiritual genius. It was an epic saga woven togetber
from an astonishingly rich collection of historical wnungs, memories, leg—
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ends, folk rales, anecdotes, royal propaganda, prophecy, and ancient po-
etry. Partly an original composition, partly adapted from earlier versions
and sources, that literary masterpiece would undergo further editing and
elaboration to become a spiritual anchor not only for the descendants of
the people of Judah but for commuanities all over the world. .
The historical core of the Bible was born in the bustle of the crowded
streets ofjerﬁsalem,'in the courts of the royal palace of the Davidic dynasty,
and in the Temple of the God of Israel. In stark contrast to the countless
other sancruaries of the ancient Near Fast, with their ecumenical readiness
to.c'onduc_t international relations through the honoring of allies™ deities
and religious symbols, Jerusalem’s Temple stood insistently alone: In reac-
tion to the pace and scope of the changes brought to Judah from the out-
side, the seventh-century leaders in Jerusalem, headed by King Josiah—a
sixteenth-generation  descendant of King David——declared all traces of.
foreign worship to be anathema, and indeed the cause of Judah’s current
misforrunes. They embarked on a vigorous campaign of religious purifica-
tion in the countryside, ordering the destruction of rural shrines, declaring
them 1o be sources of evil. Henceforth, Jerusalenws Temple, with its inner
sancruary, altar, and surrounding courtyards at the. summit of the city
would be recognized as the only legitimate place of worship for the people
" of Israel. In that innovation, modern monotheism™ was born. At the
same time, Judah’s leaders’ political ambitions soared. They aimed to make
the Jerusalem Temple and royal palace the center of a vast Pan-Israelite
kingdom, a realization of the legendary united Israel of David and
Solomon. . _ :
How strange it is to think that Jerusalem only belatedly—and sud-
denly-—rose to the center of Israclite consciousness. Such is the power of
the Bible’s own story that it has persuaded the world that Jerusalem was al-
ways central to the experience of all Israel and thar the descendants of
David were always blessed with special holiness, rather than being just an-

* By-Isr'aeiim_“mnnotheism” we relér fo the biblically mandated wosship of ane God in one place—the
Jerusalem Temple—rthat was irnbued with a special holiness. The modern schelarly lireraturc has identified.
awide spectrum of modes of worship in which a single god is central bur not exclusive (i.e., accompanied by
" secondary deifies and vasious heavenly heings). We recognize that during the late monarchic period and
for a long time afterward the worship of the God-of Istacl was regulasly accompanied by the veneration of
divine zitendants and othier heavenly beings. But we suggest that 2 decisive move roward modern mono-
thizisin was made in the time of Josiah, with the Deuteronomic ideas.
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other aristocratic clan fighting to remain in power despite mternal strife
and unprecedented threats from outside.
 How tiny their royal city would have appeared to a modern observer!
The built-up area of Jerusalem in the seventh century BcE covered an area
- of no more than one hundred and fifty acres, about half the size of the pres-
ent Old City of Jerusalem. lts population.of around fifieen thousand
- would have made it seem hardly more than a small Middle Eastern market
town huddling behind walls and gates, with bazaars and houses clustered
to the west and south of a modest royal palace and Temple complex. Yet
Jerusalem had never before been even as large as this. In the seventh cen-
tury it was bursting at the seams with a swollen population of royal offi-
cials, priests, prophets; refugees, and displaced peasants. Few other cities
in any historical eras have been so tensely self-conscious of their history,
identity, destiny, and direct relationship with God. ,
‘These new perceptions of ancient Jerusalem and the historical circum-
stances that gave birth to the Bible are due in large mieasure to the recent
discoveries of archacology. Its finds have revolurionized the stady of early
Isracl and have cast serious doubt on the historical basis of such famous
biblical stories as the wanderings of the pattiarchs, the Exodus from Egypt
and conquest of Canaan, and the glorious empire of David and Solomon.
This book aims to tell the story of ancient Israel* and the birth of its sa-
cred scriptures from a new, archaeoclogical perspective. Qur goal will be:to
- ateempt to separate history [rom-legend. Through the evidence of recent
discoveries, we will construict a new history of ancient Israel in which seme
- of the most famous events and personalities mentioned in the Bible: play
unexpectedly different roles. Yet our purpose, ultimately, is not mere de-
construction. It is to share the most recent archaeological insights—still
largely unknown outside scholarly circles—not only on when, burt also
why the Bible was written, and why it remains so powerful today.

* Throughout this book we use the name “Israel” in two distinct and alternative senses: as the name of the
northern i{.mgdom and as a collective name for the community of all Israelites. In TNOSt cases, We refer to the
norchern kingdom as “the kingdorm of Esrael” and the wider commiinity as “ancient Israel” or the people of.
i lsrael.”



INTRODUCTION

Archaeology and the"Bifblle:

The story of how and why the Bible was written——and how it fits into the
extraordinary history of the people of Israel—-is closely linked ro a fasci-
nating tale of modern discovery. The search hds centered on a tiny land,
hemmed in on two sides by desert and on one side by the Mediterranean,
that has, over the mi!llennia, been plagued by recurrent drought and almost
continual warfare. Its cides and population were minuscule in-comparison
to those of the neighboring empires of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Likewise,
its material culture was poor in comparison to the splendor and extrava-
gance of theirs. And yet this land was’ the birthplace of a literary master-
picce that has exerted an unparalleled impact‘on world civilization as both
“sacred scripture and history.

More than two hundred.years of detailed study of the Hebrew text of the
_Bible and ever more wide-ranging exploration in all the lands between the
Nile and the Tiggis and Euphrates Rivers have enabled us to begin to un-
derstand when, why, and how the Bible came to be. Detailed analysis of the
language and distinctive literary genres of the Bible has led scholars to
identify oral and written sources on which the present biblical rext was

- based. At the same time, archaeology has produced a stunning, almost en-
. cyclopedic knowledge of the material ¢onditions, languages, societies, and
" historical developments of the centuries during which the traditions of d4n-
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cient Israel gradually crystallized, spanning roughly six hundred years—
from about 1000 to 400 BCE. Most important.of all, the rextual insights
and the archaeological evidence have combined to help us to &istinguish
between the power and poeiry of biblical saga and the more down-to-carth
events and processes of ancient Near Eastern history. - '

Not since ancient times has the world of the Bible'been s6 accessible and
so thoroughly explored. Through archaeological excavations we now know
whart crops the Israelives and their neighbors grew, what:they ate, how they
buile their cities; and.with whom they traded. Dozens of cities and towns
mentioned in the Bible have been identified and uncovered. Modern exca-
vation methods and a wide range of laboratory tests have been used to
date and analyze the civilizations of the ancient Israelites and their neigh-
bors the Philistines, Phoenicians, Arameans, Ammonites, Moabites, and
Edomites. In.a few cases, inscriptions and signet seals have been discovered
that can be directly connected with individuals mentioned in'the ‘biblical
text. Bur that is not to say that archaeology has proved the biblical nasrative
to be true in all of its details. Far from it: it is now evident that many events -
of biblical history did not take place in either the pareicular era or the man-
ner described. Some of the most famous events in the Bible clearly-never
happened atall. :

Archaeology has helped us to reconstruct the history behind the Blble,
bothi on the level of grear kings and kingdoms and in the modes of every-
day life. And as we will explain in the following chapters, we now know
that the early books of the Bible and their famous stories of early Israelite
history were first codified (and in key respects composed) ar an identifiable
place and rime: Jerusalem in the seventh century BCE.

What Is the Bible?

First, some basic definitions. When we speak of the Bible we are referring
primarily to.the collection of ancient writings long known as the Old Tes-
tament—now commonly referred to by scholars as the Hebrew Bible. Tt is
a collection of legend, law, poetry, prophecy, philosophy, and history, writ-
ten almost entirely in Hebrew (with a few passages in a variant Semitic di-
alect called Aramaic, which came to be the lingua franca of the Middle East
after 600 BCE). It consists of thirty-nine books that were originally divided
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by subject or author—or.in the case of longer books like 1 and 2 Samuel,
1 and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles, by the standard length of parchment
or papyrus rolls. The Hebrew Bible is the central scripture of Judaism, the.
first part of Christianity’s canon, and a rich source of allusions and ethical
teachings in Islam conveyed through the text of the Quran. Traditionally
the Hebrew Bible has been divided into three main pares (Figure 1).

The Torab—also known as the Five Books of Moses, or the Pentateuch
(“five books” in Greek)—includes Genesis, fixodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
and Deuteronomy. These narrate the story of the people of Israel from the -
creation of the world, through the period of the flood and the patriarchs,
to the Fxodus from Egypt, the wanderings in the desert, and the giving of

the Law ar Sinai. The Torah conciudcs with. Moses” farewell to the people
. 'of Israel. : .

= The ‘néxe division, the Prophers, is dxvxded into ewo main groups.of
scriprures. The Former Prophets——Joshua, Judges, r and 2 Samuel; 1 and
2-Kings—-tell the story of the people of Isfacl from their crossing of the
river Jordan and conquest of Canaan, through the rise and fall of the
Israelite kingdoms, to their defeat and exile at-the hands of the Assyrians
and Babylonians. The Latter Prophets include the oracles, social teach-
ings, bitter condemnations, and messianic expectations of a diverse group
- ofinspired individuals spanning a period of about three hundred and fifty
years, from the mid-eighth century BCE to the end of the fifth century BcE.

- Finally, the Whitings are a collection of homilies; poems, prayers, prov-
erbs, and psalms thar represent the most memorable and powerful expres-.
- sions of the devotion of the ordinary Israclite at times ofjoy, crisis, worship,

and personal reflection. In most cases, they are extremely difficult to link
to any specific historical events or authors. They are the products of a -
continuous process of composition that stretched over hundreds of years.

Although the earliest marerial in this collection (in Psalms and Lamenta-
“tions) may have been assembled in Tate monarchic times or soon after the

destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCg, most of the Writings were apparenty
composed much later, from the fifth to-the second century BCE-—in the
. Peféian_ and Hellenistic peri(_)ds'. -
-"T'His book examines the main “historical” works of the Bible, pr'imarily
theTorah and the Former Prophets, which narrate the saga of the people.of

Israel from its-beginnings to the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in
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1 Ki.ng.s 2 Kings
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PROPHECY

HISTORY -
"1 Chronicles T Chronicles
Ezra Nehemiah

Figﬁre 1: Books of thel‘chrew Bible.
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586 BCE. We compare this narrarive - with the wealth of archacological data
"that has been collected over the last few decades. The result is the discovery
of a fascinating and- complex relationship between what acrually happened
in the land of the Bible during the biblical period (as best as it can be de-
termined) and the well-known details of the elaborate historical narrative
that the Hebrew Bible contains.” -

From Eden to Zion

The heart of the Hebrew Bible is an epic story that describes the rise of the
people of Isracl and their i:ontinuirig relationship with God. Unlike other -
‘ancient Near Eastern mythologies, such as the Egyptian tales of Osiris, Isis,
and Horus of the Mesopotamian Gilgamesh epic, the Bible is grounded
firmly in earthly history. It is a divine drama played out before the eyes of
“humanity. Also unlike the histories and royal.chronicles of other ancient
.Near Eastern nations, it does not merely celebrate the power of tradition
~ and ruling dynasties. It offers a complex yer clear visiorrof why history has
unfolded for the people of Isracl—and indeed for the entire world—in a
pattern directly connected with the demands and promises of God. The
people of Israel are the central actors in this drama. Their behavior and
their adhercnce to God’s. commandments determine the direction in
which history will flow. It is up to the people of Isracl—and, through
them, all readers of the Bible—-10 determine the fate of the Worlc{
~The Bible’s wale begins in the garden of Eden and continues through
the stories of Cain and Abel and the flood of Noah, finally focusing on the
fate of a single family——that of Abraham. Abraham was chosen by God
to become the father of a great nation, and faithfully followed God’s com-
mands. He traveled with his family from his original home in Meso-
potamia to the land of Canaan where, in the cousse of a long life, he
wandered as an outsider among the settled population and, by his wife,
Sarah; begot a son, Isaac, who would inherit the divine promises first given
to Abraham. It was Isaac’s son Jacob-—the third-generation patriarch—
who became the father of twelve distinct tribes. In the course of a colorful,
. chaotic life of wandering, raising a large family, and establishing altars
throughout the land, Jacob wrestled with an angel and received the name
+ Israel-(meaning “He who struggiéd with God”), by which all his descen-
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dants would be known. The Bible relates how Jacob’s twelve sons foughe
among one another, worked together, and eventually left their homeland
to seek shelter in Egypt at the time of a great famine. And the pacriarch
Jacob declared in his last will and testament that the tribe of his son Judah
would rule over them all (Genesis 49:8-10). _

The great saga then moves from family drama to historical spectacle.”
The God of Israel revealed his awesome power in a demonstration against
the pharaoh of Egypt, the mightiest human ruler on earth. The children of
Israel had grown into a great nation, but they were enslaved as a despised
minority, building the great monuments of the Egyptian regime. God’s in-
tention to make himself known to the world cathe through his selection of
Moses as an intérrnediary to seek the liberation of the Israelites so thatthey
~could begin their true destiny. And in perhaps the mose vivid sequence of
events in the literature of the Western world, the books of Exodus, Leviti-
cus, and Numbers describe how through signs and wonders, the God of Ts-
rael led the children of Israel ot of Egyprand into the wildernéss. At Sinat,
God revealed to the nation his tite identity as YHWH (the Sacred Name
composed of four Hebrew letters) and gave them a code of law to guide
 their lives as a coimmunity and as individuals. ‘

The holy terms of Israel’s covenant with YHWH, written :'(-‘)n'- stone
tablets and conrained in the Ark of the Covenane, became their sacred bar—
tle standard as they marched toward the promised land. In some cultures,’
a founding myth might have stopped at this point=i-as a' miraculous expla-
- nation of how the people arose: But the Bible had centuries more of h'istbry'
to recount, with many triumphs, miracles, uniexpected reverses, and much
collective suffering to come. The great ariumphs of the Israelite conquest of
Canaan, King David’s establishment of a gredt empire, and Solomon’s con-
* struction of the Jerusalem Temple were followed by schism, repeated lapses
into idolatry, and, ultimately, exile. For the Bible describes how, soon after
the death of Solomon, the ten northern tribes, resenting their subjugarion
to Davidic kings in Jerusalem, unilaterally scceded from the united monatr-
- chy, thus forcing the creation of two rivil kingdoms: the kingdom of Israel,

in the north, and the kingdom of Judah, in the south. o

* For the next two hundred years, the people of Israel lived in two separate;
kingdoms, reportedly succumbing again and again to the fure of foreign’
deities. The leaders of the northern kingdom are described in the Bible as -
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all irretrievably sinful; some of the kings of Judah are. also said to have
strayed from the path of total devotion to God. In time, God sent outside
_invaders and oppressors to punish the people of Israel for their sins, First ..
the Arameans of Syria harassed the kingdom of Israck. Then the mighty As-
- syrian empire brought unprecedented devastation to the cities of the
northern kingdom and the bitter fate of destruction and exile in 720 BCE
for a significant portion of the ten tribes. The kingdom of Judah survived
more than a century longer, but its people could not avert the inevirable
judgment of God. In $86 BCE, the rising, brutal Babylonian empire deci-
‘mated the land of Israel and put Jerusalem and its Temple to the torch.

* With that great tragedy, the biblical narrative dramatically departs in yet '
another characteristic way from the normal pattern of ancient religious
epics. In many such stories, the defeat of a god by a rival army spelled the
end of his cult as well. Bat in the Bible, the power of the God of Israel was
seen to be even greater after the fall of Judah and the exile of the Israelites.
Far from being humbled by the devastation of his Temple, the God of Is-
racl was seen to be a deity of unsurpassable power. He had, after all, ma-
nipulated the Assyrians and the Babylonians 10 -be his unwitting agents to
punish the people of Israel for their infidelity. . :

Henceforth, after the return of some of the exiles to Jerusalem and the

_ ‘reconstruction of the Temple, Israel would no longer be a monarchy buta

. religious community, guided by divine law and dedicated to the precise

fulfillment of the rituals prescribed in the community’s sacred texts. And

it-would be the free choice of men and women to keep or violate that

~ divinely decreed order—rather than the behavior. of its kings or the rise

- and fall of great empires— that would determine the course of Israel’s subx

sequent history. In this extraordinary focus on human responsibility lay the

Bibles great power. Other ancient epics would fade over time. The impact
of the Bible’s story on Western civilization would only grow.

' _Who Wiote the Pentateuch, and When? -

‘For centuries, Bible readegs- took it for granted that the scriptures were both
divine revelation. and accurate history, conveyed directly from God to a

" wide variety-of Israclite sages, prophets, and priests. Established religious
authiorities, both Jewish and Christian, parurally assumed that the Five -
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" Books of Moses were set down in writing by Moses himself--just before

his death on Mount Nebo as narrated in the book of Deuteronomy. The

books of Joshua, Judges, and Samuel were all regarded as sacred records

. preserved by the venerable prophet Samuel at Shifoh, and the books of

‘Kings were seen as the product of the prophet Jeremidh's pen. Likewise,

King David was believed to be the author of the Psalms, and King
Solomon, of Proverbs and the Song of Solomon. Yet by the dawn of the
modern era, in the seventeenth century, scholars who devoted themselves

-to the detailed literary and linguistic study of the Bible found that it was
not quite so simple. The power of logic and reason applied ro the textof the
holy scriptures gave rise to some very troubling quesnons about the Bible’ S
historical reliability. .

- The first question was whether Moses could really have been the author
of the Five Books of Moses, since rthelast book, Deuteronomy, described in
great detail the precise time and circumsrances of Moses” own death. Other

‘incongruities soon became apparent: the biblical text was filled with licer-
‘ary asides, explaining the ancient names of certain places and frequently
noting that the evidences of famous biblical events were still visible “to this
day.” These factors convinced-some seventeenth century scholars that the
Bibles first five books, at least, had been shaped; expanded, and embel- .
lished by later, anonymous editors and revisers over the centuries.

By the late eighteenth century and even more so in the nmeteenth
many ‘critical biblical scholars had begun to doubt that Moses had any

- hand in the writing of the Bible wharsoever; they had come to believe that
the Bible was the work of later writers exclusively. These scholars pointed
to what appeared to be different versions of the same stories. within the
books of the Pentateuch, suggesting that the biblical text was the product
of several recognizable hands. A careful readinig of the book of Genesis, for
example, revealed two conflicting versions of the creation (r:¥—2:3 and
2:4-25), two.quite different geneafogies of Adam’s offspring (4:17—26 and
5:1—28), and two-spliced and rearranged flood stories (6:5-9:17). In addi-
tion, there were dozens more doublets and sometimes even triplets of the

© same events in the narratives of the wanderings of the patriarchs, the Exo-

“dusfrom Egypt, and the giving of the Law.

Yet there was a clear order in this seemingly chaotic repetition. As ob-
served as early as the nineteenth century (and clearly explained by the
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American biblical scholar Richard Elfiott Friedman in his book Who Wrote .
whe Bible?), the doublets occurring primarily in Genesis, Exodus, and -
Numbers were not arbitrary variations or duplications of the sarhe stories.
They maintained certain readily identifiable: characteristics of terminology
‘and geographical focus, and——most conspicuously-— used different names*
in narration to describe the God of Israel. Thus one set of stories consis-
tently used the tecragrammaton——the four-letter name YHWH (assumed
by maost scholars to have been pronounced Yahweh)—in the coutse of its
historical narration and seemed to be most interested in the tribe and terri-
tory of Judah in its various accounts. The other set of stories used the
names Elokim or El for God and seemed particularly concerned with the
tribes and territories in the north of the country— mainly Ephraim, Man-
‘asseh, and Benjamin. In time, it became clear that the doublets derived
from two distinct sources, written in different times and-different places.
Scholars gave the namé “J” to the Yahwist source (spelled }ahwst in Ger-

el

man) and “E” to thie Elohist source. .

 The distmctwe uses of geographical terminology and- religmus symbols'
and the roles played by the various tribes in the two soutces convinced
scholars that the J text was written in Jerusalem and represented the per-
spective of the uhited monarchy or the kingdom of Judah, presumably at
or soon after the timé of King Solomon (c. 970930 BCE). Likewise, the E
text seemed to have been written in the north and represented the perspec-
tive of the kingdom of Isracl, and would have been composed during -
the independent life of that kingdom (c. 930720 BCE). The book of
Deuteronomy, in its distinctive message and style, seemed to be an inde-
pendent document, “D.” And among the sections of the Pentateuch that
could not be ascribed to J, E, or D were a large number of passages dealing
with ritual matters. In time, these came to be considered partofa long trea-
tise called “B” or the Priestly source, which displayed a special interest in
purity; cult, and the laws of sacrifice. In other words, scholars gradually
came to the conclusion that the first five books of the Bible as we now know
them were the result of a complex editorial process in which the four main
source documents—J, E, B and D——were skillfully combined and linked

“ by scribal compi'lers or “redactors,” whose literary traces (called by some
scholars “R” -passages) consisted of transitional sentences and - edirorial
asides: The latest of these redactions took place in the post-exilic period.
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- In the last few decades scholarly opinions about the dates and author-
ship ‘of these individual sources have varied wildly. While some scholars
argue that the texts were composed and edited during the existence of the.
united monarchy and the kingdoms of Judah and Israel {c. 1000—586 BCE),
others insist that they were late compositions, collected and edited by
priests and scribes during the Babylonian exile and the restoration (in the
sixth and ffth centuries), or even as late as the Hellenistic period
(fourth—second centuries BCE). Yet all agree that the Pentateuch is not a
single, seamless composition-but a patchwork of different sources, each
written under different historical circumstances to express different reli-

gIOLlS OFf pOlitiC&l VlCWPOlI‘ltS

Two Versions of Israel’s Later History

“The first four books of the Bibie———Génesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Num-
bers—seemed to be the result of a skillful intem'eé'ving- of the I, F, and P
sources. Yet the fifth, the book of Deuteronomy, was an entirely different
case. It bears a distinctive terminology (shared by none of the other
sources} and contains an uncompromising condemnaition of worship of
other gods, a new view of God as completely transcendent, and the -ab-
solute prohibition of the sacrificial worship of the God of Istael in any
place but the Temple in Jerusalem. Scholars long ago recognized this book’s
possible connection to the otherwise mystérious “book of the Law” discov-
ered by the high priesc Hilkiah in the course of renovations to the Temple
during the reign of King Josiah---in 622 BCE. As narrated in 2 Kings
22:8~23:24, this document became the inspiration for a religious reform of
unprecedented severity. :

. The impace of the book of Deuteronomy on the ultimate message of the
Hebrew Bible goes far beyond its'serict legal codes. The connected historic
cal narrative of the books that follow the Pentateuch—Joshua, Judges, 1
and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings—is so closely related to Deuteronomy lin-
guistically and theologlcaﬂy that it has come to be called by scholars since
the middle of the 1940s the “Deuteronomistic History.” This is the second

- great hiterary work onthe history of Israel in the Bible: It continues the
story of Israel’s destiny from the conquest of the promised land to the |
Babylonian exile and expresses the ideology of a new religious movement
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that arose among the people of Israel at a relatively late date, This work
oo was edited more than once. Some scholars argue that it was compiled
during the exile in an attempt to preserve the history, culture, and iden-
tity of the vanquished nation after the catastrophe of the destruction of
Jerusalem. Other scholars suggest that in the main, the Déureronomistic
History was written in the days of King Josiah, to serve his religious ideol-
ogy. and territorial ambitions, and that it was ‘finished and edited a few
“decades later in exile:

"The books of Chronicles—the third great histoncal work in the Bible,
dealing witch: pre-exilic Isracl-—were pur in writing only in the fifth or
fourth century BCE, several centuries after the events they describe. Their
historical perspective is sharply stanted in favor of the historical and politi-
cal claims of the Davidic dynasty and Jerusalem; they almost entirely ig-
nore the north. In many ways Chronicles uniquely reflects the ideology
and needs of Second Temple Jerusalem, for the most part reshaping an his-
torical saga that already existed in written form. For these reasons we will
make minimal use of Chronicles in this book, keeping our focus on the
earlier Pentateuch and Deuteronomistic History.
~ 'As we shall see in. the coming chapters, archaeology has provlded
enough evidence to suppost a new contention that the historical core of the
Pentateuch and the Deuteronomistic History was substantially shaped in
- the seventh century BCE. We will therefore put the spothght on late eighth
and seventh century BCE Judah, when this literary process began in
earnest, and shall argue that much of the Pentateuch is a late monarchic
creation, advocating the ideology and needs of the kingdom of Judah, and
as such is intimately connected to the Deuteronomistic History. And we
shall side with the scholars who argue that the Deuteronomistic History
‘was compiled, in the main, in the time of King Josiah, aiming to provide an
ideological validation for particular political ambitions and religious re-

forms.

History, or Not Hlstory

_Archaeology has always played a crucial role in the debates about the com-
position andhistorical reliability of the Bible. At first, archacology seemed
‘torefute ,the,_morc radical critics’ contention that the Bible was a rather late




Introducrion . ) ry

composition, and that much of it is unreliable historically. From the end of
the nineteenth century, as the modern exploration of the lands of the Bible
got underway, a series of spectacular discoveries and decades of steady ar-
chaeological excavation and interpretation suggested to many that the
Bible’s accounts were basically trustworthy in regard to the main outlines
of the story of ancient Israel. Thus it seemed that even if the biblical text
was set down in writing long after the events it describes, it must have been
based on a substantial body of accurately preserved memories. This con-
clusion was based on several new classes of archaeological and historical ev-

idence.

Geogmﬁbical Idfntg‘imtfons

Although Western pilgrims and explorers had roamed over the land of the
Bible since the Byzantine period, it Wés'only with the rise of modern his-
torical and geographicél studies, in the late eighteenth and carly nineteenth
centuries, that scholars well versed in both the Bible and other ancient
sources began to reconstruce the landscape of ancient Israel on the basis of
topography, biblical references, and archaeological remains, rather than re-
lying on the ecclesiastical traditions of the various holy places. The pioneer
in this field was the American Congrcgatibnalist minister Edward Robin-
son, who undertook two long explorations through Ottoman Palestine in
1838 and in 1852, in an effort to refute the theories of the biblical critics by
locating and identifying authentic, historically verified biblical sites.

While some of the main locales of Biblical history, such as Jerusalem,
Hebron, Jaffa, Beth-shean, and Gaza, had never been forgotten, hundreds
of additional places mentioned in the Bible were unknown. By using the
geographical information contained in the Bible and carefully studying the
modern Arabic place-names of the country, Robinson found it was possi-
ble to identify dozens of ancient mounds and ruins with previously forgot-
ten biblical sites.’ \

Robinson and his successors were able to identify the extensive ruins at
. places like el-Jib, Beitin, and Seilun, all north of Jerusalem, as the likely

- sites of biblical Gibeon, Bethel, and Shiloh. This process was particularly
effective in regions that had been inhabired continuously throughout the
centurics and where the site’s name had been preserved. Yet subsequent
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generations of scholars realized that.in other places, where the modern
naimes bore no-relation to those of biblical sites in the vicinity, other crite-
ria such as size and datable pottery types could be urilized to make identi-
fications. Thus Megiddo, Hazor, Lachish, and dozens of other biblical
locations were gradually added to the evolving reconstruction of biblical
geography. In the late nineteenth century, the British Royal Engineers of
the Palestine Exploration Fund undertook this work in a highly systematic
manner, compiling detailed topographical maps of the entire country,
from the sources of the Jordan River in the north to Beersheba in the
Negev in the south. '
More important even than the specific identifications was the growing
familiarity with the major geographical regions of the land of the Bible
. (Figure 2): the broad and fertile coastal plain of the Mediterranean, the
foothills of the Shephelah rising to the central hill country in the south, the
arid Negev, the Dead Sea region and Jordan vailey, the northern hill coun-
try; and the broad valleys in the north. The biblical land of Israel was an
-area with extraordinary climatic and environmental . contrasts. It also
served as a natural land bridge between the two great civilizations of Egypt
and Mesopotamia. Its characteristic fandscapes and conditions proved in
virtually every case to be reflected quite accurately in the descriptions of the
biblical narrative. ; :

Monuments and Archives from Egypt and Mesopotamia

During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, repeated attempts -were
made to establish a standard chronology for the events described in the
Bible. Most were dutifully lireral. Outside soutces were needed to verify
- the Bible’s inner chronology, and they were eventually found among the ar-
_ chaeological remains of two of the most important—and most literate—
civilizations of the ancient world. ) :
Egypt, with its awesome monuiments and vast treasure of hieroglyphic.
insctiptions, began to be intensively. explored by European scholars in-the
late cighteenth century. But it was only with the decipherment of Egyptian
hieroglyphics (on the basis of the_trilﬁngual Rosetta Stone) by the French
scholar Jean-Frangois Champollion in the 1820s that the historical value of
Egyptian refuains for dating and possibly verifying historical events in the
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Bible became apparent. Although 1dent1ﬁcat10n of the specific pharaohs
mentioned in the stories of Joseph and of the Exodus remained uncertain,
other direct connections became clear. A victory stele erected by Pharaoh
Merneptah in 1207 BCE mentioned a great victory over a people named Is-
rael. I a slightly later era, Pharaoh Shishak (mentioned in 1 Kings 14:25 as
* . having come up against Jerusalem to demand tribute during the fifth year
of the reign of Solomon’s son) was identified as Sheshonq I of the Twenty-
second Dynasty, who ruled from 945 to 924 8CE. He lefran account of his
campaign on a wall in the temple of Amun at Karnak, in Upper Egypt.
Anorther rich source of discoveries for chronology and historical identi-
fications came from the broad plains between the Tigris and Euphrates
Rivers, the ancient region of Mesopotamia. Beginning in the 1840s, schol-
arly representatives of England, France, and eventually the United States
and Germany uncovered the cirties, vast palaces, and cuneiform archives of
the empires of Assyria and Babyloma For the first time since the biblical
period, the main monuments and cities of thost: powerful Eastern empires
" were uncovered. Places like Nineveh and Babyl(m prevxously knowri pri-
marily from the Bible, were now seen to be the capitals of powerﬁ;l and ag-
gressive empires whose artists and scribes thoroughly documented the
military campaigns and political events of their time. Thus references to
a number of important biblical kings were identified in Mesopotamian
cuneciform archives— the Israelite kings Omri, Ahab, and Jehu and the
Judahice kings cheiqah_ and Manassch, among others. These outside ref-
erences allowed scholars to see biblical history in a wider perspective, and
- to synchronize the reigns of the biblical monarchs with the more complete
dating systems of the ancient Near East. Slowly the connections were
made, and the regnal dates of Israelite and judahite kings, Assyrian and

- . Babylonian rulers, and Egyptian pharachs were set'in order, giving quite

precise dates for the first time. :

In addition, the much earlier Mesopotajnian and Egypuan archives
from the Middle and Late Bronze Ages {c. 2000—1I50 BCE) at ancient sites
such as Mari, and Tell el-Amarna and Nuzi, shed important light on the
world of the ancient Near East and thus on the cultural milieu from which
the Bible eventually emerged. :

Scattered inscriptions would also be found in areas closer to o the land of
israel thart offered even more specific links. A triumphal description by the
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Moibite king Mesha, discovered in the nineteenth century in Transjordan,
mentioned Mesha's victory over the armies of Israel and provided an out-
side testimony to a war between Isracl and Moab that was reported in
2 Kings 3:4—27. The single most significant inscription for historical vali-
dation was discovered in 1993 at the site of Tel Dan in northern Israel, ap-
parently recording the victory of the Aramean king Hazacl over the king of .
Israel and the king of the “house of David” in the ninth century sce. Like
the Moabire inscription, it provides an extrabiblical anchor for the history
of ancient Israel.

lxmvatwns of Biblical Sites

By far the most important source of evidence about the historical context
of the Bible has come from more than a hundred years of modern archaeo-
logical excavations in Isracl, Jordan, and the neighboring regions. C losely
tied to advances in archaeologlcai technique worldwide, biblical archaeol—
ogy has been able to identify a long sequence of. reachiy datable archxtec—
tural styles, pottery forms, and other artifacts chat enable scholars to d'zte
buried city levels and tombs with a fair degree of accuracy. Pioneered by the
American scholar William F, Aibrlght in the early twentieth century, this
branch of archaeology concentrated mostly on the excavation of large city -
mounds (called “tells” in Arabic, ¢ ‘tels” in Hebrew), composed of many su-
perlmposed city levels, in which the developiment of soclety and. culture
can be tracéd over millennia. :
- After decades of excavation, rescarchers have been able to reconstruce
the vast archaeological context into which biblical history must be fie (Fig-
ure 3). Beginning with the first evidence of agriculture and settled commu-
nities in the region at the very end of the Stone Age, archaeologists have
gone on to delineate the rise of urban civilization in the Bronze Age
(35001150 BCE) and its transformation into territorial states in the suce
ceeding period, the Iron Age (1150-586 BCE), when most of the historical
events described in the Bible presumably occurred.
By the end of the twentieth century, archaeology had shiown Ehat there
were simply too many material correspondences between the finds in Israel
- and in the entire Near East and the world described in the Bible ro suggest
that the Bible was late and fanciful pnesdy literature, written with no his-



ARCHAEOLOGICAL PERIODS*

'Rehoboam

o }ehoshaphat

~Jehoram

|- Abagziah

1 Athaliah
Jehoash

. Amaziah -
Azariah
Jotham
Abaz
Hezekiah
Manasseh
‘Amon

. Josiah -
Jehoaltaz

i Jehoiakim

" Jehoiachin

Zedekiah

Judah

597

Early Bronze Age
Tntermediate Bronze Age
Middle Bronze Age
Y.are Bronze Agc .
Iron Age T
Iron Age I
" Babyloaian Period
Persiaii Permd

K_INGS OF ISRAEL AND JubAaH*

3500—~2200 BCE
22002000 BCE
2000-T1550 BCE
15501150 BCE
I150-900 BCE
900586 BCE
$86—538 BCE
538333 BCE

through thiz Persian Period dépeind in the main on hisrorical events.

Sa_ui ca. 10251005 BCE
David ca. 1005970
Solomon ca. g70-931

931-914
9L4-9II
" 9870

Bro-846™

. 851—843""
843842
842836
836-798
798765 -
785733

7437297
743-727"*
727—698
698642
641640
639—609
609
608598

596586

Jeroboam i

- Nadab
" Baasha
" Elah

Limiri
Tibni
Omri
Ahab

_Ahazizh

Joram
Jehu
Jehoahaz
Joash
Jeroboam 1L
Zechariah
Shallum
Menahem -
Pekahiah
Pekah
Hoshea

*“The dates fol}ow the system in this book: Dares for the Early Bronee thiough’ l"_ht: Middle Bronze
Ages are-approximate : and depend mainly on cultural considerations. Dazes for the Lare Bronze Age’

" Israel

93909
909908
908885
885-884

- B84

884880
884873
873852

. 852851

851—842
‘842814
817-800™*

" Boo-784

783747 **
747
747
747737

737735

735732
731714

* According ro the Ambor Bibie Dlahoﬂu’.fy Volume L Pa,ge roto and Galil's ]’be Cijmrm!ugy af the

ngs af- Tirael and Judah,
o Iuc.lud_mg coregencies.
SLRe Rival xu]c o

Eigdﬁ: 3 'Ma.in axchacologcal periods and the chronology of Judahire and Israclie kmgs




Introduction ] ' _ _ 2r

torical basis at all. But at the same time there were too many contradictions
between archar:ologmal finds and the biblical narrativés to suggest that the
Bible provaded a precise description of what actuaﬂy occurred. :

Ffoh Biblics_ﬂ Hlustration to-the -Aﬁthrdpolog} of Ancient Israel

So long as the biblical textual critics and the biblical archacologists main-

rained their basically conflicting attitudes abour the historical reliability of
the Bible, they continued to live in two separate intellectual worlds. The

textual critics continued to view the Bible as an object of dissection that

could be splic up int6 ever tinier sotrces and subsources according to the

distinctive religious or political ideas each was supposed to. express. At

the same time, the archacologists often took the historical narratives of the

Bible at face value. Instead of usiﬁ_g archacological data as an independent
soutrce for the reconstruction of the history of the region, they continued to

rely on the biblical narratives— particularly the traditions of the rise of Ts-

racl-—to interpret their finds. Of course, there were new understandings of
the rise - and development of Israel as the excavations and surveys pro-

ceeded. Questions were raised about the historical existence of the patri-

archs and on the date and scale: of the Exodus. New theories were also.
developed to suggest that the Israelite conquest of Canaan may not have

occurred, as the book of Joshua insists, as a unified military campaign. Buc

for biblical events beginning at the time of David~—around. 1000 BCE-

the archacological consensus, at least until the 1990s, was that the Bible

could be read as a basically reliable historical document. )

By the 1970s, however, new trends began to influence the conduct of
biblical archacology and eventually to change its major focus and com- -
pletely reverse the traditional refationship between artiface and biblical
text. For the first time, archacologists working in the lands of the Bible did
not seck to use excavated finds as ilustrations of the Bible; in a dramatic
shift to the 'merhods of the social sciences, they aought to: examine the
human realities that lay bebind the text. In excavating ancient sites,empha-
sis was-no longer put only on a site’s biblical associations. Excavited ‘arti-
facts, architecture, and sertlement patterns, as W@H as. ammai bones, seeds,
chemical analysis of soil samples, and long-term. andlropologlgai models
drawn from many world cultures, became the keys to perceiving wider. -
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changes in the economy, political history, religious practices, population
density, and the very structure of ancient Israclite sociery. Adopting meth-
" ods used by archacologists and anthropologists in other regions, a growing
number of scholars attempred to understand how human interaction with
the complex, fragmented natural environment of the Iz_md of Israel influ-
enced the development of its unique social system, religion, and spiritual

legacy.

A New Vision of Biblical History

Recent developments in archaeology have finally allowed us to bridge the

gap between the study of biblicai texts and the archaeological finds. We can

odw see-that the Bible is—along with distinctive pottery forms, architec-

tural styles, and Hebrew inscriptions«—a characteristic artifact thattellsa
' great deal about the society in which it was produced.

That is because it is now clear that phenomena like record keeping, ad-
ministrative corfespondence, royal chronicles, and the compiling of a na-
tional scripture—especially one as profound and sophisticated as the
Rible—are linked to a particular stage of social development. Archaeolo-
gists and anthropologists working all over the world have carefully studied

“the context in which sophisticated genres of writing emerge, and in almost
every case they are 2 sign of state formation, in which power is centralized
in national institutions like an official cult or monarchy. Other traits of this
stage of social development include monumental building, economic spe-
cialization, and the presehcc of a dense network of interlocked communi-
ties ranging in size from large citics to regional centers to medium-sized

-towns and small villages. \ o

Until recently both textual scholars and archaeologists have assumed
that ancient Isracl reached the stage of full state formation at the time of
the united monarchy of David and Solomon. Indeed, many biblical spe-
cialists continue to believe that the carliest source of the Pentateuch is the

J: or Yahwist, document—and chat it was compiled in Judah in the era of

David and Solomon, in the tenth century Bce: We will argue in this book

that such a conclusion is highly unlikely. From an analysis of the archaeo-
logicai_ evidence, there is no sign whatsoever of extensive literacy or any
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other attributes of full statchood in Judah—and in particular, in Jeru-

salem~—until more than two and a half centuries later, toward the end of
the eighth’ century Bce. Of course, no archacologist can deny that the

Bible contains legends, characters, and story fragments that reach far back

tn time. Butarchacology can show that the Torah and the Deuteronomistic

History bear unmistakable hallmarks of their initial compilation in the sev- |
enth century sCE. Why this is so and what it means for our understanding

of the great biblical saga is the main subject of this book.. '

We will see how much of the biblical narrative is a product of the hopes, '
tears, and ambitions of the kingdom of Judah, culminating in the reign of
King Josiah at the end of the seventh century Bce. We will argue that the
historical core of the Bible arose from clear political, social, and spiritual
conditions and was shaped by the creativity and vision of extraordinary
women and men. Much of what is commonly talen for grantcd as accurate
history——the stories of the parriarchs, the Exodus, the conquest of "
Canaan, and even the saga of the glorious united monarchy of Davidand
Solomon—are, rather, the creative expressions of a powerful religious re-
form movement that flourished in the kingdom of Judah in the Late Iron
Age. Although these stories may have been based on certain historical ker-
nels, they primarily reflect the ideology and the world-view of the writers.
We will show how the narrative of the Bible was uniquely suited to further
the religious reform and territorial ambitions of Judah during the momen-
tous concluding decades of the seventh century Bce.

But suggesting that the most famous stories of the Bible did not happen
as the Bible records them is far from implying that ancient Israel had no
genuine history. In the following chapters we will reconstruct the history of
ancient Israel on the basis of archaeological evidence—the only source of
information on the biblical period that was not extensively emended, ed-
ited, or censored by many generations of biblical scribes. Assisted by ar-
chacological finds and extrabiblical records, we will see how the biblical
narratives arc themselves part of the story, not the unqﬁestioned historical
framework into which every particular find or conclusion must fir. Our
story will depart dramatically from the familiar biblical narrative. It is a
story not of one, but zwe chosen kingdoms, which together comprise the
historical roots of the people of Israel.
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7 One kingdomw———the kingdom of Isracl—was born in the fertile valleys
and rolling hills of northern Isracl and grew to be among the richest, most
cosmopolitan, and most powerful in the region. Today it is almost totally
forgotten, except for the villainous role it plays in the biblical books of

' Kings. The other kingdom—the kingdom of JTudah——arose in the rocky, "

inhospitable southern hill country. It survived by maintaining its isolation
and fierce devotion to its Temple and royal dynasty. These two kingdoms
represent two sides of ancient Israel’s experience, two quite different soci-
eties with different attitudes and national identities. Step by step we will
trace the stages by which the history, memory, and hopes of both kingdoms
were merged powerfully into a single scripture, that, more than any other
document ever wiitten, shaped-—and continues to shape—rthe face of

Western society.
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Searching for the Patriarchs

In the beginning was a single family, with a special relationship to God. In
. time, that family was fruitful and multiplied greatly, growing into the peo-
ple of Israel. That is the first great saga of the Bible, a tale of immigranc
dreams and divine promises that serves as a colorful and inspiring overture
to the subsequent history of the nation of Israel. Abraham was the first of
the parriarchs and the recipient of a divine promise of land and plentiful
descendants that was carried forward across the generations by his son
Isaac, and Isaac’s son Jacob, also known as Israel. Armong Jacob’s twelve
_ sons, each of whom would become the patriarch of a tribe of Isracl Judah
- is given the special honor of ruling them all.
The biblical account of the life of the patriarchs is a brilliant story of
~ both family and nation. Tt derives its emotional power from being the
record of the profound human struggles of fathers, mothers, husbands,
" wives, daughters, and sons. In.some ways it isa typical family story, with all
- Its joy and sadness, love and hatred, deceit and cunning, famirne and pros-
perity. It is also a universal, philosophical story about the relationship be-
L wween God and humanity; about devotion and obedience; about rightand
. wrong; about faith, piety, and immorality. Itis the story of God choosing a
: nation; of God’s eternal promise of land, prosperity, and growth.
. From almost every standpoint—historical, psychological, spiritual—

27
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the patriarchal narratives are powerful hterary achievements. But are they
reliable annals of the birth of the people of Israel? Is there any evidence that
patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob——and matriarchs Sarah; Rebecca,
" Leah, and Racheleactliaiiy lived? '

A Saga of Four Generations

The book of Genesis describes Abraham as the archetypal man of faith and
family patriarch; originally coming from Ur in southern Mesopotamia and
resettling with his family in the rown of Haran, on one of the tributaries of
the upper Euphrates (Figure 4). It is there that God appeared to him and
commanded hxm, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your
father’s house to the land I will show you. And I will make of you a great na- '
tion, and T will bless you and make your name great so that you will be a
blessing” (Genesis 12: 1-2). Obeying God’s words, Abram (as he was then
called) rook his wife, Sarai, and his nephew Lot, and departed for Canaan.
© Hewandered with his flocks among the central hill country, moving mainly
between Shechem in the north, Bethel (near Jerusalem), and Hebron in che
south, burt also moving into the Negev, farther south (Figure 5).
During his travels, Abram built altars to God in several places and grad-
-ually discovered the true nature of his destiny. God promised Abram and his
" descendants all the lands from “the river of Egypt to the great river, the river
Euphrates” (Genesis 15:18). And to signify his role as the parriarch of many
people, God changed Abram’s pame to Abraham—"for I have made you
the fathier of 2 multitude of nations” (Genesis 17:5). He also changed his
wife Sarai’s name to Sarah to signify that her status had changed as well.
The family of Abraham was the source of all the nations of the region.
During the course of their wandering in Canaan, the shepherds of Abra-
ham and the shepherds of Lot began to quarrel. In order to avoid further
ﬂumly conflict; Abraham and Lot decided to partition the land. Abraham
and his people remained in the western highlands while Lot and his family
went eastward to the Jordan valley and settled in Sodom near the Dead Sea.
' The people of Sodom and the nearby. city of Gomorrah proved to be
wicked and treacherous, but God rained brimstone and fire on the sinful
cities, utterly destroying them. Lot then went off on his own to the eastern
hills to become the ancestor of the Transjordanian peoples of Moab and
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Figure 4: Mesopotamijan and other ancient Near Eastern sites connected with the pa-
" triarchal narratives.

'Ammon. Abraham also.became the father of several other ancient peoples.

. Since his wife, Sarah, at her advanced age of ninety, could not produce
children, Abraham took as his concubine Hagar, Sarah’s Egyptian slave.
Together they had a child named Ishmael, who would in time become the
ancestor of all the Arab peoples of the southern wilderness.

-Most i 1rnp0rtant of all for the biblical narrative, God promised Abraham _
another child, and his beloved wife, Sarah, miraculously gave birth to-a
son, Isaac, when Abraham was a hundred years old. One of the most pow-

.. erful images in the Bible occurs when God confronts Abraham with the ul-

- timate test of his faith, commanding him to sacrifice his beloved son Isaac

on a mountain in the land of Moriah. God halted the sacrifice but re-
warded Abrahany’s display of faithfulness by renewing his covenant. Not
- only would Abraham’s descendants grow into a great nation~-as humer-
ous as the stars in the heavens and the sand on the seashore—burtin the fu-
- ture all the nations of the world would bless themselves by them.

Isaac grew to maturity and wandered with his own flocks near the south-
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ern city of Beershcba, eventually marrying Rebecca, a young woman
broughtfrom his. father's homeland far to the north. In the meantime, the
family’s roots in the Jand of the promise were growing deeper. Abraham
purchased the Machpelah cave in Hebron in the southern hill country for
burying his beloved wife, Sarah. He would also later be buried there.

The generations continued. In their encampmentin the Negev, [saac’s
wife, Rebecca, gave birth to twins of completely ditferent characters and
temperaments, whose ewn descendants would carry on a struggle between
them for hundreds of years. Esau, a mighty hunter, was the. eider and Isaac’s
favorite, while Jacob, the younger, more delicate and sensitive, was his

~ mother’s beloved child. And even though Esau was the elder, and the legit-
imate heir to the divine promise, Rebecca disguised her son }acoﬁ with a
cloak of rough goatskin. She presented him at the bed of the dying Isaacso
that the blind and feeble patriarch would mistake Jacob for Esau and un-
wittingly grant him the birthright blessing due to the elder son.

On returning to the camp, Esau discovered the ruse—and the stolen
blessing. But nothing could be done. His aged father, Isaac, promised Esau
only that he would become the father of the desert-dwelling Edomires:
“Behold, away from the fatness of the earth your dwelling shall be” (Gene-
sis 27:39). Thus another of the peoples of the region was established and in
time, as Genesis 28:9 reveals, Esau would take a wife from the family of his
uncle Ishmael and beget yet other desert tribes. And these tribes would al-
ways be in conflict with the Israelites— namely, the descendants of his

~ brother, Jacob, who snatched the divine birthright from him.

Jacob soon fied from the wrath of his aggrieved brother and journeyed
far to the north 1o the house of his uncle Laban in Haran, to find a wife for
himself. On his way north God confirmed.Jacob’s inheritance. At Bethel
Jacob stopped for a night’s rest and dreamed of a ladder set up on the earth,
with its top reaching heaven and angels of God goingup and down. Stand-
ing above the ladder, God renewed the promise he had given Abraham:

I am the Loxrp, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land
onwhich you lie I will give to you and to your descendants; and your descendants
shall be fike the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to
the eastand to the north and to the south; and by you and your descendants shall

all the families of the earth bless themselves. Behold, [ am with you and will keep
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you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this1and; for T will not leave you

uatil Thave done that of which I have spokern to you. (GenEsis 28:13—15)

Jacob continued northward to Haran and stayed with Laban sevéral
years, marrying his rtwo daughters, Leah and Rachel, and fathering eleven
" sons— Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Dan, Napheali, Gad, Asher, Issachar,
Zebulun, and Josephﬁw&om. his two wives and from their two maid-
servants. God then'co_mmaﬂded. Jacob to return to Canaan with his family.
Yet on_his way, while crossing the river Jabbok in Transjordan, he was
forced to wrestle with a mysterious figure. Whether it was an-angel or God,
_ the mysterious figure changed Jacob’s name to Israel (lité'raiiy,'“:He who
struggled with God”), “for you have striven with God and with men, and
have prevaﬂed (Genesis 32:28). TJacob then returned to Canaan, settmg up
an encampment near Shechem and building an altar at Bethelmm the
same place where God had revealed himselfto him on hlS way to Haran. As
they moved farther south, Rachel died in chiidbirth near Bethlehem as she
gave birth to Benjamin, the last of Jacobs sons. Soon afterward Jacob’s fa-
ther, Isaac, died and was buried in the cave of Machpelah in Hebron.

Slowly the family was becoming a clan on the way. to becominga nation.
Yer the children of Israel were at this stage still a family of squabbhng :
brothers, among whom Joseph, Jacob’s favored son, was detested by all the -
others because of his bizarre dreams thiat predicted he would reign over his
family. Though most of the brothers wanted to murder him, Reuben and
Judah dissuaded them. Instead of slaying joseph, the brothers sold him o
a group of Ishmaelite merchants going down to Egypt with a caravan of
camels. The brothers feigned sadness and explained to the patriafch Jacob
that a wild beast had devoured Joseph. Jacob mourned his beloved son.

But Joseph's great destiny would not be averted by his brothers jealousy.
Sertling in Egypt, he rose quickly in wealth and status because of his ex-
traordinasy abilities. After interpreting a dream of the pharaoh predicting -
seven good years followed by seven bad years, he was appointed the
pharaolv’s grand vizier. In that high pesition he reorganized the ec_ono;ﬁy of
Egypt by storing surplus food from good years for future bad years. Indeed,
when the bad years finally commenced, Egypt was well prepared: In nearby
Canaan, Jacob and his sons suffered from famine and Jacob sent ten of his
eleven remaining sons to Egypt for food. In Egypt, they went to see the
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vizier Joseph—now grown to adulthood: Jacob’s sons did not recognize .
their long-lost brother and Joseph did not inidally reveal his identity to
them. Then, in a moving scene, Joseph revealed to them that he was the
scorned brother whom they sold away into slavery. . '

Thhe children of Israel were ac last reunited, and the aged patnarc:h Jaeob
came to live with his entire family near his great son, in the land of Goshen.
On his deathbed; Jacob blessed his sons and his two grandsons, Joseph's
sons Manassch and Ephraim. Of ali the honors, Judah reccived the royal
birthright:

Judah, yoﬁr brothers shall praise you; your hand shall be on the neck of your en-
emies; your father’s sons shall bow down befote you. Judah is'a lion’s whelp;
from the prey, my son, you have gone up. He stooped down, he couched as a
lion, and as a lioness; who dares rouse him up’ The scepter shall not depart fmm
]udah nor the ruled’s seaff from. betwccn his feer, until he comes to whom it be-

.iongs, and to him shail be the obedience of thc peoples (GENESIS 49 szo)

And afrer the death of Jacob, his body was taken back to Canaan—to the
territory that would someday become Judal's-tribal inheritance-—and was
buried by his sons in the cave of Machpelzh-in Hebron. Joseph died too,
and the children of Israel remained in Egypt where the next chapter of their
hastory as a nation would unfold

The Failed Search for the Histori_cal Abraham

Before we describe the likely time and historical circumstances in which
the Bible’s patriarchal narrative was initially woven together from earlier
sotirces, it is important to explain why so'many scholars over the fast hun-
dred years have been convinced that the patriarchal narratives were at least
in outline historically erite. The pastoral lifestyle of the patriarchs seemed
to mesh well in very general terms-with what early twentieth ceneury ar-
chaeologists observed of contemporary bedouin lifé in the Middle East.
The scholarly idea that the bedouin way of life was essentially unchanged
over millennia lent an air of verisimilicude to the biblical tales of wealth
measured in sheep and goats (Genesis 30:30-43), clan conflicts with settled
villagers over watering wells (Genesis 21:26--33), and disputes over grazing
lands (Genesis 13:5-12). In addition; the conspicuous references to Meso-
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potamijan and. gy’nan sites like Abraham’s birthplace, Ur, and Haran on a

" uibutary of the Euphrates {where most of Abraham’s family continued to
live after his migration to Canaan) ‘seemed 1o correspond with the findings
of archaeological excavations in the eastern arc of the Fertile Crescent,
where some of thc earliest- centers of ancient Near Eastern civilization had
been found.

Yet there was something much deeper, much’ more intimately con-
nected with modern religious belief, that motivared the scholarly search for
the “historical” patriarchs. Many of the early biblical archaeologists had
been trained as clerics or theologians. They were persuaded by their faith
that God’s promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob-—the birthright of the
Jewish people and the birthright passed on to Christians, as the apostle
Paul explamed in his ietter to the Galatians~—was real. And if it was real, it
was presumably given to real people, not imaginary creations of some
anonymous ancient scribe’s pen. .

The French Dominican biblical scholar and archaeologtst Roland de
Vaux noted, for example, that “if the historical faith of Israel is not founded -
in history, such faith is erroneous, and therefore, our faith is also.” And the
doyen of American biblical archacology, William E Albright, echoed the
sentiment, insisting that “as-a whole, the picture in Genesis is hisrorical,
and there is no reason to doubt the general accuracy of the biographical de-
tails.” Indeed, from the early decades of the rwentieth century, with the-
greaé discoveries in Mesopotamia and the intensification of archaeological
activity in Palestiné, many biblical historians and archacologists were con-
vinced that. new discoveries could make it likely—if not completely
provemthég the patriarchs were historical figures. They argued that the
biblical narratives, even if compiled at a relatively late date such as the pe-
riod of the united monarchy, preserved atleast the main outlines of an au-
thenrtic, ancient historical reality.

Indeed, the Bible provided a great deal of speaﬁc chronolog:cal informa-
tion that might help, first of all; pinpoint exactly when the patriarchs lived.
The Biblé narrares the earliesthistory of Israel in sequential order, from the
patriarch's o _Egypt, to Exodus, to the wandering in the desert, to the con-
quest-of Canaan; to the period of the judges, and o the establishment of the

“monarchy. It also provided a key 1o calculating specific dates. The most im-
portant clue.is the note in 1 Kings 6:1 that the Exodus took place four-
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hundred eighty years before the construction: of the Temple began in
Jerusalem, in the fourth year of the reign of Selomon. Furthermore, Exodus
12:40 states that the Istaelites endured four-hundred thirty years of slavery
in Egypt before the Exodus. Adding a bit over two hundred years for the over-

- lapping life spans of the patriarchs in Canaan before the Israelites left for
Egypt, we arrive at a biblical dare of around 2100 BCE for Abraham’s origi-

nal departure for Canaan. '

Of course, there were some clear problems with accepting this dating for
precise historical reconstruct.ion, not the least of which were the extraordi-
narily long life spans of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, which all far exceededa
hundred years. In addition, the later genealogies that traced Jacob's descen-
dants were confusing, if notc f)lainly contradictory. Moses and Aaron, for
example, were identified as fourth-generation descendants of Jacob’s son
Levi, while Joshua, a contemporary of Moses and Aaron, was declared to
be a nwelfth generation descendant of Joseph, another of Jacob’s sons. This
was hardly'a minor discrepancy. -

The American schoiar Albright, however, argucd that certain unique de—
tails in the stories in Genesis might hold the key to verifying their histori-
cal basis. Flements such as personal hames_, unusual marriage customs, and
land-purchase laws might be identified in the records of second millen-
" nium BCE Mesopotamian societies, fromi which the patriarchs reportedly
came. No less important, the patriarchs were realistically described as car-
rying on a bedouin lifestyle, moving with their flocks throughout.the cen-- ,.
tral hill country of Canaan, between Shechem, Bethel, Beersheba, and
Hebron. All these elements convinced Albright that the age of the patri-
archs was a real one. He and his colleagues thus began to search for evi-
dence for the presence of pastoral groups of Mesopotamian ongm roaming
throughout Canaan around 2000 BCE.

Yet the search for the historical patriarchs was ultimately unsuccesstul,
. since none of the periods around the biblically suggested date provided a
. completely compatible background to the biblical stories. (See Appendix A
for additional details.) The assumed westward migration of groups from
Mesopotamia toward Canaan-—the so-called Amorite migratioh, ~in-
which Albright placed the arrival of Abraham and his family—was later
shown to be illusory. Archaeology completely disproved the contention
that a sudden, massive population movement had taken place at that time.
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And the seeming parallels between Mesopotamian laws and customs of the
second millennium BcE and those described in the patriarchal narratives
were so getieral that they could apply to almost any period in ancient Near
" Fastern history. Juggling dates did not help the martter. Subsequent at-
terapts by de Vaux to place the narratives of the patriarchs:in the Middle
Bronze Age (2000-1$50 BCE), by the American scholars Speiser and Gor=
don to place them against the background of a fifteenth century sCE
archive found in Nuziin northern Traq, and by the Israeli biblical historian
Benjamin Mazar to place them in the Batly [ron Age also failed to establish
aconvincing link. The highlighted p’lralleis were so general that they could
be found in many periods. ,
“The whole enterprise created something of a vicious circle. Scholarly

'th‘éorics' about the age of the -pétriarcﬁs (whose historical existence was
never doubted) changed, according to the discoveries, from the mid-third
millennium BCE to the fate third :millennium, to the early second millen-
 nium, to the mid-second millennium, to the Early Tron Age. The main
- problet was that the scholars who accepted the biblical accounts as reli-
able mistakenly believed that the patriarchal age must be seen, one way or
" the other, as the earliest phase in a sequential history of Israel.

Some Telltale Anachronisms

The critical textual scholars who had identified distinct sources underlying
the text of Genesis insisted that the patriarchal narratives were put into
writing at a relatively late date, at the time of the monarchy (tenth—eighéh
centuries BCE) or even larer, in exilic and post-exilic days (sixth—fifeh cen-
turies BCE). The German biblical scholar Julius Wellhausen argued that
the stories- of the patriarchs in both the ] and E documents reflected the
- concerns of the later Israelite monarchy, which were projected onto the
lives of legendary fathers in a largely mythical past. The biblical stories
“should thus beregarded as a national mythology with no more historical
' *_basis than the Homeric saga of Odysscus’s travels or Virgil's saga of Aeneas’s
-_four.;ding of Rome. ,

" In'more recent decades, the American biblical scholars John Van Seters

oy and Thomas Thompson: further challenged the s_upposed archacological

_ evidence for the historical patriarchs in the second millennium sce. They
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érgued that even if the later texts conrained some early traditions, the se-
lection and arrangement of stories expressed a clear message by the biblical |
editors at the time of compilation, rather than preserving a reliable histori-
cal account. ’ :

But when did that compilation take place? The biblical tex reveals some &
clear clues that can narrow down the time of its final composition. Take the
repeated mention of camels, for instance. The stories of the patriarchs are
packed with camels, usually herds of camels; but as in the story of Joseph's

- sale by his brothers into slavery {Genesis 37:25), camels are also described as
beasts of burden used in caravan trade. We now know through archaeolog-
ical research that camels wére not domesticated as beasts of burden earlier
than the late second millennium and were not widely used in that capacity
in the ancient Near East until well: after 1000 BcE. And. an even more
telling detail—the camel caravan carrying “gum, balm, and myreh,” in the
Joseph story—-reveals an ‘obvious familiarity with the main products of the
lucrative Arabian trade that flourished under the supervision of the Assyr-
ian empire in the e:ghthﬁsewﬂnth centiiries BGE.

Indeed, excavations at the site of Tell Jemmeh in tht: southern coastal
plain of Israel—-a particularly important entrepdt on the main caravan
route between Arabia.and the Mediterranean—revealed a dramatic in-
crease in the number of camel bones in the seventh century. The bones

- were almost exclusively of mature animals, suggesting that they were from
traveling beasts of burden; not from locally raised herds (among which the
bones of young animals would also be found). Indeed, precisely at this
time, Assyrian sources describe camels being used as pack animals in cara-
vans. [t was only then that camels became a common enough feature of the
landscape to be inchuded asan incidental detail in a literary narrative.

Then there is the issu¢ of the Philistines. We hear of them in connection
with Isaac’s encounter with “Abimelech, king of the Philistines,” at the city |
of Gerar (Genesis 26:1). Thé Philistines, a group of migrants from. the
Acgean or eastern Mediterranean, had not established their settlements
along the coastal plain of Canaan until sometime after 1200 BCE. Their
cities prospered in the eleventh and renth centuries and contnued to dom-
inate the area well into the Assyrian period. The mention of Gerar as a
Philistine city in the narratives of Isaac and the mention of the city {with-
out the Philistine ateribution) in the stories of Abraham (Genesis 20:1) sug-
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gés.t that it had a special imporrance or at least was widely known at the
timeof the composition of the patriarchal narratives. Gerar 13 today identi-
fied with Tel Haror northwest of Beersheba, and excavations there have
shown that in the Iron Age I~—the early phase of Philistine history——it was
no more than a small, quite insignificant village. But by the late eighth and
seventh century BCE, it had become a strong, heavily fortified Assyrian ad-
ministrative stronghold in the south, an obvious landmark.

Were these incongruous details merely late insertions intoearly tradi-
tions or were they indications that dath the details and the narrative were
late? Many scholars— particularlf those who supported the idea of the
“historical” patriarchs—considered them to be incidental details. Burt as
Thomas Thompson put it as early as the 1970s, the specific references-in
the text to cities, neighboring peoples, and familiar places are precisely
.those aspects thar distinguish the patriarchal stories from completely
mythical-folk-tales. They are crucially important for identifying the dare
and message of the text. In other wotds, the “anachronisms” are far more
important for dating and understanding the meaning and historical con-
text of the stories of the patriarchs than the search for ancient bedouin or
marthematical calculations of the patriarchs’ ages and genealogies.

So the combination of camels, Arabian'goods, Philistines, and Gerar—
as well-as other places and nations mentioned in the patriarchal stories in
Genesis—are highly significant. All the clues point to a time of composi-

_tion'many centuries after the time in which the Bible reports the lives of
the patriarchs took place. These and other anachronisms suggest an inten-
sive period of writing the patriarchal narratives in the eighth and seventh
centuries BCE. ' ' '

A Living Map of the Ancient Near East -

It becomes evident when we begin to examine the genealogies of the pacri-
archs and the many nations that arose from their trysts, martiages, and
family relations, that they offera colorful human map of the ancient Near
East from, the unmistakablé viewpoint of the kingdom of Israel and the
kingdom of Judah in the eighth and seventh centuries Bce. These stories’
offer. a highly sophisticated commentary on political affairs in this region
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in the Aséyrian'and Neo-Babylonian periods. Not only can many of the

ethnic terms and place-names be dated to this time; buc their characteriza-

- tions mesh perfectly with what we know of the relationships of nc;ghborw
ing peoples and kingdoms with Judah and Israel. -

Let us start with the Arameans, who dominate the stories of Jacob’s mar-
riage with Leah and Rachel and his relationship with his uncle Laban. The
Arameans are not mentioned as a distinct ethnic group in ancient Near
Eastern texts before ¢. 1160 BcE. They became a dominant factor on the
northern borders of the Israelites in the early ninth century 8CE, when a
number of Aramean kingdoms arose throughout the area of modern Syria:
Among them, the kingdom of Aram-Damascus was a sometime ally, some-
time rival of the kingdom of Israel for control of the rich agricultural terri-

‘tories that lay between their main centers—in the upper Jordan valley and
Galilee. And, in facr, the cycle of stories about Jacob and Laban metaphor- -
ically expresses the complex and often stormy relations between Aram and
Israel over many centuries. Z .

On the one hand, Isracl and Aram'were frequent military rivals. On the .
other, much of the population of the northern territories of the kingdom of
Israel seerns to have been Aramean in origin. Thus, the book of Deuteron-
omy goes so far as.to describe Jacob as “a wandering Aramean” (26:5), and
the stories of ‘the relations between the individual patriarchs and their
Aramean cousins clearly. express the consciousness of shared origing. The
biblical description -of-the tensions between Jacob and Taban and their
eventual establishment of a boundary stone east of the Jordan to mark che
border berween' their peoples (Genesis 31:51-54, significantly an’ E, ‘or
“northern,” story) reflects the territorial partition betrween Aram and Israel

-in the ninth—eighth centuries BCE.

The relationships of Isracl and Judah with their eastern neighbors are

: _also clearly reflecied in the patriarchal narratives. Through rhe cighth and
seventh centuries BCE their conracts with the kingdoms of Ammon and
Moab had often been hostile; Israel, in fact, dominated Moab in the early.

the neighbors to the east are disparaged in the patriarchal genealogies.
Genesis 19:30—38 (significantly, a ] text} informs us that those nations were
" born from an incestuous union. After God overthrew the cities of Sodom
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and Gomorrah, Lot and his two daughters sought shelter in a cave in the
“hills. The daughrers, unable to find proper husbands in their isolated situ-
ation——and desperate to have children——served wine to their father until
he became drunk. They then lay with. him and eventually gave birth to two
sons: Moab and Ammon. No seventh century Judahite looking across the
Dead Sea toward the rival kingdoms would have been able to suppress. a
smilé of contempt at a story of such a disreputable ancestry.

- The biblical stories of the two brothers Jacob and Esau provide an even
clearer case of seventh century perceptions presented in ancient costume.
Genesis 25 and 27 (southern, ] texts) tell us about the twins— Esau and
Jacob—who are about to be born to Isaac and Rebecca. God says to the
pregnant Rebecca: “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples, born
of you, shall be divided; the one shall be stronger than the other, the elder
shall serve the younger” (25:23). As events unfold, we learn that Esau is the
elder and Jacob the younger. Hence the description of the two brothers,
the fathers of Edom and Israel, serves as a divine legitimation for the polit-
ical relationship between the two nations in late monarchic times. Jacob-

 Israel is sensitive and cultured, while Esau-Edom is a more prirﬁitive

hunter and man of the outdoors. But Edom did not exist as a distinct po-
litical entity until a relacively late period. From the Assyrian soutces we
know that there wére no real kings and no'state in Edom before the late
cighth century BCE. Edom appears in ancient records as 2 distinct entity
ohly after the conquest of the region by Assyria. And it became a serious
rival to Judah only with the beginning of the lucrative Arabian trade. The
archaeological evidence is also clear: the first large-scale wave of settdlement
in: Edom accompanied by the establishment of large setddements and for-
© tresses may have started in the late eighth century BCE but reached a peak
only in the seventh and early sixth century 8CE. Before then, the area was
sparsely populated. And excavations at Bozrah--the capital of Late Tron 11
‘Edom—revealed that it grew to become a large city only in the Assyrian
petiod.: _

~Thus here too, the stories of Jacob and Esau—of the delicate son and
-the Imghty hunter—are skillfully fashioned as archaizing iegends to reflect
the nvalmcs of late monarchic times.
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- The Peopi_es of the Desert and f.he'ErﬁpireS to the East

During the eighth and seventh centuries the lucrative caravan trade in
spices and rare incense from southern Arabia, winding through the deserts
and the southern frontier of Judah to the ports of the Mediterranean, was a
significant factor in the entire region’s economic life. For the people of
Judah, a number of peoples of nomadic origins were crucial to this iong—
range trade system. Several of the genealogies included in the patriarchal
stories offer a detailed picture of the peoples of the southern and eastern
deserts during late monarchic times and they explain *—'«—ag:ﬁ.n through the
metaphor of family relationships—what role they played in Judak’s con-
temporary hiscory. In particular, Ishmael, the scorned son of Abraham and *
Hagar, is described in Genesis as having been the ancestor of many of the
Arab tribes who inhabited the territories on the southern fringe of Judah.
The portrait is far from Hattering. He is described as a perpétualj wanderer,
“a wild ass of 2 man, his hand against every man and every man’s hand
against his” (Genesis 16712, not éurprisingiy a J document). Among his
‘many children are the various southern tribes who estdbhah@d Bew contact
with Judah in the Assyrian period. :

Aimong the descendants of Ishmael listed in Genesis 25:12—T5, for exam-. -
ple, are the Q(K)edarires (from his son Kedar) who are mentioned for the
first time in Assyrian records of the late eighth century BcE and are fre-
quently referred to during the reign of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal in’
the seventh century BCE. Before that time, they lived beyond the area of
Judah’s and Israel’'s immediate interest, occupying the western fringe of the
 Fertile Grescent. Likewise, Ishmael’s sons Adbeel and Nebaioth represent
north Arabian groups that are also first mentioned in‘late eighth and sev-.
- enth century Assyrian inscriptions. And finally Ishmael’s son Tema is prob-

- ably linked with the great caravan oasis of Tayma in northwest Arabia;
" mentioned in Assyrian and Babylonian sources of the eighth and sixth cen-
turies BCE, It was one of the two major urban centers in north Arabia from
¢. 600 BCE through thefifth century se¢e. The group named Sheba, which- )
is mentioned in another list of southern peoplé (Genesis 25:3), also lived in
" northern Arabia: Since none of these specific names were relevant or even
. present in the experience of the people of Isracl before the Assyrian period,
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there seems little doubt thar these genealogiéal passages were crafted be-
tween the late eighth and sixth cenreuries BCE.*

Other place-names mentioned in the patriarchal narratives relating to
the desert-and surrounding wilderness serve furcher to confirm the date of
the compositibn. Genesis 14, the story of the gréat war waged by invaders .
from the north (led by the mysterious Chedorizomer from Elam in
Mesopotamia) with the kings of the cities of the plainisa unique-source in -
Genesis, which may be dated to exilic or post-exilic times. But it provides
interesting geographical information relevant only to the seventh century

© BCE. “En-mishpac, that is, Kadesh” (Genesis 14:7) is most likely a reference
to Kadesh-barnea, the great oasis in the south that would play an impor-
tant role ini the Exodus narratives. It is identified with Ein el-Qudeirat in
eastern Sinai; a site that has been excavated and shown to have been occu-
pied Pﬂmardy in the seventh and eari.y sixth century sce. Likewise, the site
referred (o as Tamar in the same biblical verse should most probably be -
identified with Ein Haseva in the northern Arabah, where excavations have
uncovered a large fortress that also funcrioned mainly.in the Late Iron Age.

- Thus the geography and even the basic situation of frightening conflict
with a Mesopotamian invader would have seemed ominously familiar to
the people of Judah in the seventh century BCE.

‘And this is not all. The Genesis narratives also reveal unmtstakable fa-

. mzhaﬂty‘ with the location and reputation of the Assyrian and Babylonian
empires of the ninth—sixth centuries BGE. Assyria is specifically mentoned
in zelation to the Tigris River in Genesis 2:14, and two of the royal capitals
of the Assyrian empire-—Nineveh (recognized as the capical of the empire
in the seventh century BCE) and, Calah (its predecessor) —are mentioned
in Genesis 10:11 (both ale] documents). The city of Haran plays a domi-
nantrole in the patriarchal stories. The site, still called Eski Harran (“old
Haran?), is-located in southern Turkey; on the border with Syria; it pros-
pered.in the early second millennium BcE and again in the Neo-Assyrian

* Frisimportant to riote thac some of this gchc’xlogzml arerial in Genésis, such as the st of the sons of Ish-
‘macl, befongs w the P source, which s dated, in the main, 1 postex:llc tirnes. While some scholars argue
thar P has a late moBarchic layer, and theréfore may very well sefiect Interests and realiries ofseventh centuty
Judahy e i possible thar some allusions may also refleet realicies of the sixch contury BCe. But in. no-case is
there any eonvindng explanation for the mention of all these deserr dwelling peoples in the patriarchal

genealogies except a late fiterary atcepnpts to incorporate them. in a systematic way into the carly hxstory of
Israel.
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period. Finally, Assyrian texts mention towns in the area of Haran thac
carry names resembling the names of Terah, Nahor, and Serug-— Abra-
ham’s forefathers (Genesis 11:22-26; a P source). It is possible that they

were the eponymous ancestors of these towns.

Judah’s Destiny

The German biblical-scholar Martin' Noth long ago argued that the ac-
counts of the events of Israel’s earliest periods of existence-—the stories of
the patriarchs, the Exodus, and the wandering in Sinai—were not origi-
nally composed as a single saga. He theorized that they were-the separate
traditions of individual tribes that were assembled into a unified narrative
to serve the cause of the political unification of a scattered and heteroge-
neous Israelite population. In his opinion, the geographical focus of each
of the cycles of stories, particularly of the patriarchs, offers an important
clue to where the composition--not necessarily the events——of the story
ook place. Many the stories connected with Abraham are set in the south-
ern part of the hill countiy, specifically the region of Hebron in southern
Judah. Isaac is associated with the scuthern desert fringe of Judah, in par-
ticular the Beersheba region. In contrast, Jacob’s activities take place for the
“most partin the northern hill country and Transjordan —areas that were
always of special interest to the northern kingdom of Isracl. Noth therefore
suggested thart the patriarchs were originally quite separate regional ances-
tors, who were eventually brought rogether in a smgle genealogy in an ef-
fort 1o create 2 united history. «
It is now evident that the selection of Abraham, with his close connec-
. tion to Hebron, Judah’s earliest royal city;, and to Jerusalem (“Salem” in
Genesis £4:18), was meant also to emphasize the primacy of Judah even in
the carliest eras of Israel’s history. It is almost as ifan American scripture de-
scribiﬁg pre-Columbian history placed inordinate attention on Manhartan
Island or on the tract of fand that would later become Washington, D.C.
The pointed political meaning of the inclusion of such a detail in a larger
narrative at least calls into question its historical credibility.”
As we will see in much greater detail in the chaprers to follow, Judah was
a rather isolated and sparsely populated kingdom until the eighth century
BCE. It was hardly comparable in territory, wealth, and military might to
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the kingdbm of Istael i the north. Literacy was very limited and its capi-
tal; Jérusatem, was a small, remote hill country town. Yet after the northern
kingdom of Israel was liquidated by the Assyrian empire in 720 BCE, Judah
grew enormously in population; developed complex state institutions, and
‘emerged as a me:iningﬁﬂ'powe:f in the region. It was ruled by an ancient
dynasty and possessed the most important surviving Temple to the God of
Tsracl. Hence in the late eighth century and in the seventh century, Judah
developed a unique sense of its own importance and divine destiny. It saw
its very survival as evidence of God’s intention, from the time of the patri-
archs, that Judah should rule over all the land of Israel. As the only surviv-
ing: Israelite polity, Judah saw itself inn a more down-to-earth sense as the
natural heir to the Israclite territories and the Israelite popuiaﬁion that had
siirvived the Assyrian onslaught. What was needed was a powerful way to

* express this understanding both to the people of Judah and to the scactered *
Tsraelite communities under Assyrian rule. Thus the Pan-Israelite idea,
with Judah in its center, was born. - : '

# The patriarchal narratives thus depict a unified ancestry of the Israclite
people that leads back to the most ]udeaﬁ of patriarchs-—Abraham. Yet
even though the Genesis stories revolve mainly. around Judah,. they do
not neglect to honor northern Israelite traditions. [n that respect it is sig-
nificant that Abrabam builds altars to YHWH: at Shechem and Bethel
(Genesis 12:7-8), the two most important cule centers of the northern
kingdotn—as well as at Hebron (Genesis 13:18), the most important center
of Judah after Jerusalem. The figure of Abraham therefore functions as the
unifier of northern and southern traditions, bridging north and south. The
fact that Abraham is credited with establishing the altars at Bethel and
Shiechem is clear testimony to the Judahites’ claim that even the places of
worship polluted by idolatry during the time of the Israelite kings were
onice legitimately sacred sites connected to the southern patriarch.™

R . <
*“Another example of the unification of norchein and southern traditions under Judahite supremacy is
the Iocarion of the toinbs of the patriarchs, This sacred place—where Absaham and Isazc (southern heroes)
as welt a5 Jacob {3 norchern héro) were buried —is located at Hebron, teaditionatly the second mosr impor-
thnt city in the hill couniry of Judah. The story of the purchase of the tormb of dhe patriarchs is generally as-
cribed to the Priesdy (P} source, which seems to have more than one cormpositional Tayer to ic, If chis

- tradision is fate moadrchic in origin (though its final version came later), it is a clear expression of the cen-
tralicy of fudal and ies superiority over the North. The specific lund rranssction described in the story has
stcig pasallels in the Neo-Babylonian period—another clue to the late realities undeslying the pacriarchal
narratives. : :
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It is entirely possible and even probable that the individaal episodes in
the patriarchal narratives are based on ancient local traditions. Yet the use
to which they are put and the order in which they are arranged transform
them into a powerful expression of seventh century Judahite dreams. In-
deed, the superiority of Judah over all the others could not be emphasized
more strongly in the last blessing of Jacob to his sons quoted earlier.
Though enemies might be pressing on all 51des, Judah, it is promised, will
never be overthrown. _

The patriarchal traditions therefore must be considered as a sort of pious
“prehistory” of Istael in which Judah played a decisive role. They describe
the very early history of the nation, delineate ethnic boundaries, emphasize
that the Israclites were oustsiders and not part of the indigenous population
of Cahaan, and ecmbrace the traditions of both the north and the south,
while ulcimately stressing the superiority of Judah.* In the admittedly frag-
mentary evidence of the E version of the patriarchal stories, presumably -

~compiled in the northern kingdom of Israel before its destruction in 720
BCE, the tribe of Judah plays almost no role. But by the late eighth and cer-
tainly seventh century 8CE, Judah was the center of what was left of the Is-
raclite nation. In that lighe, we should regard the ] version of the
patriarchal narratives primarily as a literary attempt to redefine the unity of
the people of Isracl— rather than as an accurate record of the lives of hxs—
torical characters living more than 2 millennium before.

The biblical story of the patriarchs would have seemed compellingly
familiar to the people of Judah in the severith céntury s8CE. In the sto-
ries, the familiar peoples and threatening enemies of the present were
ranged around the encampments and grazing grounds of Abraham and
his offspring. The landscape of the patmarchal stories is a dreamlike roman-
tic vision of the pastoral past, especially appropriate to. the pastoral
background of a large proportion of the Judahite population. Tt was
stitched together from memoty, snatches of ancient customs, legends of

“the birth of peoples, and the cornicerns aroused by contemporary con-

* Since the Priestly (P} source in the Pentareuch is dared by most schiofars to post-exilic times, and the final
redaction of the Pentateuch was also undertaken in chat period, we face a serious question of whether we
ean also identify a post-exilic layer in the stories in Genesis. In many ways, tlic needs of the post-exilic com-
munity were quite similar to the necessities of the late monaichic state. Yer, as we tey to demonstate here,
the busic framework and initial elaboration of the patriacchal narratives, peine clearly to-a seventh century

Ok'lgll'l
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flicts.* The many sources-and episodes that were combined are a testimony
" to the richness of tlic. traditions from which the biblical narrative was
“drawn—and the diverse audience of Judahites and Israclites to whom-it

“wwas aimed.

- Genesis as Preamble?

Thbugh the Genesis stories revolve around Judah—and if they were writ-
ten in the seventh century sCE, close to the time of the compilation of the
Deuteronomistic History—how is it that chey are so far from Deuterono-
mistic ideas, such as the centralization of cult and the centrality of
Jerusalem? They even seem to promote northern cult places such as Bethel
and Shechem and describe the establishment of altars in many places other
than Jerusalemn. Perhaps we should sec here an artempt to present the
patriarchal traditions as a sort of a pious prehistory, before Jerusalem,
before the monarchy, before the Temple, when the fathers of the nations
wete monotheists but were still allowed to sacrifice in other places. The
portrayal of the patriarchs as shepherds or pastoralists may indeed have
been meant to- gi;re an atmospheré of great antiquity to the formative
stages of a society that had only recently developed a clear national con-
sciousness.

The meaning of all this is that both J of the Pentateuch and the Deu-
teronomistic History were written in the seventh century BCE in Judah, in
Jerusdlem, when the northern kingdom of Israel was no more. The ideas,
basic stories, and even characters behind both compositions were pfobably

* The terrirorial ambitions of sevench-cencury Judah vo rectaim Istaelite Jands conquered by the Assyrians
are also expressed in the Abraham traditions. In the story of the great war in Genesis 14, Abraham pursues
the Mesopotamian kings who caprured his nephew Lot chasing: them all ¢he way ro Damascus and Dan
(r4:14-15), In this act he liberases his kinsman fror_n. Mesopotamian bondage and cjects foreign forces from
" the later northern boundary of the kingdom of Esrael. . 7

Also relevant to Judal’s terricorial ambitions in this period is the special focus on the “Joseph” tribes—
Ephraim and Manassch-— and the: strong message of separation of the Israclites from the Canaanires in the
pattiarchal narratives, Ehie immeédiate agenda for fudah after the fali of the northern kingdom was expan-
sion into the former Tszaclite cerritories in the highlands direcdy north of Judah-—snamely the rerritories of
Ephraim and Manasseh. The Aséyrians, after destroying Samarda; settled deporrees from Mesopotamia in
the territaries of the vanquished aorthern kingdom. Some were settled in the area of Bethel, close 1o the
northern baxder of Judah. The Pan-Israclite idea had 1o take into consideration this sitzation of new
“Canaanires” living in the territories Judab saw as its inheritance. T'he pagriarchal narratives, which place
strong esmphasis on the importance of masriage wich kinfolk and avoidance of marriage with the other peo-
ples of the land also perfectly fit this situarion. '
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widely known. The J source describes the very early h;story of the nation,
while the Deuteronomistic History deals with events of more recent cen- -
turies, with special emphasis on the Pan-Israelite idea, on the divine pro-
tection of the Davidic !meage, and on centralization of cult in the Temple
in Jerusalem. ° : .
The great genius of the seventh century creators of this national epic was

- . the way in which they wove the earlier stories together without stripping

them of their humanity or individual distinctiveness. Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob remain at the same time vivid spiritual portraits and the metaphori-
cal ancestors of the people of Isracl. And the twelve sons of Jacob were

~brought into the tradition as junior members of more complete genealogy..
In the artistry of the biblical narrative, the children of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob were indeed made into a single family. It was the power of legend
“that united them—in a manner far more powerful and timeless than the
fleeting adventutes of a few historical individuals hercimg sheep in the
highlands of Canaan could ever have done.
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- Did' the Exodus Happen?

The heroic figure of Moses confronting the tyrannical pharéoh,- the ten
plagues, and the massive Istaclite Fxodus from Egypt have endured over
the centuries as the central; unforgertable images of biblical history.
Through a divinely guided leader—not a father-—who represented the
nation to God and God to the nation, the Israelites navigated the almost
impossible course from hopeless slave status back to the very borders of
their Promised Land. So important is chis story of the Israelites’ liberation ‘
from bondage that the biblical books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and_‘-
Deuteronomy-—a full four-fifths of the central scriptures of Israel=-are
devoted to the momentous events experienced by a single generation in

slightly more than forty years. During these years occurred the miracles of
the burning bush, the plagues, the parting of the Red Sea, the appearance
of manna in the wilderness, and the revelation of God’s Law on Sinai, all of
which were the visible manifestations of God’s rule over both nature and
humanity. The God of Israel, previously known only by ptivate revelations
t6 the patriarchs, here reveals himself to the nation as a universal deity.

Bui is it history? Can archaeology help us pinpoint the era when a leader
named Moses mobilized his people for the great act of liberation? Can we
tiace the path of the Exodus and the wandering in the wilderness? Can
we even determine if the Exodus—as described in the Bible—ever oc-

48
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curred? Two hundred years of intensive excavation and study of the re-
mains of ancient Egyptian civilization have offered a detailed- chronology
of the events, personaliries, and places of pharaonic times. Even more than
descriptions of the patriarchal stories, the Exodus narrative is filled with a
wealth of detailed and specific geographical references. Can they provide a
reliable historical background to the great epic of the Istaclites’ escape from
Egyptand their reception of the Law on Sinai? '

Tsrael in Egyp_t: The Biblical Saga

The Exodus story describes two momentous transitions whose connection -
s crucial for the subsequent course of Israelite history. On the one hand, -
the twelve sons of Jacob and their families, living in exile in Egypt, grow
into a great nation. On the other, that nation uridergoés a process of liber-
ation and commiunent to divine law that would have been impoésiblé be- .
fore. Thus the Bible’s message highlights the porential ‘power of a united;
pious pation when it begins to claim its freedom from even the greatest
kingdom on earth.
The stage was set for this dramatic spiritizal meramorphosis at theend of
- the book of Genesis, with the sons of Jacob living in security under the pro-
tection of their brother Joseph, who had come to power as an influential
official in the Egyptian hierarchy. They were prosperous and content in the
cities of the eastern Nile delta and had free access back and forth to their
Canaanite homeland. After the death of their father, Jacob, they brought
his body to the tomb that had been prepared for him —alongside his father
Isaac and grandfather Abraham in the cave of Machpelah in Hebron. And.
over a period of four-hundred thirty years, the descendants of the twelve
brothers and their immediate families evolved into a great nation—just as
God had promised —and were known to the Egyptian population as He-
brews. “They multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was
_ tilled with them” (Exodus 1:7). But times changed and eventually a new
~ pharaoh came to power “who knew not Joseph.” Fearing that the Hebrews
would betray Egyptto one of its enemies, this new pharaoh enslaved them,
forcing them into.construction gangs to build the royal cities of Pithom
and Raamses. “But the more they were oppressed, the more they multi-
plied” (Exodus 1:12). The vicious cycle of oppression continued to deeper: -
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the Egyptians made the Hebrews' life ever more bitter as they were forced
into hard service “with mortar and brick and in all kinds of work in the
field” (Exodus ni4). : :

- Fearing a population explosion of these dangerous immigrant workers,
the pharaoh ordered that all Hebrew male infants be drowned in the Nile.
Yet from this desperate measure came the instrument of the Hebrews’ lib-
eration. A child from the tribe of Levi—set adrift in a basket of bul-
rushes—was found and adopted by one of the pharaoh’s daughters. He
was given the name Moses (from the Hebrew ro6t “to draw out” of the
water) and raised in the royal court. Years later, when Mosés had grown to
adulthood, he saw an Egyptian taskmaster flaying a Hebrew slave and his
deepest feelings rose to thie surface, He slew the taskrnaster and “hid-his
body in the'sand.” Fearing the consequences of his act, Moses fled to the
wilderness—-to the land of Midian——where he adopted a new life as a
desert nomad. And it was in the course of his wandering as a solitary shep-
herd near Horeb, “the mountain of God,” that he received the tevelation
that would change the world. _ _

. From the brillidang, flickering Hames of a bush in the desert, which was
burning yet was not consumed, the God of Isracl revealed himself to Moses
as the deliverer of the people of Israel. He proclaimed thac he would free
them of their taskmasters and bring them to a life of freedom and security
in the Promised Land. God identified himself as the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob

—and now also reveated to Moses his mysterious, mystical
name, YHWH, “l am who | am.” And he solemnly commissioned Moses,
" with the assistance of his brother Aaron, to return to Egypt to confront the
. pharaoh with a demonstration of miracles and to demand freedom for the
house of Israel. ) : :
Bur the pharaoh’s heart was hardened and he responded to Moses by in-
tensifying the suffering of the Hebrew slaves. So God instructed Moses to
threaten Egypt with a series of terrible plagues if the pharaoh still refused to .
respond-to the divine injunction to “Let my people go” (Exodus 7:16). The
- pharaoh’ did not relent and the Nile turned to blood. Frogs, then gnaes, -
;Heri flics swarmed throughout the country. A mysterious disease deci-
mated the Egyptians’ livestock. Boils and sores erupred on their skin and
the skin of their surviving animals. Hail pounded down from the heavens,
fuining the'crops. And yet the pharach still refused to relent. Plagues of lo-
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custs and darkness then came upon Egypt——and finally a terrible plague of
the killing of the ﬁrstbom, ‘both human and animal, from all the land of
the Nile.

In order to protect the Israelite firstborn, God instructed Moses and
Aaron to prepare the congregation of Israel for a special sacrifice of lambs,
whose blood should be smeared on the doorpost of every Israelite dwelling
so that each would be passed over on the night of the slaying of the Egypr-
ian sons. He also instructed them to prepare provisions of unleavened
bread for a hasty exodus. When the pharach witnessed the horrible toll of
the tenth plague, the killing of the firstborn, including his own, he finally

relented, bidding the Israelites to take their flocks and herds and be gone.

Thus the multitude of Israel, numbering “abouct six hundred thousand
men on foot, besides women and children” (Exodus 12: 37), set out from the
cities of the eastern delta toward the wilderness of Sinai. But “when the
Pharaohilet the people go, God did not lead them by the way of the land of
the Philistines, although that was near; for God said, “Lest the people re-
. pent when they see war, and return to Egypr.” But God led the people
round ny the way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea” (Fxodus 13:17-18).
- And when the pharach, regretting his decision, sent a force of “six hundred

. picked chariots and all the other chariots of Egypt” after the flecing Is-
raclites, the Red Sea parted to allow the Israclites to cross over to Sinai on
dry land. And as soon as they had made the crossing, the towering waters
engulfed the pursuing Egyptians inan unforgettablé miracle that was com- -
memorated in the biblical Song of the Sea (Fxodus 15: 1-18). .

Guided by Moses, the Israelite. multirude passed thmugh the wilderness,
following a carefully recorded itinerary of places at which they thirsted,
hungered, and murmured their dissatisfaction, but were calmed and fed
through Moses intercession with God. Finally reaching the mountain of
God where Moses had received his fitst greart revelation, the people of Israel
gathered as Moses climbed to the summit to receive the Law under which
the newly liberated Israelites should forever live. Though the gathering at
Sinai was marred by the Israclites’ worship of a golden calf while Moses was
on the mountain (and in anger Moses smashed the: first set of stone
'~ tablets), God conveyed to the people through Moses the ten command-
--ments and then the complex legislation of worship, purity, and dictary
"laws. The sacred Atk of the Covenant, containing the tablets of God’s Law,
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would henceforth be the battle standard and most sacred national symbol,
accompanjring the Israclites in all of their Waﬁderings. : .
Setring off from their camp at the wilderness of Paran, the Israclives sent
- spies to collect intelligence on the people of Canaan {(Mumbers 13). But.
those spies returned with reports so frightening abour the strength of the
Canaanites and the towering fortifications of their cities.that the multitude
of Tsraelites lost heart and rebelled againse Moses, begging to return to
Egypt, _wheré_at least their physical safety could be ensured. Seeing this,
God determined that the generation that had known slavery in Egyprt
would not live to inherit the Promised Liand, and the Israelites must re-
main wanderers'in the wilderness for another forty years. Therefore, they
did ot enter Canaan directly, but by a winding route through Kadesh-
batnea and into the Arabah, across the lands of Edom and Moab to the east
of the Dead Sea: , R R
The final act of the Exodus story took place on the plains of Moab in

Transjordan, in sight of the Promised Land. The now eldetly Moses re-
vealed to the Israclites the full terms of the Jaws they would be required to
‘obéy if they were.truly to inherit Canaan. "F'his second code of law is con-
rained in the hook of Deuteronomy . {named from the Greek, word

- deuteronomion, “second law”). It detailed the mortal dangers of idalatry, set
the calendar of festivals, listed 2 wide range of social legislation, and man-
“dated that once the land was conquered the God of Israel could be wor-
shiped in a single sanctuary, “the place that the Lorp. your God will
choose.” (Deutetonomy 26:2). Then, after the appointment of Joshua, son

' of Nun, to lead the Israclites on their campaign of swift conquest, the 120-
year-old Moses ascended to the summit of Mount Nebo and died. The
transition from family ro nation was complete. Now the nartion faced the
awesome challenge of fulfilling its God-given destiny.

The Lure of Egypt

One thing is certain. The basic situation described in the Exodus éagam
the phenomenon of immigrants coming down to Egypt from Canaan and
©sertling in the eastern border regions of the delta-—is abundantly verified
in- the archaeological finds and historical texts. From earliest recorded
rimes throughour antiquity, Egypt beckoned as a place of shelter and secu-
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riry for the people of Canaan at -times when drought, famine, or warfare
made life unbearable or even difficulr. This historical relationship is based
on the basic environmental and climatic contrasts between Egypr and
Canaan, the two neighboring lands separated by the Sinai desert. Canaan,
possessing a typical Mediterranéan climate, is dry in the summer and gets
its rain only in the winter, and the amount of rainfall in any given year can
vary widely. Because agriculture in Canaan was so dependent on the cli-
mate, years with plentiful rainfall brought prosperiiy, but years of low pre-
cipitation usually resulted in drought and famine. Thus the lives: of the
people of Canaan were profoundly affected by uctuations between years
of good, average, and poor rainfall, which d:rectly translated into years of
prosperity, hardship, or outright famine. And in times of severe fimine

' there was only one solution: to go down to Egypt. Egypt did not depcnd,
ot rainfall but received its warter from the Nile.

There were good years and bad years in Egypt too——determmed by the
fluctuating level of the Nile in'the flood season; due to the very different
rainfall patterns at its sources in central Africa and the’ Ethmplan:‘_highw
lands—bur there was rarely outright famine. The Nile, even if low, was
still a dependable source of water for irrigation, and in any case Egypt was

- a well-organized state and thus prepared for beiter or worse years by the

“storage of grain in government warchouses. The Nile delta, in particular,
presented a far more inviting landscape in antiquity than is evident today.
Today, betause of silting and geological change, the Nile splits into oniy .
two majin branches just north of Cairo. But a wide variety of ancient
sources, including two maps from the Roman-Byzantine period, report
that the Nile once splir into as many as severz branches and created a vastly
larger area of well-watered land. The easternmost branch extended into
what is now the marshy; salty, arid zone of northwestern Sinai. And man-
made canals lowing from it carried freshwater to the entire area, miaking
what are now the arid, saley swamps of the Suez Canal area into-green, fer-
tile, densely inhabited land. Both the eastern branch of the Nile and the
man-made canals have been identified in recent-yeats in gcological and
topographical studies in the delta and the desert to its east.

There is good reason to believe thatin times of famine in Canaan-—just
as the biblical narrative describes— pastoralists and farmers alike would go
to Egypt to settle inl the eastern delta and enjoy its dependable feruhty Yer
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archacology has provided a far more nuanced picture of the large commu-
nities of Semites who came in the Bronze Age from southern Canaan to
setde in the delta for a wide variety of reasons and achieved different levels
of success. Some of thém were conscripted as landless laborers in the con-
struction of public works. In other periods they may have come simply be-
cause Egypt offered them the prbspect of trade and better economic
opportunities. The famous Beni Hasan tomb painting from Middle Egypt;
dated to the nineteenth century BCE, portrays a group from Transjordan
coming down to Egypt with animals and goods— presumably as traders,
nort as conscripted laborers. Other Canaanites in the delta may have been
brought there by the armies of the pharachs as prisoners of war, taken in
punitive campaigns against the rebellious city-states of Canaan. We know
that some were assigned as slaves to cultivate lands of temple estates. Some
found their way up the social ladder and eventually became government
officials, soldiers, and even priests. '
These demographic patterns along the castern delta-—of Astatic people
immigrating to Egypt 1o be conscripred to forced work in the delta—are
not restricted to the Bronze Age. Rather, they reflect the age-old thythms
in the region, including later centuries in the Iron Age, closer to the time’
when the Exodus narrative was put in writing.

The Rise and Fall of the Hyksos

The tale of Joseph’s tise to prominence in Egypt, as narrated in the book of
Genesis, is the most famous of the stories of Canaanite immigrants rising
to power in Egypt, but there are other sources that offer essentially the
same picture——from the Egyptian point of view. The most important of
therm was written by the Egyptian historian Manetho in the third century
BCE; he recorded an extraordinary immigrant success story, though from
his patriotic Egyptian perspective it amounted to a national tragedy. Bas-
ing his accounts on unnamed “sacred books” and “popular tales and leg-
ends,” Manetho described a massive, brutal invasion of Egypt by foreigners
from the east, who_fn he called Hyksos, an enigmatic Greek form of an
Egyptian word that he translated as “shepherd kings” burt that actually
means “rulers of foreign lands.” Manetho reported that the Hyksos estab-
lished themselves in the delta at a city named Avaris. And they founded a
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dynasty there that ruled Egypt with great cruelty for more than five hun-
dred years.. o
In the early years of modern research, scholars identified the Hyksos
with the kings of the Fifteenth Dynasty of Egypr, who ruled from about
1670 to 1570 BCE. The carly scholars accepted Manethd’s report quite liter-
ally and'sought eviderice for a powerful foreign nation or ethnic group that
- came from afar to invade and conquer Egypt. Subsequent studies showed
that inscriptions and seals bearing the names of Hyksos rulers were West
Semitic—in other words, Canaanite. Recent archacological excavations in
the eastern Nile delta have confirmed that conclusion and indicate that the
Hyksos “invasion” was a gradual process of immigratiou from Canaan to
- Egypt, rather than a lightning military campaign.
~* The most important dig has beén undertaken by Manfred Bietak, of the
University of Vienna, at Tell ed- Daba, asite in the eastern dela identified as
Avaris, the Hylksos capital (Figure 6, p. §8). Excavations there show a grad-
ual increase of Canadnite influence in the styles of pottery, archirecture, and
‘tombs from around 1800 BCE: By the time of the Fifreenth Dynasty, some
150 years later, the culture of the site, which eventually becarne a huge city,
was overwhelmingly Canaanite. The Tell ed-Daba finds are evidence for a
Jong and gradual development of Canaanite présence in the delta, and a
peaceful takeover of power there. It is a situation that is uncannily similar, at
least in its broad outlines, to the stories of the visits of the pairiarchs to
Egyprand their eventual sectlement there. The fact that Manetho; writing
-almost fifteen hundred years'later, describes a brutal invasion rather than a
-gradual, peaceful immigration should probably be understood on the back:
ground of his own times, when memories of the invasions of Egypt by the
Assyrians, Babylonians, and Persians in the seventh and sixth centuries scE
were still painfully fresh in the Egyptian consciousness.
But there is an even miore telling parallel berween the saga of the Hyksos
and the biblical story of the Israelites in Egypr, despite their drastic differ-
~ ence in tone. Manetho describes how the Hyksos invasion of Egyptwas fi- -
nally brought to an end by a virtuous Egyptian king who attacked and
defeated the Hyksos, “killing many of them and pursuing the remainder to
the frondiers of Syria.” In fact, Manetho suggested that after the Hyksos -
‘were driven from Egypr, they founded the city of Jerusalem and con-
. structed a temple there. Far more trustworthy is an Egyptian source of the
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sixtecnth century BCE that recounts the exploits of Pharaoh Ahmose, of
the Fighteenth Dynasty, who sacked Avaris and chased the remnants of the
Hyksos to their main citadel in’ southern Canaan— Sharuben, near
Gaza—-which he stormed after a long siege. And indeed, around the mid-
dic of the sixteenth century scE, Tell ed-Daba was abandoned, marking
the sudden end of Canaanite influence there. _

So, independent archaeological and historical sources tell of migrations
- of Semites from Canaan to Egypt, and of Egyptians forcibly expelling
¢hent. This basic outline of immigration and violent return to Canaan is
parallel to the biblical account of Exodus. Two key questions remain: First,
who were these Semitic immigrants? And second, how does the date of
their sojourn in Egypt square with biblical chronology?

A Conflict of .Dates and Kings

The expulsion of the Hylksos is generally dated, on the basis of Egyptian
records and the archaeological evidence of destroyed cities in Canaan, o
around 1570 BCE. As we mentioned in the last chapter in discussing the
dating of the age of the patriarchs, 1 Kings 6:1 tells us that the start of thie
construction of the Temple in the fourth year of Solomon’s reign took place
480 years after the Fxodus. According to a correlation of the regnal dates of
Israclite kings with outside Egyptian and Assyrian sources, this would
roughly place the Exodus in 1440 BCE. That is more than a hundred years
after the date of the Egyptian expulsion of the Hyksos, around 1570 BCE.
But there is an even more serious complication. The Bible speaks explicity
abour the forced labor projects of the children of Israel and mentions, in
_particular, the construcrion of the city of Raamses (Exodus 1:11). In the fif-
teenth century BCE such a name is inconceivable. The first pharaoh named
Ramesses came to the throne only in 1320 BeE-—more than a century after
the traditional biblical date. As a result, many scholars have tended to dis-.
miss. the literal value of the biblical daring, suggesting that the figure 480
was litele more than a symbolic length of rime, representing the life spans
of twelvé generations, ach lasting the traditional forty years. This highly
 schemiatized chronology puts the building of the Temple about halfway be-
~ tween the end of the first exile (in Egypt) and the end of the second exile {in
Babylon). '
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However, most scholars saw the specific biblical reference to the name
Ramesses as a detail that preserved an authentic historical memory. In
other words, they argued that the Exodus must have occurred in the this-
teenth céﬂtury BCE, And there were other specific details of the biblical Ex-
odus story that pointed to the same era. First, Egyptian sources report that
the city of Pi-Ramesses (“The House of Ramesses”) was built in the delta in
the days of the great Egyptian king Ramesses 11, who ruled 12791213 BCE,
and that Semites were apparently émployed in its construction. Second,
and perhaps most important, the earliest mention of Israel in an extrabib-
lical text was found in Egypt in the stele describing the campaign of
Pharach Merneptah——the son of Ramesses [T-—in Canaan-ar the very end
of the thirceenth century BCE. The inscription tells of a destructive Egypt-
jan campaign into Canaan, in the course of which a people named Tsrael
were decimated to the extent that the pharéqh boasted that Israel’s “seed is
not!” The boast was clearly an empry one, but it did indicate.thar some
group known as Israel was already in Canaan by that dimeé. In fact, dozens
of sertlements that were linked with the early Israclites appeared in the
hill country of Canaan around thar rime. So if a historical Fxodus took
place, scholars have argued, it must have occurred in the late thiricenth
century BCE, ' '

The Metneptah stele contains the first appearance of the name Israel in
any surviving ancient text, This again raises the basic questions: Who were

- the Semites in Egypt? Can they be regarded as Israelite in any meaningful
sense? No mention of the name Israel has been found in any of the mscrlp-:
tions or documents connected with the Hyks-os period. Nor is it men-
tioned in later Egyptian inscriptions, or in an extensive fourteenth century’
BCE cuneiform archive found at Tell el-Amarna in Egypt, whose nearly
four hundred letters describe in derail the social, political, and demo-
graphic conditions in Canaan at thar time. As we will argue in a later chap-
ter, the Israelites emerged only gradually as a distinct group in Canaan,
beginning at the end of the thirteenth century BcE. There is no.recogniza-
ble archaeological evidence of Israelite presence in Egypt immediately be-
fore that rime. :
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Was a Mgs__s Exodus Even Possible in the Time of Ranlesseslﬂ?. ’

We now know that the solution to the problem of the Exodus is not as sim-

pk:é}; lining up dates and kings. The expulsion of the Hyksos from Egypt

wary of incursions into their lands by outsiders: And the negative impact of
the memories of the Hyksos symbolizes a state of mind that is also to be

seen in the archaeological remains. Only in recent years has it become clear
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thar from the time of the New Kingdom onward, beginning after the ex-
pulsion of the Hyksos, the Egyprians tightened their co nerol over the flow
of immigrants from Canaan into the delta. They established a system of
forts along the delta’s eastern border and manned them with garrison
troops and administrators. A lare thirteenth century papyrus records how |
closely the commianders of the forts monitored the inovements of foreign-
rs: “We have completed the entry of the tribes of the Edomite Shasu [i.e.,
_bedouin] through the fortress of Merneptah-Content-with-Truth, which
is in Tjkuw, to the pools.of Pr-Itzn which [are] in Tjkw for the sustenance of
their Hocks.”

This report is interesting in another connection: it names two of the
most important sites mentioned in the Bible in connection with the Exo-
dus (Figure 6).:Succoth (Exodus 12:37; Numbers 33:5) is probably the He- -
brew form of the Egyptian 7jku; a name referring toa place or an area in -
the castern delva that appears in the Egyptian texts from the days of the
Nineteenth- Dynasty, the dynasty of Ramesses I1. Pithom (Exodus 1a1) is
the Hebrew form of Pr-ltm—“House [z e Temple] of the God Atum.”
This name appears for the first time in the days of the New Kingdom in
Egypt. Indeed, two more place-names that appear in the Exodus narrartive
scem to fit the reality of the eastern delta in the time of the New King-
dom. The first, which we have already mentioned above, is the city called |
Raamses—Pi-Ramesses, or “The House of Ramesses,” in Egyptian. This
city was built in the thirteenth century as the capital of Ramesses 11 in the
eastern delta, very close to the ruins of Avaris. Hard work in brick mak;ug,
as described in the biblical account, was a common phenomenon in Egyprt,

- and an Egyptian tomb painting from the ﬁftcent_h century BCE portrays

this specialized building trade in detail. Finally, the name Migdol, which
appears in the Exodus account (Exodus 14:2), is a common name in the-

New Kiﬁgdom for Egyptian _fol*ts ‘on the eastern border of the delta and

- along the international road from Egypt to Canaan in northern Sinai.

The border-between Canaan and Egypt was thus closely controlled. Ifa

- great mass of fleeing Israelites had passed through the border fortifications

of the pharaonic regime, a record should exist. Yet in the abundant Egypt-

ian sources describing the time of the New Kingdom in general and the

~ thirteenth century in particular, there is no reference to the Israclites, not

. even a single clue. We know of nomadic groups from Edom who entered
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Egypt from the desert. The Merneptah stele refers to Israel as a'groub of
people already living in Canaan. But we have no clue, not even a single
“word, about eaily Israclites iz Egypt: neither in monumental inscriptions
on walls of temples, nor in tomb inscriptions, nor in papyri. Israel is ab-
sent——as a possible foe of Egypt, as a friend,, or as an enslaved nation. And
there are simply no finds in Egypt that can be directly associated with the -
notion of a distincr foreign ethnic group (as opposed to a concentration of-
migrant waorkers from many places) living in a distincr area of the ecastern
delta, as implied by the biblical account of the children of Israel living to-

~ getherin the Land of Goshen (Genesis 47:27). .
- There is something more: the escape of more than a tiny group from
Egyptian control at the time of Ramesses I1 seems highly unlikely, as is the
crossing of the desert and entry into Canaan. In the thirteenth century,
Egypt was at the peak of its authority— the dominaut power in the world.
The Egyptian grip over Canaan was firm; Egyptian strongholds were built
in various places in the country; and Egyptian officials administered the af-
fairs of the region. In the el-Amarna lecters, which are dated a century be-
fore, we are told that a unit of fifty Egyptian soldiers was big enough to
pacify unrest in Canaan. And throughout the period of the New Kingdom,
large Egyptian armies marched through Canaan to the north, as far as the
Euphrares in Syria. Therefore, the main overland road that went from the
delea along the coast of northern Sinai to Gaza and then inte the heart of
Canaan was of utmost importance to the pharaonic regime. '
The most potentially vulnerable stretch of the road —which crossed the
arid and dangerous desert of northern Sinai between the delta and Gaza—
was the most protected. A sopbisticated system of Egyptian fores, grana-
ries, and wells was established at a day’s march distance along the entire
length of the road, which was called the Ways of Horus. These road sta-
rions enabled the imperial-army to cross the Sinai peninsula conveniently
and efficiently when necessary. The annals of the great Egyptian conqueror
Thuemose I tell us chat he marched with his troops from the eastern-delta
to Gaza, a distance of about 250 kilometers, in ten days. A relief from the
days of Ramesses II's father; Pharaoh Seti I (from around 1300 BCE), shows
the forts and water reservoirs in the form of an early map that traces the
routefrom the eastern delta to the southwestern border of Canaan (Figure

7}. The remains of these forts were uncovered in the course of archaeologi-
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Figure 7: A relief from the titne of Pharach Seti {ca. 1300 BcEe), Engtaved ona wall in
the temple of Amun at Karnak, the relief depicts the international road from Egypt to
Canaan along the northern coast of the Sinai Peninsula. Egyprianforts with warer
reservoirs are designated in the lower register. : -

cal investigations in northern Sinai by Eliezer Oren of Ben-Guirion Uni--
versity, in the 1970s. Oren discovered that each. of these road stations,
closely corresponding to the sites designated on the ancient Egyptian relief,
comprised thiee elements: a strong fort made of bricks in the typical
Egyptian military architecture, storage installations for food provisions,
and a water reservoir. : ' . :

Putting aside the possibility of divinely inspired miracles, one can hardly
accept the idea of a flight of a large group of slaves from Egypt through the
heavily guarded border fortifications into the desert and then into Canaan
in the time of such a formidable Egyptian presence. Any group. escaping
Egypt against the will of the pharach would have easily been tracked down
not only by an Egyptian army chasing it .froni the delta but also by the
Egyptian soldiers in the forts in northern Sinai and in Canaan.- _ ;

Indeed, the biblical narrative hints at the danger of attempting to flee
by the coastal route. Thus the only alternative would be to turn into the des-

- olate wastes of the Sinai peninsula. Butthe possibility of a large group of peo-
" ple wandering in the Sinai peninsula is also contradicred by archaeology:

Phantormn Wanderers?

According to the biblical account, the children of Israel wandered in the
~ desert and mountains of the Sinai peninsula, moving around and'camping
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in dlfferent places, fora full forty years (Figure 8). Even if the number of
ﬂeemg Israelites (given in the text as six hundred thousand) is wﬂdly exag-
gerated or. can be mterprered as representing smaler units of peopie, the

' cext describes the survival of a great number of people under the most chal-

lenging conditions. Some archacological traces of their generation-long
wandering in the Sinai should be apparent. However, except for the Egype-
ian forts along the northern coast, nota single campsite or sign of occupa-
tion from the time of Ramesses I and his immediate predecessors and
successors has ever been identified in Sinai. And it has not been for lack of
trying. Repeated archaeological surveys in all regions of the peninsula, in-
cluding thé mountainous area around the traditional site of Mount Sinai,
mear Saint Cathermes Monastery (see Appendix B), have yielded only neg-
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ative evidence: not even a single sherd, no struceure; not a single house, no
trace of an ancient. encampment. One may argue that a réiapivfely small
band of wandering Israelites cannot be expected to leave material remains
behind. But modern archaeological techniques are quite capable of tracing
even the very meager remiains of hunter-gatherers and pastoral nomads all
“over the world. Indeed, the archaeological record from the Sinai peninsula
discloses evidence for pastoral activity in such eras as the third millennium
BCE and the Hellenistic and Byzantine periods. There is.simpiy no such ev-
idence at the supposed titne of the Exodus in the thirteenth ccnuiry BCE:

The conclusion— that the Exodus did not happen at the time and in
the manner described in the Bible-—seems irréfutable when we examine
the evidence at specific sites where the children of Isracl were said to have
camped for extended periods during their wandering in the desert (Num-
bers 33) and where some archaeological indication — if presentwwouia .
almost certainly be found. According to the biblical narrative, the children
of Israel camped at Kadesh-barnea for thirty eight of the forty years of the
‘wanderings. The gcnerai_locatioﬁ of this place is clear from the description
of the southern border ‘of the land of Isracl in Numbers 34. It has been
identified by archacologists with the large and well-watered oasis of Ein el-
Qudeirat in eastern Sinai, on the border between modern Tsracl and Egypt.
The name Kadesh was probably preserved over the centuries in the name
of a nearby smaller spring called Ein Qadis. A small mound with. the re-
mains of 2 Late Iron Age fort stands at the center of this oasis. Yet repeated
excavations and surveys throughour the entire area have not provided even
the slightest evidence for activity in the Late Bronze Age, not even a single
sherd left by a tiny fleeing band of frightened refugees.

‘Ezion-geber is another place reported to be'a camping place of the chil-
dren of Israel. Its mention in other places in the Bible asa later port town
on the northern tip of the Gulf of Agqaba has led to its identification by ar-
chaeologists at'a mound located on the modern border berween Israel and
Jordan, halfway berween the towns of Eilar and Agaba. Excavations here in
the years 19381940 revealed impressive Late Iron Age remains, but no
“trace whatsoever of Late Bronze occupartion. From the long list of encamp-
ments in the wilderness, Kadesh-barnea and Ezion-geber are the only ones
that can safely be identified, yet they revealed no trace of the wandering Is-

raclites.
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And what of other settlements and peoples mentioned in the account of
the Israelites’ wanderings? The biblical narrative recounts how the Canaan-
ite king of Arad, “who dweltin the Negeb,” attacked the Israelites and rook.
some of them captive— enraging them to the point that they appealed for

" divine assistance to destroy all the Canaanite cities (Numbers 21:1-3}. Al

most twenty years of intensive excavations at the site of Tel Arad east of
Beersheba have revealed remains of a grear Farly Bronze Age cicy, about
rwenty-five acres in size, and an Tron Age fort, but no remains whartsoever
from the Late Bronze Age, when the place was apparently deserted. The
same holds true for'the entire Beersheba valley. Arad simply did not existin -~

" the Late Bronze Age.

The same situation is evident castward across the Jordan, where the
wandering Israclites were forced to do batile at the city of Heshbon; capi-

- tal of Sihon, king of the Amorites, who tried to block the Israelites from

pésSing’ in his territory on their way to Canaan (Numbers 21:21-25; Deu-
teronomy 2:24-35; Judges 1:19—21). Excavations at Tél Hesban south of
Amman, the location of anctent Heshbon, showed that thére was no Late
Bronze city, not even a small village there. And there is more here. Accord-
ing to the Bible, when the children of Israel moved along the Transjordan-
ian plateau they met and confronted resistance not anly in Moab but also
from the full-edged states of Edom and Ammon. Yet we now know that

_ the plateau of Transjordan was very sparsely inhabited in the Late Bronze

Age. In fact, most parts of this region, including Edom, which is men-
tioned as a state ruled by a king in the biblical narrative, were not even
inhabited by a sedentaty population at that dime. To put it simply, archae-
ology has shown us that there were no kings of Edom there for the Israelites
to meet. _

The pattern should have become clear by now. Sites mentioned in the
Fxodus narrative are real. A few were well known and apparently occupied
in much earlier.periods and much later periods—after the kingdom of

Judah was established, when the text of the biblical narrative was set down

in writing for che first dme. Unfortunately for those seeking a historical Ex-
odus, they were unoccupied precisely at the time they reportedly played a
role in the events of the wandering of the children of Israel in the wilderness.
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Back to the Future: The Clues to the Seventh Century BcE -

So where does this leave us? Can we say chat the Exodus, the wandering,
and —most important of all—the giving of the Law on Sinai do not pos-
sess even a kernel of truth? So many historical and geographical elements
from so many pertods may have been embedded in the Exodus story that it

‘ is hard to decide on a single unique period in which something like it”
might have occurred. There is the timeless thythm of migrations to Egy,Pt
in.andquity. There is the specific incident of the Hyksos domin:it.io.n_o-f the
delta_. in the Middle Bronze Age. There are the suggestive parallels to ele-
ments of the Ramesside era relating ‘to Egypr— together with the first
mention of Israel (in Canaan, not Egypt). Many of the place-names in the
Book of Exodus, such as the Red Sea-(in Hebrew Yam Suph), the river Shi-
hor in the edstern delta (Joshua 13:3), and the Israclites” stopping. place at -
Pi-ha-hiroth, seem ro have Egyptian etymologies. They are all related to
the geography of the Exodus, but they give no clear indication that they be-:
long to-a specific period in Egyptian history.

The historical vagueness of the Exodus story includes the fact that there
is no mendon by name of any specific Egyptian New Kingdom monarch -
(while later biblical materials do mention pharaohs by their namies, for
example Shishak and Necho). The identdfication of Ramesses IT as the
pharaoh of the Exodus came as the result of modern scholarly assumptions
based on the identification of the place-name Pi-Ramesses with Raamses
(Exodus 1:11; 12:37). But there are few indisputable links o the seventh cen-
tury BCE. Beyond a vague reference to the Israelites’ fear of taking the
coastal route, there is no mention of the Egyptian fortsin northern Sinai or
their scrongholds in Canaan. The Bible may reflect- New Kingdom reality,
but it might just as well reflect later conditions in the ron Age, closer to the
rime when the Exodus narradive was put in writing. .

And that'is precisely what the Egyprologist Donald Redfo:d has sug-
gested. The most evocative and consistent geographical details of die Exo-
dus story come from the seventh century BcE,; during the great era of
prosperity of the kingdom of Judah—six centuries after the events of the
Exodus were supposed to have taken place. Redford has shown just how
" many details in the Exodus narrative can be explained in this setting, which



66 - : ‘ THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

~ was also Egypt’s last period of imperial. power, under the rulers of the
Twenty-sb{tl‘; Dynasty.

The great kings of that dynasty, Psammerichus 1 (664610 BCE) and his
son Necho 1T (610595 sce), modeled themselves quite consciously on
Egypts far more ancient pharaohs. They were active in building projects
throughout the delra in an attempt to restore the faded glories of their state

- and increase its economic and milirary power. Psammetichus established
his capital in Sais in the western delta (thus the name Saite as an alternative
for the Twenty-sixth Dynasty). Necho was engaged in an even more ambi-
tious public works project in the eastern delra: cutting a canal through the
isthmus of Suez in order to connect the Mediterranean with the Red Sea
through the casternmost tributaries of the Nile. Archaeological exploration
of the eastern delta has revealed the initiation of some of these extraordi-
nary building activities by the Saite Dynasty—and. the presence of large
numbers of foreign settlers there. R ‘ :

In fact, the era of the Saite Dynasty provides us with one of the best his-
torical examples for the phenomenon of foreigners serding in the delta of
the Nile. In addition to Greek commercial colonies, which were estab-
lished there from the second half of the seventh century BCE, many mi-
grants from Judah were present in the delta, forming a large community by
the carly sixth century BCE (Jeremiah 44:1; 46:14). In addition, the public
works initiated in this period mesh well with the details of the Exodus ac-
count. Though asite carrying the name Pithom is mentioned in a late thir-
teenth century BCE text, the more famous and prominent city of Pithom
was.built in the late seventh century BCE. Inscriptions found at Tell
Maskhuta in the eastern delta led archacologists to idenrify this site with
the later Pithom. Excavations there revealed that except for a short occupa-
tion in the Middle Bronze Age, it was not settled until the time of the
TWenty—sixth Dynasty, when a significant city developed there. Likewise,
Migdol (mentioned in Exodus 14:2) is 2 common ritle for a forcin the tine
of the New Kingdom, but a specific, very important Migdol-is known in
ihe castern deltd in the seventh century BCE. It is not a coincidence that the
prophet Jeremiah, who lived in the late seventh and early sixth centuries
e, rells us (44:1; 46:14) about Judahites living_iﬁ the delta, specifically
mentioning Migdol. Finally, the name Goshen-—for the area where the Is-
raelites serded in the eastern delra (Genesis 45:10)—is not an Egyptian
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name but a Semitic one. Starting with the seventh century BCE the
Qedarite Arabs expanded to the fringe of the settled lands of the Levant,
and in the sixth century reached the delta. Later, in the fifth century, they
became a dominant factor in the delta. According to Redford, the name -
Goshen derives from Geshem-—a dynastic name in the Qedarite royal
family. . :
A seventh century BCE background is also evident in some of the pecu-
‘liar Egyptian names mentioned in the joseph story. All four names—
Zaphenath-paneah (the grand vizier of the pharach}, Potiphar (a:royal
officer), Potiphera (a priest), and Asenath (Potipheras daughter), though
used occasionally in earlier periods of Egyptian history, achieve their great-
est popularity in the seventh and sixth centuries 8CE. An additional seem-
ingly incidental detail seems to clinch the case for the biblical story having
integrated many details from this épeciﬁc period: the Egyptian fear of inva-
sion from the east. Egypt was never invaded from that direction before the
attacks by Assyria in the seventh century. Yet in the Joseph story, dramaric
tension is heightened when he accuses his brothers, newly arrived from
Canaan, of being spies who “come to see the weakness of the land” (Gene-
sis 42:9). And in the Exodus story, the pharaoh fears that the departing Is-
raelites will collaborate with an enemy. These dramatic touches would
make sense only affer the greatage of Egyptian péwer of the Ramesside pe-
riod, against the background of the invasions of an Egypt greatly weakened
by the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Persianis in the seventh and sixth cen-
turies. . ) . :
Lastly, all the major places that play a role in the story of the wandering
of the Israclites were inhabited in the seventh century; in some cases they
were occupied onfy at that time. A large fort was established ar Kadesh-
barnea in the seventh century. There is-a debate abour the identity of the
builders. of the fort——whether it served as a far southern outpost of the
- kingdom of Judah on the desert routes in the late seventh century or was
- built in the early seventh century under Assyrian auspices. Yet in either case
the site so prominent in the Exodus narrative as the main camping place of
the Israelites was an important and perhaps famous desert outpost in the
late monarchic period. The southern port city of Ezion-geber also Hour-
ished at this time. Likewise, the kingdoms of Transjordan were populous,
well-known localities in the seventh century. Most relevant is the case of
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Edom The Bible describes how Moses sent emissaries from Kadesh-barnea
to the king of Edom to ask permission to pass through his territory én the
way to Canaan. The king of Edom refused to grant the permission and the
Israclites had to bypass his land. According to the biblical narrative, then, '
there was a kingdom in Edom at that time. Archaeologacal investigations
indicate that Edom reached statehood only under Assyrian auspices in the
seventh centiry BCE. Before that period it was a sparsely settled fringe area
inhabited mainly by pastoral nomads. No less important, Edom was de-
stroyed by the Babylonians in the sixth century BCE, and sedentary activity
there recovered only in Hellenistic times.

All these indications suggest that the Exodus narrative reached its final
form during the time of the Twenty-sixth Diynasty, in the second half of the .
seventh and the first half of the sixth century BcE. Its many references to
specific places and events'in this period quite clearly suggest that the author

‘o authors integrated many contemporary details into the story. (It was in
. miuch the same way that European ifluminated manusct ipts of the M;ddle
Ages depicted ]erus:dem as.a European city with turrets and battlements in
order to heighten its direct impact on contemporary readers.) Older, less
formalized legends of liberation from Egypt could have been skillfully
woven into the powerful saga that borrowed familiar landscapes and mon-
uments. But can it be just a coincidence that the geographical and ethaic
details of both the patriarchal origin stories and the Exodus liberation story
bear the hallmarks of having been composed in the seventh century BCE?
Were there older kernels of historical rruth invelved, or were the basic sto-
ries first composed then?

Challenging a New Pharach

It is clear that the saga of liberation from Egypt was not composed as an
- original work in the seventh century sce. The main ourlines of the story
were certainly known long before, in the allusions to the Exodus and the
wandering in the wilderness contained in the oracles of the prophets Amos
(2:10; 3:1; 9:7) and Hosea (11:1 13:4) a full century before. Both shared a
' memory of a great event in history that concerned liberation from Egypt
and took place in the distant past. But what kind of memory was it?
The Egyptologist Donald Redford has argued that the echoes of the
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great events of the Hyksos occupation of Egypt and their violent éxpulsi'c_)n
from the delta resounded for centuries, to become a central, shared mein-
ory of the people of Canaan. These stories of Canaanite colonists estab-
lished in Egypt, reaching dominance in the delta and then being forced to
return to their homeland, could have served as a focus of solidarity and re-
sistance as the Egyptian control over Canaan grew tighter in the course of
the Late Bronze Age. As we will see, with the eventual assirnilation-of many
Canaanite communities into the crystallizing nation of Israel, that power-
ful image of freedom may have grown relevanr for an ever widening com-
munity. During the time of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, the Exodus
story would have endured and been elaborated as a national saga-—a call to
national unity in the face of continual threats from great empires. ‘

It is impossible to say whether or not the biblical narrative Was dn ex-
pansion and elaboration of vagiic memories of the imrigration of Canaan-
ites to Egypt and their expulsion from the delta in the second millénhium
BCE. Yet it seems clear that the biblical story of the Exodus drew its power
not only from ancient traditions and contemporary. geographacai and
demographic details but even more directly from contemporary poimcal
realities. :

The seventh century was a time of great revival in both Egypt.and
Judah. In Egypt, aftera long period of decline and difficult years of subjec-
tion to the Assyrian empire, King Psammetichus I seized power and trans-. -
formed Egypt into a major international power again. As the rule of the
Assyrian empire began’to crumble, Egypt moved in to fill the political vac-
uum, occupying former Assyrian territoties and establishing permanent
Egyptian rule. Berween 640 and 630 Bcs, when the Assyrians withdrew
their forces from Philistia, Phoenicia, and the area of the former kingdom
of Israel, Egypt took over most of these areas, :md political domination by
Egypt replaced the Assyrian yoke. : :

In Judah, this was the tiine of King Josiah. The idea that YHWH Wouid
ultimately fulfill the promises givén to the patriarchs, o Moses, and to
King David—of a vast and unified people of Israel living securely in their
land—-was a pblidcaﬂy and spiritually powerful one for Josiah’s subjects. It
was a time when Josiah embarked on an ambitious attempt o take advan-
tage of the Assyrian collapse and unite all Tsraelites under his rule. His pro-
gram was to expand to the north of Judah, to the territories where Israelites
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were still living a century after the fall of the kin‘g_d()'m of Israel, and to real-
ize the dream of a glorious united monarchy: a large and powerful state
of all Israelites worshiping one God in one Temple in one capital—
Ierusalem—_wand ruled by one king of Davidic lineage. ' ; 4

“T'he ambitions of mighty Egypt to expand its empire and of tiny Judah
o annex territories of the former kingdom of Israel and establish its inde-
pendence were therefore in direct conflict. Egypt of the Twenty-sixth Dy-
nasty, with its imperial aspirations, stood in the way of the fulfillment of
Josiahs dreams. Images and memories from the past now became the am-
munition in a national test of will berween the children of Israel and the
pharaoh and his charioteers. o

We can thus see the composition of the Exodus narrative from a striking
new perspective. Just as the written form of the patriarchal narratives wove
together the scattered traditions of origins in the service of a seventh cen-
tury national revival in Judah, the fully elaborated story of conflict with
Egypt—-of the great power of the God of Israel and his miraculous réscue
of his people—served an even more immediate political and military end.
The great saga of a new beginning and a second chance must have res-
onated in the consciousness of the seventh century’s readers, reminding
them of their own difficulties and giving them hope for the future.

Actitudes towards Egypt in late monarchic Judah were always a mixture
of awe and revulsion. On one hand, Egypt had always provided a safe
haven in time of famine and an asylum for runaways, and was perceived as
4 potential ally against invasions from the north. At the same time there
had always been suspicion and animosity toward the great southern neigh-
bor, whose ambitions from earliest times were to control the vital overland
passagé through the fand of Isracl northward to Asia Minor and Mes-
opotamia. Now a young leader of Judah was prepared to confront the great
pharaoh, and ancient traditions from many different sources were crafted
into a single sweeping epic that bolstered Josiah’s political aims.

New layers would be added to the Exodus story in subsequent cen-
'Euries—.—;during the exile in Babylonia and beyond. But we can now see
how the astonishing composition came together under the pressure of a
growing conflict with Egypt in the seventh century BCE. The saga-of Israel’s
Exodus from Egypt is neither historical truth nor literary fiction. It is a
powerful expression of memory and hope born in 2 world in the midst of
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change. The confrontation between Moses and pharaoh mirrored the mo-
mentous confrontation between the young King Josiah and the newly
crowned Pharaoh Necho. To pin this biblical image down to a single date is
to betray the story’s deepest meaning. Passover, proves to be not a single

event but a continuing experience of national resistance against the powers

that be. : _ ' A



[3}.

The Coﬁque;sht-of Canaan

Israel’s national destiny could be fulfilled only in the land of Canaan. The

book of Joshua tells the story of a lightning military campaign during .
which the powerful kings of Canaan were defeated in battle and the Is-
raelite tribes inherired their land. It is a story of the victory of God’s people
over arfogant pagans, a timeless epic of new frontiers conquered and cities
captured, in which the losers must suffer the uleimate punishments of dis-
possession and death. It is a stirring war saga, with heroism, cunning, and
bitter vengeance, narrated with some of the most vivid stories in the
Bible——the fall of the walls of Jericho, the sun standing still at Gibeon, and
the burning of the great Canaanite city of Hazor. It is also a detailed geo-
graphical essay about the .landscape of Canaan and a historical explanation
of how each of the twelve Israclite tribes came into its traditional territorial
inheritance within the promised land.

"Yet if, as we have seen, the Israelite Exodus did not take place in the -
manner described in the Bible, what of the conquest itself? The problems
are even greater. How could an army in rags, traveling with women, chil-
dren, and the aged, emerging after decades from the desert, possibly mount

_an effective invasion? How could such a disorganized rabble overcome the
~ great fortsesses of Canaan, with their professional armies and well-trained
corps of chariots?- '

7z
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Did the conquest of Canaan really happen? Is this central saga of the
Bible —and of the subsequent history of Isracl— history, or myth? Despi.te
the fact that the ancienr cities of Jericho, Al, Gibeon; Lachish, Hazor, and
nearly all the others mentioned_in the conquest story have been located
and excavared, the evidence for a historical conquest of Canaan by the Is-
raelites is, as we will see, weak. Here too, archaeological evidence can help
disentangle the evenis of history from the powerful imagés of an enduring
biblical tale.

Joshua’s Batrle Plan

. The saga of the conquest begins with the last of the Five Books of Moses-—
the book of Deuteronomy——when we learn that Moses, the great leader,
would not live to lead the children of Istacl into Canaan. As a member of
the generation that had personally experienced the bitterness of life in
Egypt, he too had to die without entering the Promised Land. Before his
death and burial on Mount Nebo in Moab, Moses stressed the importance
of the observance of God’s laws as a key to the coming conquest and, ac-
cording to God’s instructions, gave his long-time licutenant Joshua com-
mand over the Israelites. After generations of slavery in Egypt and forty
years of wandering in the desert, the Israelites were now standing on the
~ very border of Canaan, across the tiver from the land where their forefa-’
thers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had lived. God now commanded that the _
land be cleansed of all traces of idolatry —and that would enrail a complete
extermination of the Canaanires.

Led by Joshua-—a brilliant general with a flair for tactical surprise —the
Israclites soon marched from one victory to another in a stunning series of
sieges and open field bardes. Immediately across the Jordan lay the ancient
¢ity of Jericho, a place that would have to be taken if the Isra-,el.ites were to
establish a bridgehead. As the Israclites were preparing to cross the Jordan,

Joshua sent two spies into Jericho to gain intelligence on the'enemy prepa-
_-rations and the strength of the fortifications. The spies returned with the
o encouraging news (provided to them by a harlot named Rahab) that the in- -
"“habitants had already become fearful at the news of the Israelite approach.
The people of Israel immediately crossed the Jordan with the Ark of the
Covenant leading the camp. The story of the subsequent conquest of Jeri-
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<cho is almost too familiar to bear r_ecoi;nting: the Isrdelites followed. the
command of God as conveyed to them by Joshua, marching solemnly
around the high walls of city, and on.the seventh day, with a deafening blast
" of the Israclites’ war trumpets, the mighty walls of Jericho came rumbling
down (Joshua 6).
The next objective was the city of Ai, near Bethel, locatéd in the highlands
of Canaan at a strategic place on one of the main roads leading from the Jor-
‘dan valley to the hill country. This time the city was taken by Joshua’s bril-
liant tactics, worthy of the Greek warriors at Troy, rather than by a miracle.
While Joshua arranged the bulk of his troops i the open field to the east of
the city, taunting Ai’s defenders, he secretly set an ambush on the western
side. And when the warriors of Ai stormed out of the city to engage the. Is-
raclitesand pursue them into the desert, the hidden ambush unitentered the
undefended city and set it ablaze. Joshua then reversed his retrear and
slaughtered all of Ai’s inhabitants, taking all the catde and spoil of the city as
booty, and ignominiously hanging theking of Ai from a tree (Joshua 8:1-29).
Panic now began to spread among the inhabitants of other ‘cities in
Canaan. Hearing what had happened to the people of Jericho and Ai, the
Gibeonites, who inhabited four cities north of Jerusalem, sent emissaries to
Joshua to plead for meicy. Since they insisted that they were foreigners to
the country, not natives (whom God had ordered to be exterminated),
Joshua agreed to make peace with them. But when it was revealed that the
Gibeonites had lied and were indeed native to the land, Joshua punished
them by declaring that they would always serve as hewers of wood and
_ drawers of water” for the Israelites (Joshua 9:27). ‘
The initial victories of the Israelite invaders in Jericho and in the towns
of the central hill country became an immediate cause for concern among
the more powerful kings of Canaan. Adonizedek, the king of Jerusalem,
- quickly forged a military alliance with the king of Hebron in the southern
* highlands and the kings of Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon in the Shephelah
foothills to the west. The Canaanite kings marshaled their combined forces
. around Gibeon, butina lightning movement, marching all night from the
+Jordan valley, Joshua surprised the army of the Jerusalem coalition. The
* “Canaanite forces fled in panic along the steep ridge of Beth-horon to the
west. As they fled, God pummeled_'th_em with great stones from heaven. In
 fact, the Bible tells us, “there were more who died because of the hailstones



76 . © THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

than the men of Israel killed with the sword” (Joshua.1o:11). The sun was
" setting; but the righteous killing was not over, so Joshua turned to God in
the presence of the entire Israclite army and bid that the sun stand still
wnil the divine will was fulfilled. The sun then

stayed in the midst of heaven, and did not hasten to go down for abouta whole
day. There has been no day like it before or since, when the Lorp hearkened to

the voice of 2 man; for the Lorp foughe for Isracl.” (Josuua 10113-14)

The flecing kings were finaily captured and put to the sword. Joshua then
continued the campaign and destroyed the Canaanite cities of the south-
ern parts of the country, completely conquering that region for the people
of Israel. : '

Fhe final act took place in the north. A coalition of Canaanite kings -
headed by Jabin of Hazor, “a great host, in number like the sand that is
upon the sedshore, with very many horses and chariots” (Joshua r1:4), met
the Israclites in an open field battle in Galilee that ended with the complete
destruction of the Canaanite forces. Hazor, the most important city in
Canaan, “the head of all those kingdoms” (Joshua 1r:10), was conquered
and set ablaze. Thus with this victory the entire promised land, from the
sotthern desert to the snowy peak of Mount Hermon in the north, came
into Israelite possession. The divine promise had indeed been fulfilled. The
Canaanite forces were annihilated and the children of Israel settled down
to divide the land among the tribes as their God-given inheritance.

A Different Kind of Canaan

As with the Exodus story, archacology has uncovered a dramatic discrep-
ancy berween the Bible and the sitruation within Canaan at the suggested
date of the conquest, between 1230 and 1220 BCE.™ Although we know that
a.group named Israel was already present somewhere in Canaan by 1207
8CE, the evidence on the general political and military landscape of
Canaan suggests that a lightning invasion by this group would have been
impractical and unlikely in the extreme. '

* This dare; as we saw in the last (:izap[.cr, was suggested by presumed teferences to the Ramesside pharachs

in the Fxodus ﬁ'ax:riu_i_vcs and By the daté of the Meingpeah Stele (1207 Bcx) that indicaced “Isracl” was pres-
ent in Canaan by that sime. : :
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There is abundant evidence from Egyptian textsiof the Late Bronze Age
(15501150 BCE) on affairs in Canaan, in the form of diplomaric letters, lises
of conquered cities, scenes-of sieges engraved on the walls of temples in
Egypt, annals of Egyptian kings, literary works, and hymns. Perhaps the
most detailed source of information on Canaan in this period is provided by .
the Tell el-Amarna letters. These texts represent part of the diplomatic and’
military correspondence of the powerful pharachs Amenhotep IIT and his
son Akhenaten, who ruled Egypt in the fourteenth century scs.

The almost four hundred Amarna tablets, now scattered in museums
around the world, include letters sent to Egype by rulers of powerful states,

~such as the Hittites of Anarolia and the rulers of Babylonia. But most were
sent from rulers of city-states in Canaan, who were vassals of Egypt during
this period. The senders included the rulers of Canaanite cities thar would
" later become famous in the Bible, such as Jerusalem,’ Shechem, Megiddo,
Hazor, and Tachish.  Most important, the Amarna letters reveal that
Canaan was an Egyptian province; closely controlled by Egyptianadminis-
tration. The provincial capital was located in Gaza, bur E Lgyprian garrisons
were stationed at key sites throughout the country, like Beth-shean south of
the Sea of Galilee and at'the port of Jaffa (roday part of the city of Tel Aviv).
In the Bible, no Egyptians are réported outside the borders of Egyprand
none are mentiohed in any of the battles within Canaan. Yet contemporary
texts and archacological finds indicate that they ‘managed and carefully
watched over the affairs of the country. The princes of the Canaanite cicids,
(described in the book of Joshua as powerful enemies) were, in actualicy;
patherically weak. Excavations have shown thart the cities of Canaan'in this
period were not regular cities of the kind we know in larer history. They
were mainly administrative strongholds for the elite, housing the king, his
family, and his small ‘entourage of bureaucrats, with the peasants living
scariered throughout the surrounding countryside in small villages. The "
typical city had only a palace, a temple compound, and a few other public
edifices— probably residences for high officials; inns, and othér adminis-
trative buildings. But there were no city walls. The formidable Canaanice
cities déscribed in the conquest narrative were not protecred by fortifica-
tions! ' Cow -
_ The reason apparently was thar with Egypt firmly in charge of security
© for the entire province, there was no need of rhassive defensive walls. There
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was also an economic reason for the lack of fortifications at most Canaan-
ite cities. With the imposition of heavy tribute to be paid to the pharach by
the princes of Canaan, local petty rulers may not have had the means (or
the authority) to engage in monumental public works. In fact, Late Bronze
Age Ganaan was a mere shadow of the prosperous society that it had been
several centuries before, in the Middle Bronze Age. Many cities were aban-
' doned and others shrank in size, and the rotal settled population could not
have greatly exceeded one hundred thousand. One demonstration of the
small scale of this society is the request in one of the Amarna letters sent by
the king of Jerusalem to the pharach that he supply fifty men “to protect
the land.” The miniscule scale of the forces of the period is confirmed by
another letter, sent by the king of Megiddo, who asks the pharaoh to send
a hundred soldiers to guard the city from an artack by his aggressive neigh-
bor, the king of Shechem. R

The Amarna letters describe the situation dufing the fourteenth century
gcE, a hundred or so years before the supposed date of the Israelite con-
quest. We have fo such demailed source of information about affairs in
Canaan during the thirteenth century BCE. Yet Pharach Ramesses 11, who
ruled during most of the thirteenth century, was not likely to have slack-
ened his military oversight of Canaan. He was a strong king, possibly the
strongest of all pharaohs, who was deeply interested in foreign affairs]

‘Other indications——both literary and archaeological—seem to show
that in the. thirteenth century BCE, the grip of Egypt on Canaan was
stronger than ever. At times of reported unrest, the Egyptian army wouild
cross the Sinai desert along the Mediterranean coast and, march against
rebel cities or troublesome people. As mentioned, the military route in
northern Sinai was protected by a series of forts and supplied with freshwa-
tersources. After crossing the desert, the Egyptian army could casily rout
any r_ebel forces and impose its will on the local population. '

Archdeology has uncovered dramaticevidence of the extent.of Egyptian
presence.in Canaan itself. An Egyptian stronghold was excavated at the site
of Beth-shean to the south of the Sea of Galilee in the 1920s. Its various
structures and courtyards contained statues and inscribed hieroglyphic
monuments from the days- of the pharaohs Seti I (1294—1279 BCE),
Ramesses II (1279—1213 BCE), and Ramesses I (11841153 BcE). The an-
cient Canaanite city of Megiddo disclosed evidence for strong Egyprian in-+
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fluence as [are as the days of Ramesses VI, who ruled roward the end of the
twelfth century sce. This was long after the supposed conques’t'of Canaan
by the Israclites.

Ir is highly unlikely that the Egypuan gartisons throughout the country
would have remained on the sidelines as a group of refugees {from Egypt)
wreaked havoc throughout the province of Canaan. And jt is inconceivable
that the destruction of so many loyal vassal cities by the invaders would
have left absolutely no tace in 'therextens'ive records of the Egyptian em-
pire. The only independent mention of the name Israel in this period—
the victory stele of Merneptah—announces only that this otherwise
obscure people, living in Canaan, had suffered a crushing defeat. Some-
thing clearly doesn’t add up when the biblical account, the archaeological
evidence, and the Egyptian records are placed side by side,

In Ehe.F_ootsteps of Joshua?

There are, however—or at least there have been— counterarguments to
the Egyptian evidence. First of all, it was clear thart the book of Joshua was
not a completely imaginary fable. It accurately reflected the geography of
the land of Israel. The course of Joshua’s campaign followed a logical geo-
graphical order. At the begmmng of the twentieth century, a number of
scholars selected sites that could be confidently identified with the progress
of the Israelite conquest and began digging—to sce if-any evidence of
fallen walls, burnt beams, and wholesale destruction could be found.

The most prominent figure in this quest was again the American scholar
William Foxwell Albright, of Johns Hopkins 'University in Baltimore, a
brilliant linguist, historian, biblical scholar, and field archaeologist, who
had argued that the patriarchs were authentic historical personalities. On
the basis of his reading of the archaeological -evidence he believed thar
Joshua's exploits were also historical. Albright’s most famous excavation
. took place between 1926 and 1932 at a mound named Tell Beit Mirsim, lo-
cated in the foothills southwesr of Hebron (Figure 9, p.74). On the basis of
" its geographical position, Albright identified the site with the Canaanite
city of Debir, whose conquest by the Israelites is mentioned in three differ-
ent stories in the Bible: twice in the book of Joshua (10:38+39; 15:15-19) and
once in the book of Judges (1:11-15). Though the identification was later .
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cﬁaﬂengec%, the archaeological finds from Tell Beit Mirsim remain central
to the -hi_storical debate.

The excavations revealed a small'and relatively poor unwalled town that
was destroyed: by a sudden catastrophic fire toward the end of the Late -
Bronze Age-—according to Albright, around 1230 BCE. Over the ashes of
this burnt éity, Albright perceivcd what he thought was evidence for the ar-
rival of new setders: a scattering of coarse pottery that he kaew from other
sites in the highlands and that he intuitively identified as Israelite. The evi-
dence seemed proof of the historicity of the biblical narratives: a Canaanite

_city (imentioned in the Bible) was set ablaze by the Israelites, who.then in-
herited it and settled on its ruins. \ : o _

Indeed, Albright’s results seemed ro be reproduced everywhere. At ‘the
ancient moundatthe Arab Viﬂ'ag}: of Beitin, identified with the biblical city
of Bethel, about nine miles north of Jerusalem, excavations revealed a
Canaanite city inhabited in the Late Bronze. It was destroyed by fire in the
late thirteenth century BCE and apparently resettled by a different group in
the Tron Age I It matched the biblical story of the Canaanite city of Luz,
which was taken by members of the house of Joseph, who resettled jitand
changed its name to Bethel (Judges 1:22-26). Farther south, at the impos-
ing mound of Tell ed-Duweir in the Shephela‘h, a site identified with the
famous biblical city of Lachish (Joshua ro:31-32), a British expedition in -

" the 19305 uncovered remains of yet another great Late Bronze Age city de-
stroyed in a conflagration. ' : -

The discoveries continued in the 1950s, after the establishment of the
state of Israel, when Isracli archaeologists began to concentrate on the
question of the conquest of the promised land: In 1956, the leading Israeli
archaeologist, Yigael Yadin, initiated excavations at the ancient city of
Hazor, described in the book of Joshua as “the head of all those kingdoms”

(Joshua re:10). It was an ideal testing ground for the archaeological search
for the Israelite conquest. Hazot, identified with the huge mound of Tell el-
Waqqas in upper Galilee on the basis of its location and prominence,
proved to be the largest city of Late Bronze Canaan. It covered an area of
cighty hectares, eight times larger than such prominent sites as Megiddo

 and Lachish. , ‘ '

" Yadin discovered that although Hazor’s peak of prosperity occurred in

-the Middle Bronze Age (20001550 8CE), it continued to prosper well into
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the Late Bronze Age. It was a fabulous city, with temples and a huge palace.
Thar palace’s opulence in architectural style, statuary, and other small
finds—already hinted at by the results of Yadin’s excavations— has since
been uncovered in the 1990s in the course of the renewed excavations at
Hazor led by Amnon Ben-Tor of the Hebrew University. A number of
cuneiform tablets hint at the presence of a royal archive, One of the recov-
cred tablets bears the royal name Ibni, and a king of Hazor named Ibni-
Addu is mentioned in the Mari archive. Though both date to much earlier
times (in the Middle Bronze Age), they may relate etyinologically to the
name of Jabin, the king of Hazor mentioned in the Bible. The suggestive
recurrence of this name may indicate thatitwas a dynastic name associated
with Hazor for centurle&mand rememnbered Iong a&er the city was de-
stroyed. ' ‘
The Hazor excavations showed that the splendor of the Canaanite city;
like that of so.many other cities in various parts of the country, came to a
brutal end in-the thirteenth’ century BCE: Suddenly; with no apparént
alarm and litdle sign of decline, Hazor was atracked, destroyed, and ser
ablaze. The mud brick walls of the palace, which were baked red from the
terrible conflagration, are stll preserved today to a height of six feet. After
a period of abandonment, a poor settlement was éstablished in one part of
the vast ruins. Its pottery resembled that of the early Israelite sectlements in
- the central hill couritry to the south.
Thus, for much of the twentieth century, archaeology seemed to con-
firm the Bible’s account. Unforrunately the scholarly consenisus would
eventually dissolve.

Did the Trumpei-:s Really Blast?

~In‘the midst of the euphoria—almost at the very moment when it seemed
. that the battle of the conquest was won for Joshita— some troubling con-
tradictions emerged. Evenas the world press was reporting. that Joshua’s
 conquest had been confirmed, many of the most 1mpertzmt pieces of the
archaeological puzzle simply did nort fic.
~ Jericho was among the most important. As we have noted, the cities of
Canaan were unfortified and there were no walls that could have come
tumbling down. In the case of Jericho, there was no trace of a sectlement
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of any kind in the thirteenth century BCE, and the earlier Late Bronze set-
tlement, dating to the fourteenth century 8CE, was small and poor, almost
insigniﬁéant, and unfortified. There was also no sign of a destruction. Thus
the famous scene of the Israclite forces marching around the walled town
with the Ark of the Covenant, causing Jericho’s mighty walls to cotlapse by
the blowing of their war trumpets was, to put it simply, a romantic mirage.

A similar discrepancy between archacology and the Bible was found at

the'site of ancient Al, whc;’r_es according to the Bible, Joshua carried out his
clever ambush. Scholars identified the large mound of Khirbet ec-Tell, fo-
cated on the eastern flank of the hill country northeast of Jerusalem, as the
ancient site of Al Its geographical location, just to the east of Bethel, closely
matched the biblical description. The site’s modern Arabic name, et-Tell,
means “the ruin,” which is more or less equivalent to the meaning of the
biblical Hebrew name Ai. And there was no alternative Late Bronze Age site
anywhere in the vicinity. Between, 1933 and 1935, the Erench-trained Jewish
Palestinian archaeologist Judith Marquet-Krause carried-out a large-scale
excavation at et- Tell and found extensive remains of a huge Farly Bronze
Age city, dated over a millennium before the collapse of Late Bronze
Canaan. Not a single pottery sherd or any other indication of sertlement
there in the Late Bronze Age was recovered. Renewed excavations at the site
in the 196os produced the same picture. Like Jericho, there was no settle-
ment at the time of its supposed conquest by the children of Israel.

And what about the saga of the Gibeonites with their pleading for
protection? Excavations at the mound in the village of el-Jib, pnorth of
Jerusalem, which a scholarly consensus idenrified as the site of biblical
Gibeon, revealed remains from the Middle Bronze Age and from the Iron
Age, but none from the Late Bronze Age. Anid archacological surveys at
the sites of the other three “Gibeonite” towns of Chephirah, Beeroth, and
Kiriath-jearim revealed the same picture: at none of the sites were there any
Late Bronze Age remains. The same holds true for other towns mentioned
in the conquest narrative and in the summary list of the kings of Canaan_
(]oshud 12). Among them we find Arad (in the Negev) and Heshbon (in
Transjordan), which we mentioned in the last chaprer. :

. Passionate explanations and complex rationalizations were not long in
coming, because there was so much at stake, Regarding Ai, Albright sug:
gested that the story of its conquest originally referred to nearby Bethel, be-
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cause Bethel and Ai were so closely associated both geogmplncaﬂy and tra-
ditionally. In the case of Jericho, some scholars sought environmental ex-
planations. They suggested that the entire stratum representing Jericho at
the tdme of the conquest, including the fortifications, had been eroded
away.

Omnly recently has the consensus ﬁnaiiy abandoned the conquest story.
As for the destruction of Bethel, Lachish, Hazor, and other Canaanite
cities, evidence from other parts of the Middle East' and the eastern
Mediterranean sﬁggests that the destroyers were not necessarily Israelites.

The Mediterranean Wérld ot the Thirteenth Century VBCE

The Bible’s geographical focus is almost entirely on the land of Israel, but
in order to understand the magnitude of the events thar took place at the
end of the Late Bronze Age, one must look far beyond the borders of -
- Canaan, to the entire eastern Mediterranean region (Figure 10). Digs'in
Greece, Turkey, Syria, and Egypt reveal a stunning story of upheaval, war,
and widespread social breakdown. In the last years of the thirteenth cen-
tury BCE and the beginning of the twelfth, the entire ancient world went
through a dramatic transformation, as a devastating crisis swept away the '
Bronze Age kingdoms and a new world began to emerge. This was one of
the most dramatic and chaotic periods in history, with old emplres falling
and new forces rising to take their place. _
Beforchand—as late as the mid=thirteenth century BcE——two great
empires ruled the region. In the south, Egypt was at its peak. Ruled by
Ramesses II, it conurolled Canaan, including. the territories of modern
Lebanon and southwestern Syria. In the south it dominated Nubia, and in
the west it ruled over Libya. The Egyptian empire was engaged in monu-
mental building activity and participated in lucrative trade in the eastern
- Mediterranean. Emissaries and merchants from Crete, Cyprus, Canaan,
- and Haud frequented Egypt and broughr gifts to the pharaoh. Turquoise
and copper mines in Sinai and the Negev were exploited by Egyptian expe-
ditions. There had never been such an expansive or powerful empire in
Egypt. One needs only to stand before the Abu Simbel temple in Nubia or
the famous temples of Karnak and Luxor to feel the grandeur of Egypt in
- the thirteenth century Bcs.
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"The other great empire of the region was centered in Anatolia. This was -
the mighty Hittite state, which was ruled from its capital, Hartusha, east of
the modern Turkish capltal of Ankara. The, Hittites controlled Asia Minor
and northern Syria, They reached remarkable heights in architecture, liter-
ature, and warfare. The immense city of Hattusha, with its stupendous
fortifications and rock—cut temple, gives modern visitors a sense of the Hit-
tites” greatness.

The. two empires— Egyptian -and Hltt[te———border{:d cach other in
Syria. The inevitable clash berween them came at the beginning of the thir-
teenth century. The two formidable armies met at Kadesh on the Orontes
River in western Syria. On ode side was Muwatallis, che Hirtite kl!lg, on
the other side stood the then young and inexperienced Ramesses 11. We
have records of the battle from both sides and both claim vicrory. The truth
was somcwhere in the middle. Apparenty the battle ended with no clear
winner and the two great powers had to compromise. The new Hirtite
- king, Hartusilis I, and the now bartte-hardened Ramesses II soon signed
"2 peace treaty.that pronounced friendship between the two powers and

renouncect hostilities “forever.” It was séaled with the symbolic act of
Ramesses taking a Hittite princess as his bride.
"The world created by this Egyptian-Iittite stalemate offered increasing
_ oppottunities for another grear power, in the West. It was a scrong force not
because of ‘military might but because of maritime skills. This was the
Mycenaean world, which produced the famous citadels of Mycenae and
Tiryns and the opulent palaces of Pylos and Thebes. It was the world that
apparently provided the romantic background to the Wiad and the Odyssey;
the world that produced the famous ﬁgureé of Agamemnon, Helen, Priam,
and Odysseus. We are not sure if the Mycenaean world was ruled by one
. center, such as Mycenae. More probably it was a system of several centers
that each ruled large territories: something like the city-states of Canaan or-
the polis system of classical Greece, but on a much bigger scale.

"The Mycenaean world, which was first revealed in the dramatic excava-
tions of Heinrich Schliemann in Mycenae and Tiryns in the late nine-
teenth century, started revealing its secrets years later, when its Linear B
* script was deciphered. The tablets found in the Mycenagan palaces proved

* that the Mycenaeans spoke Greek. Their power and wealth apparcntfy
- came from trade in the eastern Mediterranean.
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The island of Cyprus—known at that time as Alashiya—also played an
important role ins this world of the thirteenth century BCe. Tt was the main
producer of copper in the eastern Mediterranean and a gateway to the
. trade with the Levant. Impressive structures buile with ashlar blocks show
how prosperous the istand became at that time. '

The Late Bronze Age world was characterized by great power, wealth,
and active tradé. The now famous shipwreck of Ulu Burun, found off the
coast of southern Turkey, gives a hint of the boom times. A ship carrying a
cargo of Engo.és of copper and tin, logs of cbony, terebinth resin, hip-
popotamus and elephant ivory, ostrich eggshells, spices, and other goods
was sailing along the coast of Asia Minor sometime around 1300 BCE when
it apparently went down in a storm. Underwater excavations of the wreck
and recovery of its rich cargo have shown that this small vessel —certainly
not exception%il at the timé—plied the lucrative routes of trade in the en-
tire. eastern Mediterranecan, with lavish artifaces and consumer gbods
picked up in every port of call. ,

It is important to keep in mind that this world was not just an ancient
version of a modern Common Market, with each nation trading freely
swith all the rest, Tt was a world that was tightly controlled by the kings and
princes of every political region, and carefully watched over by Egypt and
the other great powers of the time. In this world of order and prosperity for
the Bronze Age elites, the suddenness and violence of their downfall would
have certainly made a lasting immpression——in memory, legend, and poetry.

. The Great Upheaval

The view from the palaces of the city-states of Canaan may have looked
peaceful, but there were problems on the horizon, pmbiexﬁs that would
bring the whole economy and social structure of the Late Bronze Age
crashifig down. By 1130 BCE, we see a whole different world, so different
that an. inhabitant 'of Mycenae; or of No Amon (the capital of Egypt,
today’s Luxor), ot of Hattusha from 1230 BCE would not be able to recog-
nize it By then, Egypt was a poor shadow of its past glory and had lest
most of its:foreign territories. Hatti was no more, and Harterusha lay in
ruins: The Mycenaean world was a fading memory, its palatial centers de-
stroyed. Cyprus was transformed; its trade in copper and other goods had
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ceased. Many large Canaanite ports along the Mediterranean coast includ-
ing the great maritime emporium of 'Uga'rit in the north were burnt to
ashes. Impressive inland cities, ?uch as. Megiddo and Hazor, were aban-
doned fields of ruins.

What happened? Why did the old world disappear? Schoiarq ‘who have
worked on this problem have been: convinced that a major cause was the
invasions of mysterious and violent groups named the Sea Peoples; mi-’
grants who came by land and sea from the west and cievastated_e{ferything.
that stood in their way. The Ugaritic and Egyptian records of the carly
twelfth century Bce mention these marauders. A text found in the ruins of
the port city of Ugarit provides dramaric tééri,mony for the situation
around 1185 BCE. Sent by Ammurapi, the last king of Ugarix, to the king of
Alashiya (Cyprus), it frantically describes héw‘“enemy boats have arrived,
the enemy has set fire to the cities and wrought havoc. My troops ‘are in
Hittite country, my boats in Lycia, and the country has been left to its own.
devices.” Likewise, a letter of the same period from the great king of Hatti
to the prefect of Ugarit expresses his anxiety about the presence of a group
of Sea People called Shiqalaya, “who live on boats.”

Ten years later, in 1175 8CE, it was all over in the norch. Harttd, Alashlya,
and Ugarit lay in ruins. But Egypt was still a formidable power, determined
to make a desperate defense. The monumental inscriptions of Ramesses 11
at the temple of Medinet Habu in Upper Egypt recount the Sea People’s
" purported conspiracy to ravage the settled lands of the eastern Mediter-
ranean: “The foreign countries made a conspiracy in their islands. . . . No
fand could stand before their arms. . . . They were coming forward toward
Egypt, while the flame was prepared before them. Their confederation was
.the Philistines, Tjeker, Shekelesh, Denyen, and Weshesh, lands united. -
They laid their hands upon the lands as far as the circuit of the earth, their
hearts confident and trusting: ‘Our plans will succeed?” ” .

Vivid depictions of the subsequent bartles cover an outside wall of the
temple (Figure 11). In one, a tangle of Egyptian and foreign ships are shown
*in the midst of a chaotic naval engagement, with archers poised to strike
. the ships of their enemies, and dying warriors falling into. the sea. The
* seaborne invaders look very different from the Egyptians, or from repre- -
sentations of Asiatic people in Egyptian art. The most striking feature in
their appearance is their distinctive headgear: some wear horned helmets,
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Figure 1z Relief from the mortuary temple of Ramesses il at Mcdinct Habu in Upper
Egypt, showing the naval batde with the Sea Peoples.

«

others strange feathered headdresses. Nearby, depictions of an intense land
battle show Egyptians engaging the Sea People warriors, while families of
men, women, and children riding wooden ox carts for an overland migra-
tion watch helplessly. The outcome of the land and sea battles, according to
Pharach Ramesses [ITs description, was decisive: “Those who reached my
frontier, their seed is not, their heart and their soul are finished forever and -
ever. Those who came forward ‘together on the sea, the full lame was in
front of them. . . . They were dragged in, enclosed, and prostrated on the
“beach, killed, and made into heaps from tail to head.” '

“Who were these threatening Sea Peoples? Thereisa contmmng scholarly
debate abour their origin and the facrors that set them in motion toward
the south and east. Some say they were Acgean; others look to southern

~Anatolia for theirorigin. ‘But what set thousands of uprooted people onto
the iand and sea routes in search of new homes? One possibility is that they

 were a’ ragmg confederation of frecbootes, roodess sailors, and dispos-

sessed peasants driven by famine, population pressure, or scarcity of land.
By moving eastward and destsoying the fragile network of international
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trade in the ecastern Medlterranean, they disrupted the Bronze Age
economies and sent the great empires of the time to oblivion. More recent
theories have offered dramatically different explanations. Some point to
sudden climatic change that devastated agriculture and caused widespread
famine. Others hypothesize a complete breakdown of societies throughout
the eastern- Mediterranean that had become too specialized- to survive eco-
- nomic change or social stress. In both these possible scenarios, the sudden
~migrations of the Sea Peoples were not the cause but the effect. In other
words, the breakdown of the palace economies of the Late Bronze Age sent
hordes of uprooted people roaming across the eastern Mediterranean to
find new homes and livelihoods.

The truth is, we really don’t know the precise cause of the Late Bronze
Agé collapse throughout the région. Yet the archaeological evidence for the
outcome is clear. The most dramatic evidence comes from southern Is-
rael—from Philistia, the land-of the Philistines, who were one of the Sea
Peoples mentioned in the inscription of Ramesses 111. Excavations in two
of the major Philistine centers— Ashdod and Ekron-—uncovered evi-
dence about these troubled years. In the thirteenth century BcE, Ashdod in
particular was a prosperous Canaanite centér under Egyprtian influence.
Both Ashdod and Ekron survived at least until the days of Ramesses I11 and
at least one of them, Ashdod, was then destroyed by fire. The Philistine im-
migrants founded cities on the ruins, and by the twelfth century 8CE, Ash-
dod and Ekron had become prosperous cities, with a new material culture.
The older mix of Egyptian and Canaanire features in architecture and ce-
ramnics was replaced by something utterly new in this part of the Mediter-

-ranean: Aegean-inspired architecture and pottery styles.
In other parts of the counury, the Late Bronze Age order was disrupted
by spreading violence whose source is not entirely clear. Because of thelong
_ period of time—nearly a century-—during which the Canaanite city-state
system collapsed, it is possible that the intensifying crisis led to conflicts
‘between neighboring Canaanite cities over control of vital agricultural
~land and peasant villages. In soine cases the increasingly hard-pressed peas-
ants and pastoral population may have attacked the wealthy cities in their
midst. One by one, the old Canaanite centers fell in sudden, dramatic con-
* flagrations or went into gradual decline. In the north, Hazor, was set on
" fire, with the statues of gods in its royal palace decapitated and smashed.
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On the coastal plain, Aphek was destroyed in a terrible fire; a cuneiform

 tablet dealing with a vital wheat rransaction between Ugarit and Egypt was
found in the thick destruction debris. Farther south, the imposing

. Canaanite city of Lachish was torched and abandoned. And in the rich
Jezseel valley, Megiddo was set aflame and its palace was buried under six
feet of burnt brick debris. ' :

It should be stressed that this great transformation was not sudden in
every place. The archaeological evidence indicates that the destruction of
Canaanite society was a relarively long and gradual process. The pottery
types found in the rubble of Late Bronze Age Hazor lack the characreristic
shapes of the late thirteenth century, so it must have been devastated some-
what earlier. At Aphelk, the cuneiform letter in the layer of desuuction
bears names of officials from Ugarit and Egypt who are known from other
sources—and can be thus dated to around 1230 BCE. The Egyptian strong-
hold there could have been devastated at any time in the two or three
decades that followed. The excavators at Lachish found in the destruction
layer a metal fragment— probably a fitting for the main gate of the city=—
bearing the name of Pharaoh Ramesses [1L. This find tells us that Lachish
must have been desiroyed no earlier than the reign of this monatch, who

~ ruled between 1184 and 1153 BCE. Finally, a metal base of a statue carrying

the name of Ramesses VI (11431136 BCE) was found in the ruins of
"Megiddo, indicating that the great Canaanite center of the Jezreel valley
was probably destroyed in the second half of the twelfth century.

The kings of each of these four cities—— Hazor, Aphek, Lachish, and

Megiddo——are reported to have been defeated by the Tsraelites under
~ Joshua. But the archaeological evidence shows that the destruction of those
cities took place over a span of more than a century. The possible causes in-
clude invasion, social breakdown, and civil strife. No single military force
did it, and certainly not in one military campaign.

Memories in Transttion

Even before the archacological findings had called the historical basis of
Joshua's conq_ﬁcst of Canaan into quéstion, a small circle of German bibli-
cal scholars had been speculating about:the development of Israclite liter-
ary traditions rather than battlefield strategies. As heirs to the tradition of
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the higher criticism of the nineteenth century, they pointed out the inner
inconsistencies of the biblical text, which contains at least two distinct and
mutually contradicrory versions of the conquest of Canaan.,

The German scholars had always considered the boolk of Joshua tobe a
complex collection of legends, hero tales, and local myths, from various
parts of the country, that had been composed aver centuries. The'bibiicqi
scholars Albrecha Alt and Martin Noth, in particular, argued that many of
the tales preserved within the book of Joshua were 1o more than etmlogi— '
cal traditions—that is to say, they were legends about how famous land-
marks or natural curiosiries came to be. For example, the people living in
and around the Iron Age town of Bethel undoubtedly noticed the huge
mound of Early Bronze Age ruins just to the east. This ruin was almost ten
times bigger than their own town and the remains of its fortifications were
still impressive. So-—argued Alr and Nothw—lﬁ-gend's‘ might have started
growing around the ruins, tales of the victory of ancient heroes that ‘ex-

_plained how it was possible for such a great city to be destroyed.

In another region of the country, the people fiving in the foothills of the -
Shephelah may have been imnpressed by the sheer size of a stone blocking
.the entrance to a mysterious cave near the town of Makkédah. So stories
could have arisen that linked the huge stone with heroic acts in their own
hazy past: the stone sealed the cave where five ancient kings hid and were
later buried, as explained in Joshua 10:16—27. According to this view, the
biblical stories that concluded with the observation that a certain landmark
could still be seen “to this very day” were probably legends of this kind. At
acertain point these individual stories were collected and linked to the sin-
gle campaign of a great mythical leader of the conquest.

" In contrast to their estimation of the largely legendary character of the
book of Joshua, Alt and Noth regarded the first chaprer of the book of
Judges as possessing a possible rcliable nucleus of memories of ancient vic-

: tories by widely scattered hill country militias over the various cities that
had dominated them. Indeed, the chaotic situation of the destruction of
- Canpaanite cities in some piac_es and their survival in others corresponds'
more closely to the archaeological evidence. Yer there is no reason why the

- conquest narrative of the book of Joshua cannor also include folk memo-
ties and legends that commemorated this epoch-making historical trans-

formation. They may offer us highly fragmentary glimpses of the violence,

-
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the passi.on, the euphoria at the destruction of cities and the horrible
staughter of their inhabitants that clearly occurred. Such searing experi-
ences are not likely to have been torally forgotten, and indeed, their once-
vivid memorties, growing progresswely vaguer over the centuries, may have
become the raw material for a far more elaborate retelling. Thus there is no
reason to suppose that the burning of Hazor by hostile forces, for example,
never took place. But what was in actuality a chaotic series of upheavals
caused by many different factors and carried out by many different groups
became—many centuries later—a brilliantly crafted saga of terrirorial
conquest under God’s blessmg and direct command. The literary produc-
tion of that saga was undertaken for purposes quite different from the
commemoration of local légénds. It was, as we will see, an important step
toward the creation of'a Pan-Israelite identicy.

Back to the Future Agam?

This basic plcturc of the gradual accumulanon of legends and stories—
and their eventual incorporation into a single coherent saga with a definite
theological outlook-—was a product of that astonishingly creative period
of literary production in the kingdom of Judah in the seventh century BCE.
Perhaps most telling of all the clues that the book of Joshua was written at

“this time is the list of towns ih the territory of the tribe of Judah, given in
detail in Joshua r5:21-62. The list precisely corresponds to the borders of
the kingdom of Judah duiring the reign of Josiah. Moreover, the place-
names mentioned in the list closely correspond to the seventh-century BCE
settlement patrern in'the same region. And some of the sites were occupied
only in the final decades of the seventh century BCE.

But geography is not the only link to the age of josiah. The ideology of
religious reform and territorial aspirations characteristic of the period are
also evident. Biblical scholars have long seen the book of Joshua as part of
the so-called Deuteronomistic History, the seven-book compilation of
biblical material from Deuterenomy to 2 Kings that was compiled during -
the reign of Josiah. The Deuteronomistic History repeatedly returns to the
idea that the entire land of Israel should be ruled by the divinely chosen
leader of the entire people of Isracl, who strictly follows the laws handed
down at Sinai—and the even stricter warnings against idolatry given by
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Moses in the book of Deuteronomy. The language, style, and uncompro- -
mising theological messages conveyed by the book of Deuteronomy are .
found throughout the book of Joshua—- parucularly in passages where the
stories of individual battles are woven together in the laxger narrative. And
the overall battle plan of the book of Joshua fits seventh century realities far
better than the situation of the Late Bronze Age. '

The first two battles in the book of Joshua, at Jericho and Ai (that is, the

~area of Bethel), were fought in territories that were the first target of
Josianic expanisionism after the withdrawal of Assyria from the province of
Samaria. Jericho was the southeasternmost outpost of the northern King--
dom of Israel and the later Assyrian provinge, situated opposite a strategic
ford in the Jordan River. Bethel was the main, much-hated cult center of
the northérn kingdom and a focus of Assyrian resettlement of non-Israelite
pcoples * Both places were later targets of Josianic activity: Jericho and its
rtegion flourished after the Judahite. takeover, and the northcm temple at
Bethel was completely destroyed. '

So too, the story of the conquest of the Shephelah paralleis the renewed
Judahite expansion into'this very important and fertile region. This area-—
the traditional breadbasket of Judah—was conquered by the Assyrians a
few decades earlier and given to the dities of Philistia. Indeed, 2 Kings 22:1
tells us that Josiah's mother came from a town named Bozkath. This place is
mentioned only-one more time in the Bible——in the list of the towns of the
tribe of Judah, that dite to the time of Josiah. (Joshua 15:39). There Bozkath
'appea_rs between Lachish and Eglon—the two Canaanite ciries that play a
major role in the narrative of Joshua's conquest of the Shephelah.

© The saga of Joshua's campaign then turns toward the north, expressing a
seventh century vision of future territorial conquest. The reference to
Hazor calls to mind not only its reputation in the distant past as theé most

_ prominent of the Canaanite city-states but also the realities of only a cen-

* The siory of the Gibeonites, who had “come from a far country” and sought to make a covenant with the
invading Israclives Goshua 9:3-27), may also refléct an adaptation of an old cradition to a sevénth century re-
&_'ahty Expanding northward inco the arca of Beche} afier the retrear of Assyria, Judah facéd a problem of how
.t integrate the descendants of the deportees broughe by the Assyrians from afar and settfed there a few
decades carlier: The mention 'of Avvim'in this area in Joshua 18:23 recalls the bane Avvawone of the places.
of origin of the deportees listed'in 2 Kings 17:24. Especially crucial in the Josianic era was the question of
_“How to absogb those whe were sympathetic to Judah into the community. The old story of the Gibeonites
“could provide a “historical” contexe in which the Deuteronomist explained how this mighe be done, -
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wury before, when IHazor was the most 1mp0rtant center of the kingdom of
Israel, in the north, and a bit later an important regional center of the As-
syrian empire, with an impressive palace and a fortress. No less meaningful
is the mention of Naphot Dor, possibly alluding to the days when the
coastal city of Dor served as the capital of an Assyrian province.

In sum, the northern territories described in the book of Joshua corre-
~ spond to the vanquished kingdom of Israel and later Assyrian provinces
that Judah believed were the divinely determined inheritance of the people

of Israel, soon to be reclaimed by a “new” Joshua.

A New Conquest of the Promised Land?

By the time of }osiah;s coronarion in ‘639 BCE, the idea of the sanctity and
unity of the land of Isracl—a concept that would be stressed with such
great passion by the book of Deuteronomy——was far from realization. Ex- -
cept for the tiny heartdand of the kingdom of Judah (the traditional
birthright of the tribes of Judah and Simeon and a narrow sliver of the tra-
ditional land of Benjamin, just to the north), the vast majority of the
promised fand had lain under the rule of a foreign power, Assyrta, for al-
most a century. And Judah, too, was a vassal of Assyria.

" The Bible’s explanation for this unhappy situation was as grim as it was
simple. In recent times; the people of Israel had not fulfilled the laws of the
- covenant that were the central prerequisite for their possession of the land. .
They had not eradicated every trace of pagan worship. They had not ceased
. 1o offer praise to the gods of other peoples in their attempts to gain wealth
through trade or political alliances. They had not faithfully followed the

laws of purity in personal life. And they had not cared even to offer the
slightest relief to their fellow Israclites who had found themselves destitute,
enslaved, or deeply in-debt.-In a word, they had ceased to be a holy
community. Only scrupulous adherence to-the legislation in the recently
discovered “book of the Law” would overcome the sins of previous genera-
tions and allow them to regain possession of the entire land of Israel.

““A few years later the Assyrians withdrew and the unification of all Is-
raelites seemed possible. The book of Joshua offered an unforgettable epic
with a clear lesson--—how, when the people of Israel did follow the Law of
the covenant w1th God to the letter, no victory could be denied to them.
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That point was made with some of the most vivid folktales—--the fall of the
walls of Jericho, the sun standing stll ar Gibeon, the rout of Canaanite

kings down the narrow ascent at Beth-horon-——recast as a single epic

against a highly familiar and suggestive seventh century background, and

played out in places of the greatest concern to. the Deuteronomistic ideol-

ogy. In reading and reciting these stories, the Judahirtes of the late seventh

century BCE would have seen their deepest wishes and religious beliefs éx-’
pressed. ‘

In that sense, the book of Joshua is a classic literary expression of the '
yearnings and fantasies of a people at a certain time and place. The tower-
ing figure of Joshua is used to evoke a metaphorical portrait of Josiah, the
would-be savior of all the people of Istael. Indeed, the American biblical
scholar Richard D. Nelson has demonstrated how the figure of Joshua is
described in the Deuteronomistic history in terms usually reserved for a
" king. God’s charge to Joshua at his assumption of leadership (Joshua 1:1—9)
is framed in the phraseology of'a royal installation. The loyalty pledge of

the people for complete obedience to Joshua as the suc¢cessor of Moses

(Joshua 1:16-18) recalls the custom of public obeisance to a2 newly crowned

king. And Joshua leads a ceremony of covenant renewal (Joshua 8:30-35), a

role that became the prerogative of the kings of Judah. Fven more telling

is the passage in which God commands Joshua to meditate on the “book

of the Law” day and night (Joshua 1:8-9), iti uncanny parallelism to the
* biblical descriptrion of Josiah as a king uniquely concerned with the study
of the Law, one who “turned to the Lord with all his heart and with all
his soul and with all his might, according to all the Law of Moses”
(2 Kings 23:25). - ‘

These are not simply conventional parallels between righteous biblical
characters, but direct parallels in phraseology and ideology—not to men-
tion Joshua’s and Josiah’s identical territorial goals. Of course, Josiah's
expansion, or desire for annexation of the territories of the northern king-
dom in the highlands, raised great hopes; but at the same time posed
severe practical difficulties. There was the sheer military challenge. There
was the need to prove to the native residents of the northern highlands that
they were indeed part of the great people of Istael who fought together
with the people of Judah to inherit their Promised Land. And there wasalso
the problem of intermarriage with foreign women, which must have been
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2 common practice among the Israelites who survived in the territories of

.. the northern kingdom, among whom the Assyrians had settded foreign

deportees. ) .

It is King Josiah who lurks behind the mask of Joshua in declaring that
the people of Isracl must remain entirely apart from the native population
of the land. The book of Joshua thus brilliantly highlights the deepest and
most pressing of seventh-century concerns. And as we will later see, the
power of this epic was to endure long after King Josiah’s ambitious and -
pious plan to reconquer the land of Canaan had tragically failed.
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Who Were the Israelites?

The Bible leaves little room for doubt or ambiguity about the unique ori-
gins of the people of Israel. As direct, lineal descendants of the patriarchs
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the twelve tribes of Isracl are the biological off-
spring, over many generations, of the twelve sons of Jacob. Despite 430
years of bondage in Egypt, the Israclites are described as never having for-
gotten their roots in Canaan or their common heritage. Indeed the Bible
stresses that Israel’s strict maintenance of its distinctive way of life and spe-
cial refationship with God would be the key to its future. In Deuteronomy,
Moses had promised the Israclite nation that if they strictly observed the
laws of the covenant, shunned intermarriage with their neighbors, and
scrupulously avoided entanglement in the pagan ways of Canaan, they
would be forever secure in their possession of the promised land. Onie the

~ great conquest of Canaan was: completed, the book of Joshua related in

-great detail how the Israelite leader divided the land —now mostly cleared
- of the indigenous Canaanite population—-among the victorious Esraehte =
tribes as cheir eternal inheritances. : .

Yet within the book of Joshua and the followmg book of}udges aresome
serious contradictions to this picture of the tribes inheriting the éntire Iand e
. of Israel: Although the book of Joshua at one point declares tha 'zhe Is

raclites had taken possession of all the land God promlsﬁd and had de-

g7
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feated all their enemies (Joshua 21:43-44), other passages in the book of
Joshua and in the book of Judges make it clear that many Canaanites and
Philistines lived in close proximity to the Israelites. As in the case of Sam-
son, intermarriage was not unheard of. And there were also problems
within the family. In the book of Judges, the tribes of Israel combine to
wage war on the tribe of Benjamin, vowing that they would never inter-
marry with them (Judges 19—21). Finally, it seems that the different tribes
were left to solve their own local problems under the leadership of their
own charismatic leaders. The Song of Deborah (Judges 5) even enumerates
which particular tribes were faithful and heeded the call to rally for the
cause of all Isracl—and which tribes preferred to remain in their homes.
" If, as archacology suggests, the sagas of the patnarchs and the Exodus
" were legends, compiled in later periods, and if there'is no convincing evi-
dence of a unified invasion of Canaan under Joshua, what are we to make
of the Israclites’ claims for ancient nationhood? Who were these people
who traced, their traditions back to shared historical and culric events?
Once again archaeology can provide some surprising answers. Excavations
of early Israclite villages, with their pottery, houses, and grain silos, can
.help us reconstruct their day-to-day life-and cultural connections. And ar-
chaeology surprisingly reveals that the people who lived in those villages
were indigenous inhabitants of Canaan who only gradually developed an
ethnic identity that could be termed Israelite.

In}]eriting the Promised Land

" Once the great conquest of Canaan was over, the book of Joshua informs
us, “the land had rest from war” (Joshua 11:23). All the Canaanites and
other indigenous peoples of Canaan had been utterly destroyed. Joshua
convened the tribes to divide the land. Reuben, Gad, and half the tibe of
Manasseh received: territories east of the Jordan River, while all thie others
received their portions to the west. Naphuali, Asher, Zebulun, and Issachar
were to dwell in the highlands and valleys of Galilee. The other half of the
‘tribe of Manasseh, and Ephraim and Benjamin, received the bulk of the
centrals highlands, extending from the Jezreel valley in the north to
Jetusalem in the south. Judah was allotted the southern highlands from
Jerusalem to the Beersheba valley in the south. Simeon inherited the arid
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zoneof the Beersheba valley and the adjoining coastal plain. Although Dan
initially received an inheritance on the coastal plain, the tribe shifted its
home to an area in the north of the country. With that last migration, the
map of the holy land was set. .

Or was'it? In a puzzling contradiction to the proclamations of total vic-
tory, the book of Joshua reports that large territories within Canaan, situ-
ated outside the tribal inheritances, remained to be conquered. They
included “alf the rcgionsﬂof the Philistines” along the southern coast of the
country, the Phoenician coast farther north, and the area of the Beqa valley
in the northeast (Joshua 13:1—6). The book of Judges goes even further, lise-
ing important unconquered Canaanite enclaves in the territory of over half
of the tribes. The great Canaanite cities of the coastal plain and the north-
~ern valleys, such as Megiddo, Beth-shean, Dor, and Gezer, were listed in
the book of Judges as uncaptured —even though their rulers were included
" in the book of Joshua in its list of defeated Canaanite kings. In addirtion,
the Ammonites and Moabites dwelling across the Jordan River remained
hostile. And the violent Midianites and Amalekite camel raiders from the
desert were always a threat to the people of Israel. Thus the menace that
faced the newly settled Israclites was both milicary and religious. External
enemies threatened the Israelites” physical safety and the Canaanites re-
maining in the land posed the mortal danger of luring the Israelites into
apostasy—and thereby shattering the power of Israel’s solemn covenant
with Ged.

The stage was set for many years of protracted struggle. Following the
book of Joshua, the book of Judges presents an extraordinarily rich collec-
tion of thrilling war stories and tales of individual heroism inthe bardes be-
tween the Israelites and their neighbors. It contains some of the Bible’s most
colorful characters and most unforgettable images. Othniel, a Calebire,
. single-handedly 'beats back the. forces ofthe mysterious foe Cushan-

- rishathaim, “king of Mesopotamia” Gudges 3:7-11). Ehud the Benjaminite
. fearlessly assassinates Eglon, the powerful yetr comically obese king of Moab,
in his private aparement. (3:12—30). Shamgar slays six hundred Philistines
with an ox goad (3:31). Deborah and Barak rouse the Israelite tribes against
. the threat of the remaining Canaanite kings in the north, and the heroic
" Yael, wife of Heber the Kenite, slays the Canaanite general Sisera by driving
a stake into his head while he sleeps (4:1—5:31). Gideon the Manassite puri-
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. fes the land from idolatry and protects his people from the desert-raiding
Midianites (6 -8 28). And of course, there is the famous saga of Samson, the
hero of Dan, betrayed and shorn by the Philistine temprress Delilah, who
goes to his death in Gaza, blinded and humbled, by pullinig down the pillars
of the great Philistine temple of Dagon (13:1-16:31).

The theological meaning of this early period of settlement is made clear
at the very beginning of the book of Judges, in its sobering calculus of apos-
tasy and punishment. If the people of Israel remain apart from the indige-
nous population, they will be rewarded. Should they be tempted to
assimilate, divine punishment will be swift and severe. But they do not lis- -

“ten. Only the intervention of divinely inspired righteous leaders, called
“judges,” saves the people of Israel at least remporarily from losing every-
thing:

And the people of lsract did ‘what was evil in the sight of the Lorp and served
the Baals; and they forsook the Lorp, the God of their fathers, who had
brought chem out of the land of Egypt: they went after other gods, from among
the gods of the peoples who were round abour them, and bowed down to them;
and they provoked the 1.orp to anger. They forsook the Lorp, and served the
Baals and the Ashraroth. So the anger of the LorRD was kindled against Israel,
and he gave them over to plunderers, whoe plundered them; and he sold them
into the power of their enemies round about, so that they could no longer with-
stand their enemies. Whenever they marched our, the hand of the Lorp was
against them for evil, as the Lorp had warned, and as the Lorb had sworn to
them; and they were in sore straits. Then the LorD mised up judges, who saved
them out of the power of those who pEun&ered them. And yet they did not lis-
ten to their judges; for they played the harlot after other gods and bowed down
to them; they soon turned aside from the way in which their fathers had walked,
who had obeyed the commandments of the Lorp, and they did not do so.
Whenever the LorD raised up judges for them, the LoRD was with the judge,
and he saved them from the hand of their enemies all the days of the judge; for

. the Lorp was moved to pity by their groaniﬁg because of those who affliceed
and oppressed them. Bur whenever the judge died, they turned back and be-
haved worse than their fathers, going after other gods, serving them and bowing

- down to them; they did not drop any of their practices or their stubborn ways.

JupGEes 2:11-19)
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Is the Bible relating a version of history as it really happened? Did the Is-
raelites worship one God for centuries, but sometimes slip into the poly-
theism of their neighbors? More generally, how did they live? What was
their culture like? Beyond the tales of ongoing struggle with idolatry, the
Bible tells us very little of the day-to-day life of the Israclites. From the
book of Joshira we learn mostly about the precise borders of the various
tribal allotments. In Judges we read about the battles with Israel’s enemies,
but we hear very little about the kind of setdements the Israclites chose to
establish and how they supported themselves. After centuries as immigrant
laborers in Egypt and forty years’ wanderi ng in the desolate wilderness of
Sinat, they could not have been well prepared to begin farming the narrow
valleys and rugged upland fields of Canaan. How did they learn to become
settled farmers and so quickly adaprt to the routines and struggles of screded
village life?

Immigrants from the Desert?

We know from the Merneptah stele that there was a people named Israel
living in Canaan by 1207 BcE. Until very recently, despité doubts about the
historical accuracy of the Exodus and the conquest stories, few biblical his- .
torians or archaeologists doubted that the Israelites were an immigrant
people who entered Canaan from the outside.

The apparent difference between Canaanites and Israelites was clearest
in the realm of material culture. Immediately above the destruction layers
at the various Late Bronze Age Canaanite cities, archaeologists regularly
found a scatter of haphazardly dug pits and coarse pottery—the apparent
remains of what they interpreted as the temporary tent encampments of
“seminomads.” Many scholars believed they recognized a familiar pattern

‘in this archaeological situation, namely the mass movement of displaced
desert dwellers who invaded the settled land, then started ro setde down,
and gradually adopted a sedentary way of life. Scholars familiar with

" bedouin raids on agricultural regions in the Middle East believed rhat there

had always been a conflict between desert nomads and settled peasants—a
constant struggle between the desert and the sown. Though the Israclites
might not have marched into Canaan as a unified army, the signs of their
arrival seemed to be clear. In comparison to the monumental buildings,
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.imperted houry items, and fine ceramic vessels uncovered in the levels of
thepreceding Canaanite cities, the rough encampments and implements
of the arriving Israelites seemed to be on a far lower level of civilization
than the remains of the population they replaced.

"This comparison of lifestyles gave rise to what came to be called the
“peaceful-infiltration” model, first put forward by the German biblical
scholar Albrecht Alt in the 1920s. Alt suggested that the Israclites were
pastoralists who wandered with their flocks in fixed seasonal migrations
berween the fringe of the desert and the serded lands. Ac some time near
the end of the Late Bronze Age—-for reasons that were not entirely clear
" to him—they started setding down in the sparsely settled highlands of
Canaan.

- According to Alt, the process was actually gradual and quite peaceful at
the beginning, The arriving Israelite pastoralists cleared the forests and
began to practice small-scale seasonal farming along with herding. In time,
they adopted a more settled lifestyle, establishing permanent villages and
concentrating more of their energy on agriculture. It was only in later days,
when the new sertlers’ numbers grew and their need of ever more land and
water increased — so ran the theory - thart the Israelites’ problems with the
Canaanites began. Conflicts over land and water rights eventually led to
local skirmishes that were the rea/ background to the struggles between Is-
‘raclites and their neighbors that che book of Judges so vividly conveys. (For
a derailed description of the peaceful-infiltration theory, see Appendix C.)

- It was thus assumed that the Israelives were scattered groups of arriving
pastoralists rather than a unified army. The “Israel” stele of Merneptah of-
fered no additional information about the exact location, size, or nature of
this people. Yet other surviving Egyptian records— though providing only
a small glimpse at what must have been a much fuller account—mention
two groups of outsiders who chose 1o live or were pushed to live on the
margins of the Canaanite urban society. Both are of particular interest in
the search for the early Israelites.

The first are the Apiru, a group described in the Tell el-Amarna letters of
_ the fourteenth century BCE (as well as other Bronze Age texts) in a variety
of unflattering ways. Living outside mainstream Canaanite society, up-
rooted from their homes by war, famine, or heavy taxation, they are some-
times described as outlaws or brigands, sometimes as soldiers for hire. In
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one case they are even reported to be present in Egypt itself as hired labor-
ers working on government building projects. In short, they were refugees
or rebellious runaways from the system, living on the social fringe of urban
society. No one in power seemed to like them; the worst thing that a local
petty king could say about a neighboring prince was that “he joined the
Apiru.” In the past, scholars have suggested that the word Apiru (and its
alternative forms, Hapiru and Habiru) had a direct linguistic connection to
the word f&ri, or Hebrew, and thar therefore the Apiru in the Egyptian
sources were the carly Israelites. Today we know that this association is

- not so simple. The widespread use of the term over many centuries and

throughout the emtire Near East suggests that it had a socioeconomic
meaning rather than signifying a speciﬁc ethnic group. Nonetheless, a con-
nection cannot be completely dismissed: It is possible that the phenome-

-non of the Apiru may have been remembered in later centuries and dhus
incorporated into the biblical narratives.

The second group mentioned in the Egyptian texts were the Shosu.
‘They were apparently pastoral nomads, herders of sheep and goats who
lived mainly in the frontier regions of Canaan and Transjordan. An ac-

count of an Egyptian raid against rebels in southern Canaan in the days of

- Ramesses I1], in the early twelfth century BCE, provides a good description

of these people. The Egyptan writer describes the plunder of their “tent
camps of people and possessions and their cartle likewise, their being with-
out number.” They were obviously a problematic and uncontrollable ele-
ment with an cspecially’ large presence in the wilderness and the highland
frontiers. They were also known to have occasionally migrated to the east-
ern delta of Egypt, as the thirteenth century papyrus reporting their move-
ments through the Egyptian border fortresses restifies.

Could either of these have been the mysterious “Israel” simply called by

another name?

Uprooted Peasants?

Alt’s peaceful-infiltration theory came under fierce attack in the 1970s be-
cause of new and far more detailed ethnographic data and anthropological
theories on the relationship between pastoral nomads and sedentary com-
munities in the Middle East. The main criticism of the earlier ideas of the
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struggle berween the deserr and the sown was that farmers and herders
. were much more integrated and less alien to each other. They were essen-
tially components of a single society. And so, during the 1960s and 1970s,
another unique theory of Tsraclite origins arose.

First put forward by the American biblical scholar George Mendenhall
and later elaborated by the American biblical historian and sociologist Nor-
man Gorrwald, this theory suggested that the early Israelites were neither
invading raiders nor infiltrating nomads, but peasant rebels who fled from
the cities of Canaan to the empty highlands. Mendenhall and Gotrwald ar-
gued, on the basis of the evidence contained in the Egyptian documents
(mainly the Tell el-Amarna tablets), that Late Bronze Age Canaan was a
highly stratified society ‘with social tension and economic inequality on the
rise. The urban clite controlled land, wealth, and commerce; the peasantsin
the villages were deprived of both wéalth and rights. With the deter:orating
situation in Canaan in the later phase of the Late Bronze Age, heavy taxa-
‘tion, mistreatment by landlords, and constant molestation by the authori-
ties— both local and Egyptian-——became unbearable.

Thus Mendenhall and Gotewald theorized that for many there was no
other solution but to leave their homes and look for new frontiers. Some of
them may have become Apiru, that is, people fiving on the fringe of the so-
ciety, causing troubles to the authorities. Many resettled in the relatively
empty forests of the highlands, far from Canaanite and Egyptian control.

And in their new homeland these peasant rebels established a more equal
society—less stratified and less rigid. In doing so, they became “Israclites.”

Gottwald further suggested that the new ideas of equality were im-
ported into Canaan by a small group of people who came from Egypt and
settled in the highlands. This group may have been influenced by unortho-
dox Egyptian ideas on religion, like those that stimulated the monotheistic
revolution of Akhenaten in the fourteenth century BcE. This new group

‘would therefore have been the nucleus around which the new settlers in
the highlands crystallized. The rise of early Isracl was therefore a social rev-

olurion of the underprivileged against their feudal lords, encrgized by the
arrival of a visionary new ideology.

Unfortunately, this theory has no archaeologicai evidence to support
jt——and indeed, much of the evidence fatly contradicts it. As we have
seen, the imaterial culture of the new villages was completely distinct from
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the culture of the Canaanite lowlands; if the setders had been reﬁigccg from
the lowlands, we would expect to see at least more similarity in architecture
and pottery styles. More important, it has become clear in recent archaeo-
logical studies of the Late Bronze Age cities that the rural sector of the
Canaanite society had begun to be impoverished as early as the sixteenth
century BCE. In face, this weakened and less populous countryside—and
the consequent drop in agricultural production= may have played a role
in the collapse of the urban culture. But it surely could not have supplied
the energy behind a vigorous new wave of setdement in the highlands.
Finally, even after the end of the Late Bronze Age and the déstruction of
the Canaanite urban centers, most of the lowland villages—few as they
were— managed to survive and continued their existence much as before.
This is evident in the heartland of Canaanite culture: the Jezreel and }or—
dan valleys and the southern coastal plain of Philistia.
Hence we really do not see hordes of uprooted people leaving their vil- .

lages in the lowlands in search of new life on the highland frontier. The
answer to the question “Who were the Israelires?” had to come from some-

where else.

A Sudden Archaeological Breakthrough

The early identifications and wider sociological theories about the early Is-
raelites were based on the decipherment of scattered, fragmentary inscrip-
tions and on the Subj‘ectivc interpretation of the biblical narrative—not
primarily on archacology. The sad fact was that for decades, archaeologists
‘had been looking in all the wrong places for clues to the origins of the Is-
-raelites. Because many .of them took the Joshua narrative at face value, they -
concentrated nearly all their efforts digging the major tells of Canaanite
cities—such as Jericho, Bethel, Lachish, and Hazor. Today we know that
this strategy was mistaken, for while these major tells revealed a great deal
abour Late Bronze Age urban culture, they told us next to nothing about
the Israelites. :

These major Canaanire cities were located along the coastal plain and in
the valleys——far from the wooded hill country regions where early Isracl
emerged. Before the late 1960s, only one comprehensive archaeological
survey was ever undertaken to search for evidence of purely Israelite sites. It



o6 THE BIBLE UNEARTHEL

was conducted by the Isracli archaeologist Yohanan Aharoniina marginal
region——at the very norchern edge of the later arca of Israclite control in
the rugged and wooded mountains of upper Galilee. Aharoni discovered
¢hat the area was empty of Late Bronze sites and that it was settled on a
score of small, poor Iron Age T (c. twelfth—eleventh centuries BCE) sites,
which he identified with the carly settlers of the tribes of Napheali and
Asher. Aharoni’s fieldwork in upper Galilee seemed therefore to provide
support for the peaceful-infiltration theory. The only problem was that his
survey was far to the north of the heartland of Israclite setdement.

Surprising as it may seem, that Israelite heardand in the highlands of
western Palestine between the Jezreel and the Beersheba valleys was virtu-
ally an archaeological terra incognira. The Jack of archaeological explo-
ration in the cencral hill country was not due to scholarly preferences
alone. From the 1920s to 1967, war and political unrest in the Middle East
discouraged thorough archacological investigation in the heart of the hill
country. But later, after the 1967 war, the archaeological landscape changed
completely. A young generation of Isracli archaeologists, influenced by
new trends in world archaeology, took to the field with a new method of
investigation: their goal was to explore, map, and analyze the ancient land-
‘scape of the hill country——rather than only dig.

Beginning in the 1940s, archacologists had recognized the importance
of regional studies that examined settlement patterns over time. Excava-
tions at single sites. produce highly localized pictures of the material culture
of ancient poguia{icns‘— uncovering the sequence of styles of pottery, jew-
elry, weapons, houses, and tombs of a particular community. But regional
surveys, in which the ancient sites of a large area are mapped and dared by
the characteristic pottery sherds collected on the surface, exchange depth

for breadrh. These surveys reveal where ancient people settled and the size

of their settlements. The choice of certain topographic niches {such as hill-
tops rather than valleys) and certain economic niches (such as grain grow-
ing rather than hortculture), and ease of access to main roads and water
sources, reveals a great deal about the lifestyle and, ultimately, social iden-
tity of populations of large areas rather than individual communities. No
less important, surveys in which sites from many different periods are
mapped allow archaeologists to track changes in the demographic history
of a given region over long periods of time.
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In the years since 1967, the heartland of the Israclite settdlement— the
traditional territories of the tribes of Judah, Benjamin, Ephraim, and Man-
asseh—have been covered by intensive surveys. Teams of archaeologists
and students have combed virtually every valley, ridge, and slope, looking
for traces of walls and scatters of pottery sherds. The work in the field was
slow, with a day’s work covering, on the average, about one square mile. In-
formation on any signs of occupation from the Stone Age to the Ottoman
period was recorded, in order to study the highlands’ long-term settlement
history. Seatistical methods were used to estimate the size of cach settle-
ment in each of its periods of occupation. Environmental information on
each site was collected and analyzed to reconstruct the natural landscape in
various eras. In a few promising cases, excavations were undertaken as well.

‘These surveys revolutionized the study of early Israel. The discovery of
the remains of a dense network of highland villages—all apparently estab-
lished within the span of a few generations—indicated thart 2 dramaric so-
cial transformation had taken place in the ceneral hill country of Canaan
around 1200 8CE. There was no sign of violent invasion or even the infil-
tration of a clearly defined ethnic group. Instead, it seemed to be a revolu-
tion in lifestyle. In the formerly sparsely populated highlands from the
Judean hills in the south to the hills of Samatia in the north, far from the
Canaanite cities that were in the process of collapse and disintegration,
about two-hundred fifty hilltop communities suddenly sprang up. Here
were the first Israelites.*

Life on the Highiamd Frontier

Excavartions of some of the small Iron Age I sites discovered in the course of
the surveys showed how surprisingly uniform the sudden wave of highland
settlement was. The typical village was usually located on a hilltop oron a
steep ridge, with a commanding view of the surrounding landscape. It was
set in an open area surrounded by natural forests comprised mainly of oak
and terebinth trees. In some cases, villages were founded on the edge of nar-

* Although there is no way o lanow if ethnic idenrities had been fully formed ar this time, we identify these
distinctive highfand villages as “Israclite” since many of them were continucusly occupied well into the pe-
riod of the monarchies—an era from which we have abundant sources, both biblical and extrabiblical, tes-
tifying thart their inhabirants consciousty identified themschves as Israclires.
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row valleys between the mountmns-m»*presumably for easier access to agri-
cultural fields. In many cases they were built on the easternmost possible
fertile land overtooking the desert, close to good pastureland. In every case,
the villages seemed to be self-sufticient. Their inhabirants drew water from
nearby springs or stored winter rainwater in rock-cut, plastered cisterns for
use all year round. Most surprising of all was the tiny scale of these settle-
ments. In most cases they were no more than a single acre in size and con-
rained, according to estimares, about fifty adults and fifty children. Even

e Dated’

Figire 12: An excavated sector of lzbet Sartah, a Late Iron Age I village in the western
foothills featuring pillared houses and grain silos.
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the largest settlements in the highlands reached only three or four acres in
size, with a population of a few hundred people. The entire population of
these hill country villages at the peak of the settlement process, around rooo
BCE, could not have been much more than forty-five thousand.

In contrast to the culture of the Canaanite cities and villages in the low-
lands, the highland villages contained no public buildings, palaces, store-
houses, or temples.-Signs of any sophisticated kind of record keeping, such
as writing, seals, and seal impressions, are almost completely absent. There
are almost no luxury items: no imported potrery and almost no jewelry. In-
deed, the village houses were all quite similar in size, suggesting thar wealth
was distributed quite evenly among the families. The houses were builr of
unworked fieldstones, with rough stone pillars propped up o provide sup-
port for the roofor upper story. The average building, around six hundred
square feet in size, presumably housed four to five peoplé—the size of a
nuclear family. In many cases, stone-lined pits for storage of grain were dug
between the houses (Figure 12). These silos, and a large number of sickle
blades and grinding stones found in every house, indicate that grain grow-
ing was one of the villagers’ main concerns. Yet herding was still important;
tenced courtyards near the houses were apparently used for keeping ani-
mals secure at night.

The ameniries of life were simple. Pottery was rough and basic, with no
fancy or highly decorated vessels. Houseware included mainly storage jars
and cooking pots— the basic utensils for cveryday lite. The jars were ap-
parently used to store water, oil, and wine. We know almost nothing about
burial customs, apparently because graves were simple and the dead were
interred without offerings. Likewise, there is almost no indication for cult.
No shrines were found in the villages, so their specific religious belicfs are
unknown. In one case, at a tiny hilltop site in the northern hill country ex-
cavated by Amihai Mazar of the Hebrew University, a bronze bull figurine
was discovered, suggesting the worship of traditional Canaanirte deitics. At
another site, on Mount Ebal, Adam Zertal, of Faifa University, discovered
an unusual stone structure that he identified as an eatly Israelite altar, but
the precise function of that site and its surrounding walled enclosures is
disputed. :

It is also noteworthy—-in contrast to the Biblc’s accounts of almost con-
tinual warfare between the Israclites and their neighbors— thar the villages
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were not fortified. Either the inhabitants felt secure in their remote settle-
ments and did not need to invest in defenses or they did not have the
means or Proper Organization to undertake such work. No weapons, such
as swords or lances, were uncovered—although such finds are typical of
che ciries in the lowlands. Nor were there signs of burning or sudden de-
struction that might indicate a violent attack.

One Iron Age 1 village—Izbet Sartah-—located on the western margins
of the highlands overlooking the coastal plain, was almost fully excavated -
and therefore provided enough informarion for a reliable reconstruction of
its subsistence economy. A derailed analysis of the excavated data by
Raruch Rosen, an Israeli specialist in ancient agricultural production and
nutrition, suggested that the village {(with an estimated population of
abourt one hundred) was prbbably supported by about eight hundred acres
of surrounding land, four-hundred fifty of which were cultivated and the
rest used for pasture. Under the conditions of the Farly Iron Age, those
 fields could have produced up to fifty-three tons of wheat and twenty-one
tons of barley per year, with the help of about forty oxen for plowing. In
addition, the inhabitants apparenty maintained a herd of about three hun-
dred sheep and goats. (It should be noted, though, thar this village was lo-
cated in a fertile area of the foothills. Most villages in the highlands were
not as “rich.”)

All this shows that the main struggles of the early Israelites were not with
other peoples but with the stony terrain, the dense forests of the highlands,
and the harsh and sometimes unpredictable environment. Yet they seem o
have lived relatively peacefully and were able to maintain a self-sufficient
economy. They were quite isolated from regional trade routes and also
seem to have been quite remote from one another; there is no indication
that any trade goods were exchanged between the highland villages. It
comies as no surprise therefore that there is no evidence of significant social
stratification in these villages, no sign of administrative buildings for offi-
cials, large residences of dignitaries, or the specialized products of highly
skilled artisans.

. The carly Israclites appeared around 1200 BCE, as herders and farmers in
the hills. Their culture was a simple one of subsistence. This much we
know. But where did they come from?-
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New Clues to Israelite Origins

As it turned our, the answer to the question of Israclite origins lay in the re-
mains of their earliest sertdements. Most of the villages excavated in the
highlands offered evidence about Israelite life several decades or even a cen-
tury after they were founded. FHouses and courtyards had been expanded
and remodeled over thosc years. In only a very few cases were the remains
of the initial serdement preserved intace beneath the later buildings. One
such case was at the site of Izber Sartah, already mentioned.

The earliest phase at the site had a highly unusual plan, very different
from the later cluster of rectangular, pillared houses that later arose on the
stte. The first serdement was built in the shape of an oval, with a row of
rooms surrounding a large open courtyard (Figure 13). Those outer rooms
were connected to one another in 2 way that formed a kind of continuous
. belr protecting the inner courtyard. The large, enclosed courtyard hints
that the inhabitants had herds, probably flocks of sheep and goats. The dis- _
covery of a few silos, sickle blades, and grinding stones indicates that they

practiced a bit of grain farming as well.

Figure 13: The Early Iron Age T phase at Izber Sartah. The oval layout indicates the
pastoral origins of the inhabitants. :
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Figure 14: An oval bedouin encampment near Jericho as shown in a ninereenth cen-
tury drawing.

Sirnilar oval sites have been discovered in the central highlands and in
“the highlands of the Negev in the south. Comparable sites, which date to.
other periods, have been found in the Sinai, Jordan, and other areas of the
Middle East. In general, this type of enclosure seems to be characteristic of
setdements in the highlands and on desert frontiers. The plan of this very
carly Iron Age 1 village is similar not only to Bronze and Iron Age sites in .
the steppe lands, but also to bedouin tent encampments described and
even photographed by travelers in the Judean desert, Transjordan, and the
Simai at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century
{Figure 14). In this type of encampment, a row of tents encircled an opén
courtyard, where the flocks were keprat night. The Iron Age highlands and
Negev sites are uncannily similar in shape, size, and number of units.
Though in the ancient sertlements stone walls replaced the portable tents,
form clearly suggests function in both kinds of setdements. The people liv-
ing in these sites— both past and present——were pastoralists primarily
concerned with protecting their flocks. All this indicates that.a large pro-
portion of the first Israclites were once pastoral nomads.
But they were pastoral nomads undergoing a profound transformation.
The presumed shift from the earlier tent encampments to villages of simi-
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lar layour in stone construction, and, later, to more permanent, recrangular
pillared houses indicates that they abandoned their migratory lifestyle,
gave up most of their animals, and shifted to permanent agriculture. Trans-
formations like this can still be seen in the Middle East. Bedouin in the
process of settling down often replace their tents with similarly shaped
stone or brick structures. They also tend to maintain the layour of the tra-
ditional tent encampment in the layout of their first permanent settle-
ment. Later they gradually depart from this tradition and shift to regular
sedentary villages. A very similar evolution is apparent in the remains of
the Iron Age highland villages.

There is another clue that points in the same direction: the kinds of
places the Iron I secders chose for their first permaﬁent settlements suggest
a background in pastoral nomadism. Many of the sectlements from the be-
ginning of Iron Age activity in the highlands were located in the eastern
part of the region, not far from the desert fringe. Establishing settlements
in this area enabled the villagers to continue sheep and goat herding, while
gradually shifting 1o farming as their main means of support. Only later
did they begin to expand to the west, which is less hospitable to farming
and herding and more fitted to the cultivation of olive groves and grape-
vities., .

Many of the early Israclites were thus apparently nomads who gradually
became farmers. Still, nomads have to come from somewhere. Here too,

recently uncovered archacological evidence has something to say.

Canaan’s Hidden Cycles

The extensive highland surveys of recent decades have collecred data on

the nature of human occupation in this region over many millennia. One
of the biggest surprises was that the dramaric wave of pastoralists serding

down and becoming permanent farmers in the twelfth century BCE was
not a unique event. In fact, the archacological evidence indicated that be- .
fore the twelfth century BCE there were two previous waves of similar high-
land serdement, both of which were followed by an evenrual return of the
inhabitants o a dispersed, pastoral way of life. '
We now know that the first occupation of the highlands took place’i
the Early Bronze Age, beginning over two thousand years before the rise
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TABLE ONE
WAVES OF SETTLEMENT IN THE HIGHLANDS

PERIOD DATES MAIN CHARACTERISTICS
Early Bronze Age 3500-2200 BCE  First wave of sertlement; about

100 sites recorded

Intermediate 2200-2000 BCE  Sertlement crisis; most of the
Bronze Age _ sites deserred
Middle Bronze Age 20001550 BCE  Second wave of scirlement;

about 220 sites recorded

Late Bronze Age 15501150 BCE Setdement crisis; onky about 25
sites recorded

* Iron Age [ 1150500 BCE Third wave of sextlement; abour
250 sites recorded

Iron Age IT 900--586 BCE Serdement system develops
: and reaches over 500 sites
(eighth century BCE)

early Israel, in around 3500 BCE. At the peak of this wave of settlement,
there were almost a hundred villages and larger towns scattered throughout
the central ridge. More thana thousand years later, around 2200 BCE, most
of the highland seutements were abandoned and the highlands became a
frontier area again. Yet a second wave of serelernent, scronger than the first,
began to gain momentum in the Middle Bronze Age, shortly after 2000
sce. This wave began with the establishment of small, scattc&red_ villages
that gradually grew into a complex network of about 220 settlements,
ranging from villages to towns to forrified regional centers. The population
of this second settlement wave has been estimated at about forty thousand.
Many of the major, fortified centers of this period— Hebron, Jerusalem,
Bethel, Shiloh, and Shechem—would become important centers at the
time of the Israelites. Yet the second wave of highland settlement came t
an end sometime in the sixteench century s8cg. And this time, the high-

lands would remain a sparsely populated frontier zone for four centuries.
Finally

as a third major wave——the early Israclite sertlement began
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around 1200 BCE {(Figure 15). Like its predecessors, it commenced with!
mainly small, rural communities with an initial population of approxi-
marely 45,000 in 250 sites. It gradually developed into a mature system
with large cities, medium-sized regional market centers, and small villages.
By the highpoint of this settlement wave in the eighth century pCe, after
the establishment of the kingdoms of Judah and Israel, it encompassed
over five hundred sites, with a population of abour 160,000.

This dramatic population growth was made possible by the full utiliza-
tion of the region’s agricultural potential. The highlands offer éxcellent
Eerrain for olive and vine growing— the most profitable sectors of the tradi-
tional Middle Eastern economy. In all three periods of extensive highland
settlement, surplus wine and olive oil seem to have been sent to the low-
lands and even exported beyond the borders of Canaan, especially to Egypt.
Early Bronze Age storage vessels found in Egypt have been analyzed and
found to have been made from clay from the Canaanite highlands. In one
extraordinary case, a jar from Canaan still contained remains of grape seeds.

The similarities between the settdement patterns of the three major
waves ate thus clear. In many cases particular sites were occupied in all
three periods. No less important, the overall setddement patterns in all the
waves shared certain characreristics. First, it seems that the southern partof
the highlands was always less populated than the northern part, which, as
we will see, was the result of their very different natural environments. Sec-
ond, it appears that each wave of demographic growth started in. the east
and gradually expanded to the west. Finally, each of the three waves is char-
acterized by a roughly similar material culture— potrery, architecture, and
village plan—that was probably a result of similar environmental and eco-
nomic conditions.

In the periods between the peaks of highland settlement, when the
cities, towns, and even most of the villages were abandoned, the highlands
were far from deserted. Important evidence for this comes from an unex-
pected source— not inscriptions or excavated buildings, but a close analy-
sis of excavated animal bones. Bones collected at sites thar flourished
during periods of intense settdement in the highlands contain a relatively
large proportion of cartle—-which generally indicates extensive field farm-
ing and the use of the plow. Indeed, these proportions are similar to what
we see in traditional village farming communities in the Middle East roday.
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Figure 15: Iron Age I sites in the central highlands
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However, a dramatic difference can be seen in the bones collected at the
few sites in the highlands that continued to be occupied in the periods e-
tween the major scctlement waves. The number of cartle is minimal, but
there is an exceptionally large proportion of sheep and goats. This is simi-
lar to the composition of herds among bedouin groups. For pastoralists
who engage in only marginal seasonal agriculture and spend much of the
year seekmg fresh pastureland, heavy, slow-moving catde are a burden.
They cannot move as fast and as far as sheep and goats. Thus in the penods
of intense highland settlement, more people were engaged in farming; in
the crisis years, people practiced sheep and goart herding. _

Are such dramatic fluctuations common? In the Middle East, people
have always had the know-how to rapidly change from village life to animal
husbandry—or back from pastoralism to settled agriculture —according
to evolving political, economic, or even climatic conditions. Many groups
throughout the region have been able to shift their lifestyle according ro
the best interest of the moment, and the avenue connecting village life and
pastoral nomadism has always been a rwo-way street. Anthropological
studies of settlement history in Jordan, southwestern Syria, and the middle
Euphrates valley in che nineteenth and early twendieth century show just
that. Increasingly heavy taxation and the threar of conscription into the

Ottoman army were among the factors that drove countless village families
to abandon their houses in the agricultural regions and disappear inco the
desert. There they engaged in animal husbandry, which has always been a
‘more resilient, if less comfortable, way of life.

An opposite process operates in times when security a_nd economic con-
dirions improve. Sedentary communities are founded or joined by for_mer
nomads, who take on a specialized role in a two-part, or dimorphic, soci-
_ ety. One segment of this society specializes in agriculture while the other
continues the traditional herding of sheep and goats.

This pattern has special meaning for the question, who were the first Is-
raelites? That is because the two components of Middle Eastern society—
farmers and pastoral nomads—have always maintained an interdependent
economic relationship, even if there was sometimes wénsion between the -
two groups. Nomads need the marketplaces of setted villages in order to
obtain grain and other agricultural products, while farmers are dependent -
onh the nomads for a regular supply of meat, dairy products, and hides.
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However, the two sides of the exchange are not entirely equal: villagers can
rely on their own produce for survival, while pastoral nomads cannot exist
entirely on the products of their herds. They need grain to supplementand
balance their high-fat diet of mear and milk. As long as there are villagers to
trade with, the nomads can continue to concentrate on animal husbandry.
But when grain cannot be obtained in exchange for animal products, the
pastoral nomads are forced to produce it for themselves.

And rhat is apparently what caused the sudden wave of highland settle-
ment. In Late Bronze Age Canaan, in particular, the existence of large pop-
ulations of pastoral nomads in the highlands and desert fringes was
possible only as long as the Canaanite city-states and villages could pro-
duce an adequate grain surplus to trade. This was the situation during
three centuries of Egyptian rule over Canaan. But when that political sys-

‘tem collapsed in the twelfth century BCE, its economic networks ceased
funcrioning. It is reasonable to assume that the villagers of Canaan were
forced to concentrate on local subsistence and no longer produced a signif-
icant surplus of grain over and above what they needed for themselves.
Thus the highland and desert-fringe pastoralists had to adapt to. the new
conditions and produce their own grain. Soon, the requirements of farm-
ing would cause a reduction in the range of seasonal migrations. Flocks
would then have to be reduced as the period of migrations grew shorter,
and with more and more effort invested in agricuiture, a permanent shift to
sedentarization occurred.

The process that we describe here Is, in fact, the opposite of what we have
in the Bible: the emergence of early Israel was an outcome of the collapse of
the Canaanite culture, not its cause. And most of the Israelites did not come
from outside Canaan—they emerged from within it. There was no mass Ex-
odus from Egypt. There was no violent conquest of Canaan. Most of the
people who formed early Isracl were local people—the same people whom
we see in the highlands throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages. The early Is-
raclites were-—irony of ironies— themselves originally Canaanires!

In What Sense Was Ancient Israel Unique?

In the more fertile areas of the highlands east of the Jordan, we see the same
ups and:downs in sedentary activity, the same crisis in the Late Bronze Age,
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- and exactly the same wave of settlement in the Iron Age 1. Archaeological
surveys carried out in Jordan have revealed thar the settlement history of
the territories of Ammon, Moab, and Edom was broadly similar to those of
early Israel. We could take our archaeological description of a typical Iron
Age I Israelite village in the highlands west of the Jordan and use itas a de-
scription of an early Moabite village with almost no change. These people
lived in the same kind of villages, in similar houses, used similar pottery,
and led an almost identical way of life. Yet from the Bible and other histoi-
ical sources, we know that the people who lived in the villages of the Iron
Age 1 east of the Jordan did not become Israelites; instead, they later
formed the kingdoms of Ammon, Moab, and Edom. So, is there anything
specific in the villages of the people who formed carly Israel that distin-.
guished them from their neighbors? Can we say how their cthnicity and
nationality crystallized? ‘
Today; as in the past, people demonstrate their ethnicity in many differ-
- ent ways: in language, religion, customs of dress, burial practices, and elab-
orate dietary taboos. The simple marerial culeure left by the highland
herders and farmers who became the first Israelites offers no clear indica-
tion of their dialect, religious rituals, costume, or burial practices. But one
very interesting detail about their dietary habits has been discovered. Bones
recovered from the excavations of the small early Israelite villages in the
" highlands differ from settlements in other parts of the country in one sig-
nificant respect: there are no pigs. Bone assemblages from earlier highlands
settlements did contain the remains of pigs and the same is true for later
(post-Iron Age) settlements there. But throughout the Iron Age-—the era
of the Israclite monarchies——pigs were not cooked and eaten, or-even
raised in the highlands. Comparative data from the coastal Philistine set-
" tlements of the same period—the Iron Age [-—show a surprisingly large
number of pigs represented among the recovered animal bones. Though .
the early Israelites did not ear pork, the Philistines clearly did, as did (as
best we can tell from the sketchier data) the Ammonites and Moabites east
of the Jordan. _
A ban on pork cannot be explained by environmental or economic rea-
sons alone. It may, in fact, be the only clue that we have of a specific, shared
 identity among the highland villagers west of the Jordan. Perhaps the
" proto-Israclites stopped eating pork merely because the surrounding peo-
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ples—their adversaries—did eat it, and they had begun to see themselves
as different. Distinctive culinary practices and dierary customs are two of
the ways in which ethnic boundaries are formed. Monotheism and the tra-
ditions of Exodus and covenant apparently came much later. Half a mil-
lenpium before the composition of the biblical text, with its detailed laws
and dietary regulations, the Israelites chose—for reasons that are not en-
tirely clear——not to eat pork. When modern Jews do the same, they are
continuing the oldest archaeologically attested cultural practice of the peo-
ple of Israel.

- The Book of Judges and Judah in the Seventh Century

We will never know to whar extent the stories in the book of']ﬁdges are
based on authentic memories of local heroes and village conflices preserved
- over the centuries in the form of epic poems or popular folktales. Yet the
historical reliability of the book of Judges cannot be assessed by the possi-
ble inclusion of heroic tales from earlier eras. Its most significant feature is
an overall literary pattern that describes Israel’s history in the period after
the conquest as a repeating cycle of sin, divine retribution, and salvation
(2:11-19). Only in the last verse (21:25) is there a hint that the cycle can be
broken—with the establishment of a monarchy. '

It is clear thar this theological interpretation of the tales in the book of
Judges was developed centuries after the events it purportedly describes.
Though the individual stories of fsraelite conflict against the Philistines,
Moabites, Midianites, and Ammonites featuire many different sertings and
characters, they are all used to illustrate an uneasy relationship between -
God and his people. YHWH is depicted as an angry, disappointed deity,
who had delivered the Israelites from slavery in Egypt and had given them
the promised land as an eternal inheritance, only to find them to be a sin-
ful, ungrateful people. Time and again they betrayed YH'WH by running
after foreign gods. Thus YHWH punished them by giving them to the
hands of their enemies so that they might feel the pain of violence and suf-
fering—and cry to YHWH for help. Accepring their repentance, YHWH
would then save them by commissioning a righteous leader among them to
lead them to triumph against their adversaries. Theology, not history, is

central. Covenant, promise, apostasy, repentance, and redemption consti-
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tute the cyclical sequence that runs throughout the book of Judges. And so
it must have seemed to the people of Judah in the seventh century BCe that
the same cyclical sequence applied to them. '

Biblical scholars have long recognized that the book of Judges is part of
the Deuteronomistic History, which, as we have argued, is the great ex-
pression of Israelite hopes and political aspirations compiled in Judah in
the time of King Josiah, in the seventh century 8CE. The stories of early Is-
raclite settlement in the highlands offered a lesson to the people, with di-
rect relevance to contemporary affairs. As Josiah and his supporters looked _
northward with visions of uniting the land of Israel, they stressed t_hat cofi-
quest alone was worthless without a continuous and exclusive obedience to
YHWH. The Deutcronomistic movement saw the pagan population
within the land of Israel and in all the nezghbomng kingdoms as a mortal
danger. Deuteronomy’s law-codes and the historical. lessons of the Deu-
teronomiistic history made it clear thar the people of Israel had to resist the
temptation of idolatry, lest they suffer new calamiries.

The chapter that opens the book of Judges makes a clear connecrion be-
tween past and present. Though many scholars have regarded it as a later
addition, the biblical historian Baruch Halpern assigns it to the original
Deuteronomistic History. This chapter tells us how the tribes that made up
the core of the Southern Kingdom—Judah and Simeon— perfectly ful-
filled their sacred mission in conquering all the Canaanite cities in their
territories. The kingdom of Judah was therefore protected from the imme-
diare danger of idolatry in its midst. Bur this was not the case with the
tribes that later composed the core of the northern kingdom of Isracl. All of
them are reported to have failed in their quest to eliminate the Canaanites,
and the Canaanite enclaves that persisted in each one of their tribal terriro-
ries are listed in detail (Judges 1:21, 27-35). No wonder then, that pious
. Judah survived and apostate Israel was vanquished. Indeed, most of the -

tales of the book of Judges deal with the sin and punishment of the north-

ern tribes. Not a single story explicitly accuses Judah of idolatry: _
But the book of Judges implicitly offers a way out of the endless cycle of .

sin and divine retribution. It hints that the cycle had already been broken

once before. Again and again, like a mantra, it repeats the sentence . Iﬂ

- those days there was no king in Isracl; every man did whar was right in his

own eyes” (Judges 21:25). This is a reminder that soon after the period of .
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the judges came a great king to rule over all the tribes of Israel—the pious
David, who established an eternal covenant with God. This king would
banish the influence of foreign gods from the hearts and daily pracrices of
che Tsraelites. He would establish a single capital in Jerusalem and desig-
nate a perménent place for the Ark of the Covenant. One God, wor-
shipped in one Temple, focated in the one and only capital, under one king
of-the Davidic dynasty were the keys to the salvation of Israel—Dboth in
David’s rime and in the time of the new David, King Josiah. By eradicating
every trace of the worship of the same foreign gods that led Israel to sin in
the past, Josiah would putan end 0 the secemingly endless cycle of apostasy
and disaster and would lead Judah into a new Golden Age of prosperity
and hope. . _

As we now know, however, the Bible's stirring picture of righteous Is-
raclite judges— however powerful and compelling—has very litdde to do
with what really happened in the hill country of Canaan in the Early Iron
Age. Archaeology has revealed that complex social transformations among
the pastoral people of the Canaanite highlands were-—far more than the -
Jater biblical concepts of sin and redemption—the most formative forces
in the birch of Israel. '




[ 5]

Memories of a Golden Age?

In the Temple and royal palace of Jerusalem, biblical Israel found its per-
manent spiritual focus after centuries of struggle and wandering. As the
books of Samuel narrate, the anointing of David, son of Jesse, as king over
all the tribes of Israel finalized the process that had begun with God’s orig-
. inal promise to Abraham so many centuries before. The violent chaos of
the period of the Judges now gave way to a time in which God’s promises
could be established securely under a righteous king. Though the first
choice for the throne of Israel had been the brooding, handsome Saul from
the tribe of Benjamin, it was his successor David who became the central
figure in early Israclite history. Of the fabled King David, songs and stories
were nearly without number. They told of his slaying the mighty Goliath
with a single sling stone; of his adoption into the royal court for his skill as
a harpist; of his adventures as a rebel and freebooter; of his lustful pursuit of
Bathsheba; and of his conquests of ferusalem and a vast empire beyond.
His son Selomon, in turn, is remembered as the wisest of.kings and the
greatest of builders. Stories tell of his brilliant judgments, his unimaginable
‘ wealth, and his construction of the grear Temple in Jerusalem.

7' For centuries, Bible readers all over the world have losked back to the
‘ era of David and Solomon as a golden age in Israel’s history. Until recently
many scholars have agreed that the united monarchy was the first biblical

rz3
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period that could truly be considered historical. Unlike the hazy memorics
of the patriarchs’ wanderings, or the miraculous Exodus from Egype, or the
bloody visions of the books of Joshua and Judges, the story of David was a
highly realistic saga of political maneuvering and dynastic intrigue. Even
though many details of David’s early exploits are certainly legendary elabo-
rations, scholars long believed that the story of his rise to power meshed
well with the archacological realiry: The initial, disperséd sertlement of the
Israelites in their hill country villages slowly coalesced into more central-
ized forms of organization. And the threat posed to the Israclites by the
coastal Philistine cities would have provided the crisis that precipitated the
rise of the Israclite monarchy. Indeed, archaeologists have identified clear
levels of destruction of former Philistine and Canaanite cities that they be-
lieved marked the path of David’s wide-ranging conquests. And the im-
pressive city gates and palaces uncovered at several important sites in Israel
were seen as evidence of Solomon’s building activities.

Yet inany of the archaeological props that once bolstered the historical
basis of the David and Solomon narratives have recently been called into
question. The actuai extent of the Davidic “empire” is hotly debated. Dig-
ging in Jerusalem has failed to produce evidence that it was a great city 1n
David or Solomon’s time. And the monuments ascribed to Solomon are
now most plausibly connected with other kings. Thus a reconsideration of
the evidence has enormous implications. For if there were no patriarchs, no
Exodus, no conquest of Canaan—and no prosperous united monarchy
under David and Solomon——can we say that early biblical Isracl, as de-
scribed in the Five Books of Moses and the books of Joshua, Judges, and

Samuel, ever existed ar all?

A Royal Dyhasty for Israel

The biblical epic of Israel’s transformation from the period of the judges to
the time of the monarchy begins with a great military crisis. As described in
1 Samuel 4—5, the massed Philistine armies routed the Israelite tribal levies
in bartle and carried off the holy Ark of the Covenant as booty of war.
Under the leadership of the prophert Samuel, a priest in the sancruary at
Shiloh (located halfway berween Jerusalem and Shechem), the Israelites
later recovered the ark, which was brought back and installed in the village
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of Kiriyat Yearim west of Jerusalem. Burt the days of the judges were clearly
ovet. The military threats now faced by the people of Israel required full-
time leadership. The elders of Israel assembled at Samuel’s home in Ramah,
north of Jerusalem, and asked him to appoint a king for Israel, “like all the
- nations.” Though Samuel warned against the dangers of kingship in one of
the most eloquent antimonarchic passages in the Bible (1 Samuel 8:10-18),
God instructed him to do as the people requested. And God revealed his
selection to Samuel: the first king of Israel would be Saul, son of Kish, from
the tribe of Benjamin. Saul was a handsome young man and a brave war-
rior, yet one whose inner doubts and naive violations of the divine laws of
sacrifice, war booty, and other sacred injunctions (r Samuel i5:10-26)
would lead to his ultimate rejection and eventual eragic sticide at Moune
Gilboa, when the Israelites were routed by the Philistines.
_ Even as Saul still reigned as king of Israel he was unaware that his suc-
cessor had already been chosen. God instructed Samuel to go to the family -
- of Jesse from Bethlehem, “for I have provided for myself a king among his
sons” (1 Samuel 16:1). The youngest of those sons was a handsome, red-
haired shepherd named David, who would finally bring salvation to Israel.
. First came an awesome demonstration of David’s battlefield prowess. The-
. Philistines gathered again to wage war against Israel, and the two armies
. faced each other'in the valley of Elah in the Shephelah. The Philistines’ se-
. cret weapon was the giant warrior Goliath, who mocked the God of Israel
- and challenged any Israelite warrior to engage in single combat with him.
Grear fear fell upon Saul and his soldiers, but the young David, sent by his
father ro bring provisions to his three older brothers serving in Saul’s army,

.+ took up the challenge fearlessly. Shouting to Goliath—“You come to me

- with' a sword and with a spear and with a javelin; but I come to you in the
" name of the Lorp” (1 Samuel 17:45) — David took a small stone from his
shepherd’s pouch and slung it with deadly aim at Goliath’s forchead, killing
him on the spot. The Philistines were routed. David, the new hero of Israel,
befriended Saul’s son Jonathan and married Michal, the daughrer of the
king, David was popularly acclaimed lIsrael’s greatest hero——greater even
than the king. The enthusiastic cries of his admirers, “Saul has slain his
~ thousands, and David his ten thousands!” (r Samuel 18:7), made King Saul

“:+. jealous. It was only a matter of time before David would have to contest

Saul’s leadership and claim the throne of all Israel,



26 ’ THE BIBLE UNFARTHED

Escaping Saul’s murderous fury, David became leader of a band of fugi-
cives and soldiers of fortune, with people in distress or deep in debt flock-
ing to him. David and his men roamed in the foothills of the Shephelah, in
the Judean desert, and in the southern margins of the Judean hills—all re-
gions located away from the centers of power of Saul’s kingdom to the
north of Jerusalem. Tragically, in bartle wich the Philistines far to the north
at Mount Gilboa, Saul’s sons were killed by the enemy and Saul took his
own life. David proceeded quickly to the ancient city of Hebron in Judah,
where the people of Judah declared him king. This was the beginning of
the great Davidic state and lineage, the beginning of the glorious united
monarchy. .

Once David and his men overpowered the remaining pockets of oppo-
sition among Saul’s supporters, representatives of all the tribes duly con-
vened in Flebron to declare David king over all Isracl. After reigning seven
years in Flebron, David moved north to conquer the Jebusite stronghold of
Jerusalem —-until then claimed by none of the tribes of Isracl— to make it
his capital. He ordered that the Ark of the Covenant be brought up from
Kirivath-jearim.

David then received an astonishing, unconditional promise from God:

Thus says the LorD of hosts, I took you from the pasture, from following the
sheep, that you should be prince over my people Istacl; and T have been with
you wherever you went, and have cut off all your enemies from before you; and
I will make for you a great name, like the name of the great ones of the earth.
And I will appoinr a place for my people Israel, and will plant them, that they
may dwell in their own place, and be disturbed no more; and violent men shall
afflict them no mote, as formerly, from the time that T appointed judges over
my people Israel; and T will give you rest from all your enemies. Moreover the
Lorp declares to you that the Lorp will make you a house. When your days
are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, 1 will raise up your offspring
after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his king-
dom. He shall build 2 house for my name, and ! will establish the chrone of
his kingdom for ever. T will be his facher, and he shall be my son. When he com-
mits iniquity, I will chasten him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the

sons of men: bur I will not take my steadfast love from him, as T took it from
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Saul, whom 1 put away from before you. And your house and your kingdom_
shall be made sure for ever before me; yvour throne shall be esrablished for ever.

(2 SAMUEL 7:8-16}

David then initiated sweeping wars of liberation and expansion. In a se-
ries of swift battles he destrayed the power of the Philistines and defeated
the Ammonito_s', the Moabires, and the Edomites in Transjordan, conclud-
ing his campaigns with the subjugation of the Arameans far to the north.
Returning in eriumph to Jerusalem, David now ruled over a vast territory,
far more extensive even than the tibal inheritances of Israel. But David did
not find peace even in this time of glory. Dynastic conflicts—including
the revolt of his son Absalom-—led 1o great concern for the continuation
-of his dynasty. Just before David’s death, the priest Zadok anointed
Solomon to be the next king of Israel.

Solomon, o whom God gave “wisdom and understanding beyond
measure,” consolidated the Davidic dynasty and organized its empire,
which now strerched from the Euphrates to the land of the Philistines and
to the border of Egypt (1 Kings 4:24). His immense wealth came from a so-
phisticated system of taxation and forced labor tequired of cach of the
tribes of Israel and from trading expeditions to exotic countries in the
south. In recognition of his fame and wisdom, the fabled queen of Sheba
visited him in Jerusalem and brought him a caravan of dazzling gilis.

Solomons greatest achievements were his building activities. In -
Jerusalem he constructed a magnificent, richly decorated Temple to
YHWH, inaugurated it in great pomp, and built a beautiful palace nearby.
He fortified Jerusalem as well as the important provindial cities of Hazor,
Megiddo, and Gezer, and maintained stables with forty thousand stalls of
horses for his fourteen hundred chariots, and twelve thousand cavalrymen.
He concluded a treaty with Hiram, king of Tyre, who dispatched cedars of
Lebanon for the building of the Tenﬁplf: in Jerusalem and became
Solomon’s partner in overseas trading ventures. The Bible summarizes
Solomon’s reputation: “Thus king Solomon excelled all the kings of the
" earth in riches and in wisdom. And the whole carth sought the presence _;:‘f
Solomon to hear his wisdom, which God had put into his mind” (r Kings
10:23—2.4).
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Did David and Solomon Exist?

"This question, put so baldly, may sound intendonally provocative. David

and Solomeén are such central religious icons to both Judaism and Chris-

. tianity that the recent assertions of radical biblical critics that King David
is “no more a historical figure than King Arthur,” have been greeted in
many ir«t:iigiou.s and scholarly circles with outrage and disdain. Biblical his-
torians such as Thomas Thompson and Niels Peter Lemche of the Univer-
sity of Copenbagen and Philip Davies of the University of Sheffield,
dubbed “biblical minimalises” by their detractors, have argued that David
2nd Solomon, the united monarchy of Israel, and indeed the entire biblical

description of the history of Istael are no more than elaborate, skillful ide- |

ological constructs produced by priestly circles in Jerusalem in post-exilic
“or even Hellenistic times. _ '

Yet from a purely liverary and archaecological standpoint, the minimal-
ists have some points in their favor. A close reading of the biblical descrip-
tion of the days of Solomon cleatly suggests that this was a portrayal of an
idealized past, a glorious Golden Age. The reports of Solomon’s fabulous
wealth (making “silver as common in Jerusalem as stone,” according to 1
Kings 10:27) and his legendary harem ‘(housing seven hundred wives and
princesses and three-hundred concubines, according to 1 Kings 11:3) are de-
tails too exaggerated to be true. Moreover, for all their reported wealth and
power, neither David nor Solomon is mentioned in a single known Egypt-
ian or Mesopotamian text. And the archaeological evidence in Jerusalem
for the famous building projects of Solomon is nonexistent. Nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century excavations around the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem failed to identify .even a trace of Solomon’s fabled Temple or
palace complex. And while certain levels and structures at sites in other re-
gions of the country have indeed been linked to the era of the united
monarchy, their dating, as we shall see, is far from clear.

On the other hand, strong arguments have been marshaled to counter
some of the minimalists’ objections. Many scholars argue that remains
from the Solomonic period in Jerusalem are missing because they were
completely eradicated by the massive Herodian constructions on the Tem-
~ ple Mount in the Early Roman period. Moreover, the absence of outside

sy
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references to David and Solomon in ancient inscriptions is completely
understandable, since the era in which they were believed to have ruled
{c. 1005-<¢. 930 BCE} was a period in which the great empires of Egypr and
Mesopotamia were in decline. So it is not surprising that there are no refer-
ences to either David or Solomon in the rather meager contemporary
Egyprian or Mesopotamian texis.

Yer in the summer of 1993, ar the biblical site of Tel Dan in northern Is-
rael, a fragmentary artifact was discovered that would change forever the
nature of the debate. It was the “House of David” inscription, part of a
black basalt monument, found broken and reused in a later stratum as a
building stone. Written in Aramaic, the language of the Aramean king-
doms of Syria, it related the details of an invasion of Isriel by an Aramean
king whose name is not mentioned on the fragments that'have so far been
‘discovered. But there is hardly a question that it tells the story of the assault
of Hazael, king of Damascus, on the northern king_do‘m of Israel around
835 BCE. This war took place in the era when Israel and Judah were separate
kingdoms, and the outcome was a bitrer defeat for both.

The most important part of the inscription is Hazael’s boasting descrip-

tion of his enemies:

[I killed Jeho]ram son of [Ahab] king of Israel, and [I] killed [Ahaz]iahti son of
[Jehoram kinlg of the House of David. A_ud I set {their towns tnto ruins and

rurned] their land into [desolation].

This is dramatic evidence of the fame of the Davidic dynasty less than a
hundred years after the reign of David’s son Solomon. The fact that Judah
(or perhaps its capital, Jerusalem) is referred to with only a mention of its
ruling house is clear evidence that the reputation of David was not a liter-
ary invention of a much later period. Furthermore, the French scholar
André Lemaire has recently suggested that a similar reference to the house
of David can be found on the famous inscription of Mesha, king of Moab
in the ninth century 8cg, which was found in the nineteenth century east
of the Dead Sea. Thus, the house of David was known throughout the re-
gion; this clearly validates the biblical description of a figure named David
becoming the founder of the dynasty of Judahite kings in Jerusalem.

The question we must therefore face is no longer one of David and
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Solomon’s mere existence. We must now see if the Bible’s sweeping de-
scription of David’s great military victories and of Solomon’s great buitding
projects is consistent with the archaeological evidence.

A New Look at the Kingdom of David

We have already seen thar the first stage of Israelite settlement in the high-
lands of Canaan was a gradual, regional phenomenon in which local pas-
roralist groups began to settle down in the sparsely populated highlands
and form self:sufficient village communities. In time, with the growth of
the highland population, new villages were founded in previously unoccu-
pied areas, moving from the eastern steppe land and the interior valleys to--
ward the western rocky and rugged niches of the highlands. At this stage,
cultivation of olives and grapes began, especially in the northern high-
lands. With a growing diversity among the location and crops produced by
the various villages throughout the hill country, the old regime of self--
sufficiency could not be maintained. Villagers who concentrated on or-
chards and vines would necessarily have to exchange some of their surplus
production of wine and olive oil for basic commodities like grain. With
specialization came the rise of classes of administrators and traders, profes-
sional soldiers, and eventually kings.

Similar patterns of highland settlement and gradual social stratificarion
have been uncovered by archaeologists working in Jordan in the ancient
lands of Ammonand Moab. A fairly uniform process of social transforma-
tion may have happened in many highland regions of the Levant, once
they were freed from the control of the great Bronze Age empires or the
lowland city-state kings.

At a time when the entire world was coming to life again in the Iron Age,
new kingdoms were emerging that were wary of their neighbors and
apparently marked themselves off from one another by distinctive ethnic
customs and the worship of national deities. Still, their process of special-
jzation, organization, and group identity is a far cry from the formation of
a vast empire. Extensive conguests of the kind ascribed to David take enor-
mous organization, manpower, and armor. So, scholarly interest has begun
to focus on the archacological evidence of population, settlement patterns,
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TABLE TWO
THE KINGS OF THE UNITED MONARCHY

BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL

KING DATES® TESTIMONY FINDS

Saul ca. 1025—1005  First king, app'oim:ed In the highlands
by the propher continuation of Iron I
Samuel settlement system

David Conquers Jerusalem No' evidence for David’s

Ca, T005-970

and makes ic his

capital; establishes a

conguests or for his
empire. In the valleys

Canaanite culaire
continues unintesrupted, -

Vast empire COVering
maost territories of the

Land of Israel In the highlands
continuation of Iron I
settlement system
Solomon ca. 970-931 Builds the Temple No sign of monumen;ai

and the palace in architecture, or
Jerusalem. Also active
at Megiddo, Hazor,

and Gezer

important city in
Jerusalemn. No sign of
grand-scale building
activity at Megiddo,
“Hazor, and Gezer; in
the north, Canaanite
material culeare
 CORTINUCS

* According wo Galil's The Chronalogy of the Kings of Iracl and Judal:

and economic and organizational resources in David’s home region of
Judah to see if the biblical description makes historical sense.

The recent archaeological surveys in the highlands have offered- im-
portant new evidence of the unique character of Judah, which occupies
- the southern part of the highlands, roughly stretching southward from
Jerusalem to the northern fringes of the Negev. It forms a homogenous en-
vironmental unit of rugged terrain, difficult communications, and meager
and highly unpredictable rainfall. In contrast to the northern hill country
with its broad valleys and natural overland routes to the neighboring re-
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gions, Judah hasalways been marginal agriculturally and isolated from the
neighboring regions by topographical barriers that encircle it on all sides
except the porth. _
On the east and south, Judah is bordered by the arid zones of the Judean
"desert and the Negev. And on the west—in the direction of the fertle and
prosperous Shephelah foothills and the coastal plain—the central ridge
drops abruptly. Traveling westward from Hebron, one is forced to descend
more than thirtéen hundred feet down steep, rocky slopes in a distance of
just a letle over three miles. Farther north, west of Jerusalem and Bethle-
hem, the slope is more moderate, but it is even more difficult to traverse
since it comprises a set of narrow, long ridges separated by deep ravines.
Today, the flat central plateau, from Jerusalem to Bethlehem and to He-
bron, is crisscrossed by roads and extensively farmed. Butit took millennia
of concentrated labot to clear the rocky terrain enough to allow these ac-
" tivities. In the Bronze Age and in the beginning of the Iron Age the area
was rocky and covered with dense scrub and forest, with very little open
fand available for agricultural fields. A mere handful of permanent villages
were established there at the time of the Israelite settlement; Judal's envi-
ronment was far better suited to pastoral groups.
Judah’s serdement system of the rwelfth—eleventh centuries BCE con-
tinued to develop in the tenth century. The number of villages and their
size gradually grew, but the nature of the system did not change dramati-
" cally. North of Judah, extensive orchards and vineyards developed on the
western slopes of the highlands; in Judah they did not, due to the forbid-
- ding nature of the terrain. As far as we can sce on the basis of the archaco-
logical surveys, Judah remained relatively empty of permanent population,
quite isolated, and very marginal right up to and past the presumed time
of David and Solomon, with no major urban centers and with no pro-
nounced hierarchy of hamlets, villages, and towns.

Searching for Jerusalem

The image of Jerusalem in the time of David, and even more so in the time
of his son Solomon, has for centuries been a subject of mythmaking and
romance. Pilgrims, Crusaders, and visionaries of all kinds have spread fab-
~ ulous stories about the grandeur of David’s city and of Solomon’s Temple.
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It was therefore no accident that the quest for the remains of Solomon’s
Temple was among the first challenges raken up by biblical archacology in
the ninetcenth century. The quest was hardly easy and very rarely fruitful,
due o the nanure of the site.

Lived in continuously and highly overbuilt, Jerusalem lies in a saddle to
the east of the watershed of the Judean hills, very close to the fringe of the
Judean desert. In the heart of its historical part is the Old City, which is
surrounded by Ottoman walls. The Christian quarter lies in the northwest
of the Old City, around the church of the Holy Sepulchre. The Jewish
quarter lies in the southeast, overlooking the Wailing Wall and the Temple
Mount. The latter covers the southeastern corner of the Otroman city. To
the south of the Temple Mount, outside of the walls of the Ottoman city,
stretches the idng, narrow, relatively low ridge of the city of David—the
old mound of Bronze and Early Iron Age Jerusalem: Tt is separated from
 the surrounding hills by two ravines. The eastern one, the Kidron valley,
separates it from the village of Siloam. The main water source of biblical
Jerusalem--the spring of Gihon—is focated in this ravine.

Jerusalem has been excavared time and again-—and with a particularly
intense period of investigation of Bronze and Iron Age remains in the 1970s
and 1980s under the direction of Yigal Shiloh, of the Hebrew University,
* at the city of David, the original urban core of Jerusalem. Surprisingly; as
Tel Aviv University archaeologist David Ussishkin pointed out, ficldwork
there and in other parts of biblical Jerusalem failed-to provide significant
evidence for a tenth century occupation. Not only was any sign of monu-
mental architecture missing, but so were even simple pottery sherds. The
types that are so characteristic of the tehth century at other sites are rare in
Jerusalem. Some scholars have argued that later, massive building activities
in Jerusalem wiped out all signs of the eatlier city. Yet excavations in the
city of David revealed impressive finds from the Middle Bronze Age and
from later centuries of the Iron Age—just not from the tenth century BCE.
The most optimistic assessment of this negative evidence is that tenth cen-
tury Jerusalem was rather limited in extent, perhaps not more than a typi-
cal hill country village.

" This modest appraisal meshes well with the rather rmeager settlement
patrern of the rest of Judah in the same period, which was composed of
only about twenty small villages and a few thousand inhabitants, many of
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them wandering pastoralists. In fact, it is highly unlikely that this sparsely
inhabited region of Judah and the small village of Jerusalem could have be-
come the center of a great empire stretching from the Red Sea in the south
to Syria in the north. Could even the most charismatic king have mar-
shaled the men and arms needed to achieve and hold such vast territorial
_congquests? There is absolutely no archaeological indication of the wealch,
manpower, and level of organization that would be required to support
large armies—even for brief periods—in the field. Even if the relatively
few inhabitants of Judah were able to mount swift attacks on neighboring
regions, how would they have possibly been able to administer the vastand

even more ambitious empire of David’s son Solomon?

" How Vast Were David’s Conquests?

For decades, archaeologists believed that the evidence uncovered in many
excavations outside Jerusalem supported the Bible’s account of a vast
united monarchy (Figure 16). The most prominent of David’s victories, ac-
cording to the Bible, were against the Philistine cities, a number of which
have been extensively excavated. The first book of Samuel offers great de-
tail on the encounters between Israelites and Philistines: how the Philistine
armies captured the ark of God at the battle of Ebenezer; how Saul and his
son Jonathan died during the wars against the Philistines; and of course,
how the young David toppled Goliath. While some of the details of these
stories are clearly legendary, the geographical descriptions are quite accu-
rate. More important, the gradual spread of the Philistines” distincrive
Acgean-inspired decorated pottery into the foothills and as far north as
the Jezreel valley provides evidence for the progressive expansion of the
Philistines” influence throughout the country. And when evidence of de-
struction —around 1000 BCE—of lowland cities was found; it seemied to
~ confirm the extent of David’s conquests.

One of the best examples of this line of reasoning is the case of Tel
Qasile, a small site on the northern outskirts of modern Tel Aviv, first exca-
vated by the Israeli biblical archaeologist and historian Benjamin Mazar in
1948—50. Mazar uncovered a prosperous Philistine town, otherwise un-
known in the biblical accounts. The last layer there that contained charac-
teristic Philistine pottery and bore other hallmarks of Philistine culrure was
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destroyed by fire. And even though there was no specific reference in the
Bible to David’s conquest of this area, Mazar did not hesitate to conclude
that David leveled the settlement in his wars against the Philistines.

And so it went throughout the country, with David’s destructive handi-
work seen in ash layers and tumbled stones ar sites from Philistia to the
Jezreel valley and beyond. In almost every case where a ciry with late Philis-
tine or Canaanite culture was attacked, destroyed, or even remodeled,
King David’s sweeping conquests were seen as the cause.

Could rhe Israelites of the central hill country have established control
not only over small sites like Tel Quasile, but over the large “Canaanite”
centers like Gezer, Megiddo, and Beth-shean? Theoretically, yes; there are
some examples in history of rural people exerting control over big cities—
especially in cases where highland warlords or outlaw chiefrains used both
the threar of violence and the promise of godfatherly protection to secure
tribute and professions of loyalty from the farmers and shopkeepers of low-
land rowns. But in most cases these were not outright military CONGUEsts
and the establishment of a formalized, bureaucratic empire so much as a
more subtle means of leadership in which a highland chieftain offered a
kind of security to lowland communities.

The Stables, Cities, and Gates of King Solomon?

The heart of the debate took place not over evidence of David’s conquests,
but rather their aftermath. Did Solomon establish a glorious reign over the
kingdom conquered by David? Even though no wace of the Solomonic
Temple and palace in Jerusalem has ever been identified, there have been
many other places for scholars to look. The biblical narrative describes
Solomon’s rebuilding of the northern ciries of Megiddo, Hazor, and Gezer
(1 Kings 9:15). When one of those sites— Megiddo—was excavated by an
expedition of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago in the
1920s and 1930s, some of its most impressive Iron Age remains were attrib-
uted to Solemon. ,

‘Located in a strategic spot, where the international highway from Egypt
in the south ro Mesopotamia and Anatolia in the north descends from
the hills into the Jezreel valley, Megiddo was one of the most important cities
of biblical Israel. And apart from 1 Kings 9:15, it is mentioned also in 1 Kings



THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

]
Dan
Hazor @
Béthsqida
e
&
ﬁ
ﬁ* —g Megiddo ® Jazreel
= | ® Mt Gilboa
_‘7 Beth - shean &
=0
**““—“ﬁ“—":—':i Samaria
e ——————— : ] o'ﬂrzah
- (Tall ei-Farah)
&®
Shecham
Bethel -
Gazer ® e
= & Khirbet at-Tell
—ashdod D" ®
— ® Jerusatem
[~ Ashkelon Elah valley
Ataroth Jahaz
Hebron ®
’ *
A' ® pibon
Q. 5] ZC Milea !

Figure 16: Main sites of che monarchic period.




- Memories of a Golden Age? r3z

4:12, in the list of districts of the Solomonic state. The ciry level called scra-
- tum IV the last to be almost fully exposed over the entire area of the an-
cient mound-— contained ewo sets of large public buildings, cach composed
ofaseries of long chambers attached to one another in a row. Fach of the in-
dividual chambers was divided into three narrow aisles separated from one
another by low partition walls of stone pillars and troughs (Eigure 17).

One of the directors of the expedition, PL.O. Guy, identified thesc
buildings as stables dated to the time of Solomon. His interpretation was
based on the biblical description of Solomonic building techniques in
Jerusalem (1 Kings 7:12), on the specific reference to the building activity of
Solomon at Megiddo in 1 Kings 9:15, and on the mention of Solomonic
cities for chariots and horsemen in 1 Kings 9:19. Guy put it chis way: “If we
ask ourselves who, at Megiddo, shortly after the defeat of the Philistines by
King David, built with the help of skilled foreign masons a city with many
stables? I believe that we shall find our answer in the Bible . . . if one reads
the history of Solomon, whether in Kings or in Chromclc:s oncisstruck by -
the frequency with which chariots and horses crop up.”

The apparent evidence of the grandeur of the Solomonic empire was
significantly enhanced in the 19505, with the excavations of Yigael Yadin at
Hazor. Yadin and his team uncovered a large city gate dated to the Iron
Age. It had a peculiar plan: there was a tower and three chambers on each
side of the gateway—thus giving rise to the rerm “six-chambered” gate
{Figure 18). Yadin was stunned. A similar gate—in both layout and size—
was uncovered twenty years earlier by the Oriental Institute team at
Megiddo! Perhaps this and not the stables was the relltale sign of
Solomonic presence throughout the land.

So Yadin went to dig Gezer, the third city mentioned in 1 Kings 9:15 as
being rebuilt by Solomon—not in the field bur in the library. Gezer had
been excavated at the beginning of the century by the British archaeologist
R.A.S. Macalister. As Yadin paged through Macalister’s repores he was as-

- tounded. In a plan of a building that Macalister had identified as a “Mac-

- cabean castle” dated to the second century scE, Yadin could easily identify

2 the outline of one side of exactly the same type of gate structure that had

* been found at Megiddo and Hazor. Yadin did not hesitate any longer. He
- argued that a royal architect from Jerusalem drew a master plan for the
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Figure 17: A set of pillared buildings ar Megiddo, identified as stables.

-

Solomonic city gates and that this master plan was then dispatched to the
provinces.

Yadin summed it up this way: “There is no example in the history of ar-
chaeology where a passage helped so much in identifying and dating struc-
cures in several of the most important tells in the Holy Land as has I Kings
9:15 . . . Our decision to attribute that layer {at Hazor] to Solomon was
based primarily on the 1 Kings passage, the stratigraphy, and the pottery. .
But when in addition we found in that stratum a six-chambered, two-
towered gate connected to a casemate wall identical in plan and measure-
ment with the gate at Megiddo, we felt sure we had successfully identified

Solomon's city.”

Too Good to Be True?

Vadin’s Solomonic discoveries were not over. In the early 1960s, he went to
Megiddo with a small team of students to clarify the uniformity of the
Solemonic gates, which: at Gezer and Fazor were connected to a hollow
casemate fortification but only at Megiddo linked to a solid wall. Yadin was
sure that the Megiddo excavators had mistakenly ateributed a solid wall to
the gate, and that they missed an underlying casemate wall. Since the gate
had been fully exposed by the University of Chicago team, Yadin chose to
excavate east of the gate, where the American team had located an apparent
set of stables that they attributed to Solomon. '
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What he found revolutionized biblical archacology for a generation.
Under the stables Yadin found the remains of a beautiful palace measuring
* ‘about six thousand square feet and constructed of large ashlar blocks (Fig-
ure 24). It was built on the northern edge of the mound, and was con-
nected to a row of rooms that Yadin interpreted as the missing casemate
wall that was atrached to the six-chamber gate. A somewhart similar palace,
also built of beautiful dressed blocks, had been uncovered by the Oriental
Institute team on the southern side of the mound, and ir also lay under the
city of the stables. The architectural style of both buildings was closely par-
allel to a common and distinctive type of north Syrian palace of the Iron
‘Age, known as the &ir hilani, consisting of a monumental entrance and
rows of small chambers surrounding an official reception room. This style
would therefore have been appropriate for a resident official at Megiddo,
perhaps the regional governor Baana, the son of Ahilud (1 Kings 4:12).
Yadin's student David Ussishkin soon clinched the conneciion of these
buildings to Solomon by demonstrating that the biblical description of the
palace that Solomon built in Jerusalem perfectly fits the Megiddo palaces.
The conclusion seemed unavoidable. The two palaces and the gate rep-
resented Solomonic Megiddo, while the stables actually belonged to a larer
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city, built by King Ahab of the northern kingdom of Israel in the early
ainth century sk, This latter conclusion was an inportant cornerstone in
Yadin’s theory, as a ninth century Assyrian inscription described the great
chariot force of King Ahab of Israel. '

For Yadin and many others, archaeology seemed to fit the Bible more
closely than ever. The Bible described the territorial expansion of King
David: indeed, late Canaanite and Philisrine _t(;WI’LS all over the ¢ountry
were destroyed by a tetrible fire. The Bible describes the building activities
of Solomon at Hazor, Megiddo, and Gezer; surely the similar gates re-
vealed that the three cities were built together, ona unified plan. The Bible
says that Solomon was an ally of Hiram, king of Tyre, and that he was.a
great builder; indeed, the magnificent Megiddo palaces show northern in-
fuence in their architecture, and they were the most beautiful edifices dis-
covered in the Iron Age strata in Israel. -

For some years, Solomon’s gates symbolized archaeology’s most impres-
sive support for the Bible. Yet basic questions of historical logic eventually
undermined their significance. Nowhere else in the region—from eastern '
Turkey in the north through western Syria to Transjordan in the south—
was there any sign of similarly developed royal institutions or monumental
building in the tenth century BCE. As we have seen, David and Solomon’s
homeland of Judah was conspicuously undeveloped —and there is no evi-
dence whatever of the wealth of a great empire flowing back to it. And
there is an even more troubling chronological problem: the bit hilani
palaces of lron Age Syria-——which were supposed to be the protorypes for
the Solomonic palaces at Megiddo-—appear for the first time in Syria in
the early ninth century BCE, at [east half a century affer the time of
Solomon. How would it have been possible for Solomon’s architects to
adopt an architectural style thar did not yer exist? Finally, there is the ques-
tion of the contrast between Megiddo and Jerusalem: is it possible that a
king who constructed fabulous ashlar palaces in a provincial city ruled
from a small, remote, and underdeveloped village? As it turned out, we
now know that the archaeological evidence for the vast extent of Davidic
conquests and the grandeur of the Solomonic kingdom came as the result
of badly mistaken dates.
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Qriestions of Dating

Identification of the remains from the period of David and Solomon—-
and indeed from the ‘reigns of the kings that followed for the next
century—was based on two classes of evidence. The end of distinctive
Philistine pottery (dated ¢. 1000 BCE) was closely linked to David’s con-
quests. And the construction of the monumental gates and palaces at -
Megiddo, Hazor, and Gezer were contiected with the reign of Solomon. In
the last few years, both supports have begun to crumble (see Appendix D
for more details).

First, we can no longer be sure that the cha.racterzsuc Philistine pottery
styles did not continue well into the tenth century—long after the death
of David—and would therefore be useless for dating (much less verify-
ing) his supposed conquests. Second, renewed analysis of the architectural
styles and pottery forms in the famous Solomonic levels ar Megidda,
Gezer, and Hazor indicates that they actually date to the carly ninth cen-

“tury BCE, decades after the death of Solomon! .

A third class of evidence, the more precise laboratory techniques of car-
bon 14 dating, now seems to clinch the case. Until recently it was impossi-
ble to use radiocarbon dating for such relatively modern periods as the Iron
Age because of its wide margin of probability, often extending over a cen-
tury or more. But refinements of carbon 14 dating techniques have gready
reduced the margin of uncertainty. A number of samples from the major
sites involved in the tenth century debate have been tested and seem 1o
support the new chronology.

The site of Megiddo, in particular, has produced some stunning contra-

~_dicrions to the accepted interpretations. Fifteen wood samples were taken
. from large root beams that had collapsed in the terrible fire and destruction
attributed to David: Since some of the beams could have been used in ear-
lier buildings, only the latest dares in the series can safely indicate when the
structures were built. Indeed most of the samples fall well into the tenth

' century——long after the time of David. The palaces ascribed to Solomon,
'built two layers above this destruction, would have been much later.

+“These dates have been confirmed by tests of parallel strata ar such
: 'promment sites as Tel Dor on the Mediterranean coast and Tel Hadar on
“the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Sporadic readings from several other, less
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" well known sites, such as Ein Hagit near Megiddo and Tel Kinneret on the
northerr coast of the Sea of Galilee, also support this dating. Finally, a se-
ries of samples from the ciqstruct}on of a stratum at Tel Rehov near Beth-
shean, which is contemporary with Megiddo’s supposed Solomonic city,
gave mid-ninth ceawury dates—long afrer its reported destruction by
Pharaoh Shishak in 926 BCE.

Essentially, archacology misdated both “Davidic” and “Solomonic” re-
mains by a full century. The finds dated to the time just before David in the
late eleventh century belonged in the mid-tenth century and those dated to
the time of Solomon belonged in the early ninth century BCE. The new
dates place the appearance of monuruental structures, fortifications, and
other signs of full statehood precisely at the time of their first appearance in
the rest of the Levant. They rectify the disparity in dates between the bit bi-
lani palace structures in Megiddo and their parallels in Syria. And they
allow us finally to understand why Jerusalem. and Judah are so poor in finds
in the tenth century. The reason is that Judah was still a remote and unde-

“veloped region at that time.

There is hardly a reason to doubt the historicity of David and Solomon.
Yet thete are plenty of reasons to question the extent and splendor of their
realm, [fthere was no big empire, if there were no monuments, if there was
no magnificent capital, what was the nature of David’s realm?

The Davidic Legacy: From Iron Age Chiefdom to Dynastic Myth

The material culture of the highlands in the time of David remained sim-
ple. The land was overwhelmingly rural—with no trace of written docu-
ments, inscriptions, O even SigNs of the kind of widespread literacy that
would be necessary for the functioning of a proper monarchy. From a de-
mographic point of view, the area of the Israelite sectlement was hardly ho-
mogeneous. It is hard to see any evidence of a unified culture or centrally
administered state. The area from Jerusalem to the north was quite densely
settled, while the area from Jerusalem to the south—rthe hub of the future
kingdom of Judah—was stll very sparsely settled. Jerusalem itself was, at
best, no more than a typical highland village. We can say no more than
thar,

The population estimates for the later phases of the Israelite settlement
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period apply also to the tenth century sce. T hey give an idea of the scale of
historical possibilities. Qut of a total of approximately forty-five thousand
people living in the hill country, a full 9o percent would have inhabited the’
villages of the north. That would have left about five thousand people scac-
tered among Jerusalem, Hebrosn, and abour twenty small villages in Judah,
with additional groups probably cdntinuing as pastoralists. Such a small
and isolated society like this would have been likely to cherish the memory
of an extraordinary leader like David as his descendants continued to rule
in Jerusalem over the next four hundred years. At first, in the tenth century,
their rule extended over no empire, no palatial cities, no spectacular capi-
tal. Archeologically we can say no more about David and Solomon except
that they existed--—and that their legend endured.
Yet the fascination of the Deuteronomistic historian of the seventh cen-
- tury BCE with the memories of David and ‘Solomon—and indeed the Ju-
~dahites” apparent continuing veneration of these characters—may be the
best if not the only evidence for the existence of some sort of an early Is-
taelite unified state. The fact that the Deuteronomist employs the united
monarchy as a powerful tool of political propaganda suggests that in his
 time the episode of David and Solomon as rulefs over a relatively large ter-
-ritory in the central highlands was still vivid and widely believed.

Of course, by the seventh century scE conditions in Judah had changed
almost beyond reckoning. Jerusalem was now a relatively large city, domi-
nated by a Temple to the God of Israel that served as the single national

shrine. The institutions of monarchy, a professional army, and administra-
tion had reached a level of sophistication that met and even exceeded the
complexity of the royal insticutions of the neighboring states. And once
again we can sec the landscapes and costumes of seventh century Judah as
- the setting for an unforgertable biblical rale, this time of a mythical golden
age. The lavish visit of Solomon’s trading partner the queen of Sheba to

. Jerusalem (1 Kings 10:1-10) and the trade in rare commodities with distant

markets such as the land of Ophir in the south (1 Kings 9:28; 10:11) no
doubt reflect the participation of seventh century Judah in the lucrarive
Arabian trade. The same holds true for the description of the building of
..Ta:ma;: in the wilderness (x Kings 9:18) and the trade expeditions to faraway
lands setting out from Ezion-geber in the Gulf of Agaba (1 Kings 9:26) —
[two sites that have been securely identified and that were not inhabited be-
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fore late monarchic times. And David’s royal guard of Cherethites and
Pelethites (2 Samuel 8:18), long assumed by scholars to have been Aegean in
origin, should be understood on the background of the service of Greek
mercenaries, the most a_ldvanced fighting force of the day, in the Egyptian
and possibly judahite armies of the seventh century. .

In late monarchic times, an elaborate theology had been developed in
Judah and Jerusalem to validate the connection between the heir of David
and the destiny of the entire people of fsrael. According to the Deurterono-
mistic History, the pious David was the first to stop the cycle of idolatry
(by the people of Isracl) and divine rerribution (by YHWH). Thanks to his
devortion, faithfulness, and righteousness, YHWH helped him to complete
the unfinished job of Joshua——namely to conquer the rest of the promised
tand and establish a glorious empire over all the vast terricorics that had
been promised to Abraham. These were theological hopes, not accurate
historical portraits. They were a central element ina powerful seventh cen-
tury vision of national renaissance that sought to bring scattered, war-
weary people together, to prove to them that they bhad experienced a
stirring history under the direct intervention of God. The glorious epic of
the united monarchy was—like the stories of the patriarchs and the sagas
of the Exodus and conquest—a brilliant composition that wove together
ancient heroic tales and legends into a coherent and persuasive prophecy
_for the people of Israel in the seventh century BCE. '

To the people of Judah at the time when the biblical epic was first
crafred, 2 new David had come to the throne, intent on restoring the glory
of his distant ancestors. This was Josiah, described as the most devoted of
all Judahite kings. And Josiah was able to roll history back from his own
days to the time of the legendary united monarchy. By cleansing Judah of
the abominartion of idolatry —first introduced into Jerusalem by Solomon
with his harem of foreign wives (1 Kings ru:1—8) ——Josiah could nullify the
transgressions that led to the breakdown of the Davidic “empire.” What
the Deuteronomistic historian wanted to say is simple and powerful: there
is stiil a way to regain the glory of the past.

So Josiah embarked on establishing a united monarchy that would link
Judah with the territories of the former northern kingdom through
the royal institutions, military forces, and single-minded devotion to Jeru-
salem that are so central to the biblical narrative of David. As the monarch
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sitting on the throne of David in Jerusalem, Josiah was the only legiti-
mate heir to the Davidic empire, that is, 1o the Davidic territories. He was
about to “regain” the territories of the now destroyed northern kingdom,
.the kingdom that was born from the sins of Solomon. And the words of
1 Kings 4:25, that “Judah and Israel dwelt in safety from Dan even to Beer-
sheba,” summarize those hopes of territorial expansion and quest for
peaceful, prosperous times, similar to the mythical past, when a king ruled
‘from Jerusalem over the territories of Judah and Israel combined.

As we have seen, the historical reality. of the kingdom of David and
Solomon was quite different from the rale. It was part of a great demo-
graphic ransformation that would lead 1o the emergence of the kingdoms
of Judah and Istael—in a dramatically different historical sequence than
the one the Bible describes. So far we have examined the biblical version of
Israel’s formative history written in the sevenrh century BCE, and we have

‘provided glimpses at-the archacological reality that underlies it. Now it is
time to tell a new story. In the chapters thar follow, we will present the
main outlines of the rise, fall, and rebirth of a very different Isracl. .
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Ohe State, One Nation,
One People?

- (c. 930-720BCE)

“The course of Israel’s history—the books of Kings gravely infortn us——

moves with_ almost tragic inevitability from unity to schism and from

schism to national catastrophe. After the glorious reigns of David and

Solomon, when all Israel was ruled from Jerusalem and experienced a

period of unprecedented prosperity and power, the tribes of the northern

hill country and Galilee—resisting the tax demands of Solomon’s son

Rehoboam—angrily break away. What follows is two hundred years of di-

‘vision and hatred between brothers, with the independent Israelite king-

- doms of Israel in the north and of Judah in the south intermittently poised

. - 1o strike at each other’s throats. It is a tale of tragic division, and of violence
.- and idolatry in the northern kingdom. There, according to the biblical ac-

E . counts, new cult centers are founded to compete with the Jerusalem Tem-

o ple. New northern Israelite dynasties, rivals of the house of David, bloodily

come to power one afier another. In time, the northerners pay for their sin-

> fulness with the ultimate punishment—destruction of their state and the

. exile of the ten northern tribes. _

© This vision is central to the theology of the Bible—and to the biblical

- hope for an eventual reunion of Judah and Israel under the rule of the -

Davidic dynasty. But it is simply not an accurate representation of the his-
torical reality. As we have seen, there is no compelling archaeological evi-

49




56 . THE BIBLE UNEARTHED -

dence for the historical existence of a vast united monarchy, centered in
Jerusalem, that encompassed the entire land of Israel. On the contrary, the
cevidence reveals a complex demographic transformation in the highlands,
in which a unified echnic consciousness began only slowly to coalesce.
And here we reach perhé.ps the most unsettling clash between the ar-
chaeological finds and the Bible. If there was no Exodus, no conquest, no
unired monarchy, what are we o make of the biblical desire for unifica-
rion? What are we to make of the long and difficult relationship between
the kingdoms of Judah and Isracl for almost two bundred years? There is
good reason to suggest that there were always two distinct highland enti-
ties, of which the southern was always the poorer, weaker, more rural, and
less influential —undtil it rose to sudden, spcciacular prominence after the

fall of the northern kingdom of Israel.

A Tale of Twelve ”lwrilr;es and Two Kingdoms

In the Bible, the northern tribes are consistently depicted as weakhearted
failures, with a pronounced tendency to sinfulness. This is particularly
dear in the book of Judges, where the individual wribes struggle with the
idolatrous peoples around them. Among the descendants of the twelve
sons of Jacob, only the tribes of Judah and Simeon succeeded in conquer-
ing all the Canaanite enclaves in their God-given inheritance. As a resulg,
in thesouth there were no Canaanites left, no Canaanite women to marry
and to be influenced by. The tribes of the north are apother story. Ben-
jamin, Manasseh, Ephraim, Zebulun, Asher, Naphtali, and Dan did not
accomplish what they had to; they did not finish off the Canaanites. As'a
result they would be tempted again and again.

There is no question in the text that the northern tribes were more nu-
merous and occupied a vast territory, and it is certainly no accident that the
Grst king of Israel, Saul, from the tribe of Benjamin, is said to have ruled
over northern territories in the highlands. Yet Saul violared the laws of the
cult and was driven to suicide after the defeat of his forces by the
Philistines. God withdrew his blessing from this anointed northern leader,
and the elders of the northern tribes duly turned to David, the oudaw-
hero-king of Judah, and proclaimed him king over all of Isracl. Despite
their wealth and strength, however, the northern tribes are depicted in
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1 Kings as being treated like little more than colonial subjects by David’s
son Selomon. Solomon’s great regional capirals and store cities of Gezer,
Meg_icido,' and Hazor were built in their midst and the people of the north
were taxed and conscripted into public works projects by Solomonic ap-
pointees. Some northerners— like jcroboam; son of Nebat, of the tribe of
Ephraitmn—served under the Jerusalem court in positions of importance.
But Judah is depicted as the stronger party, having the northern tribes as
subjects. - :

Upon the death of Solomon and the accession of his son Rehoboam, the
northerners appealed for a reduction in their burden. But the arrogant Re-
hoboam dismissed the advice of his modetate counselors and replied to the
northerners with the now famous words “My father made your yoke heavy,

“bur I will add to your yoke; my father chastised you with whips, but I will
chastise you with scorpions” (1 Kings 12:14). The banner of rebellion was
unfurled as the northerners rallied ro the cry of secession: “And when all Is-
rael saw that the king did not hearken to them, the people answered the
king: “Whart portion have we in David? We have no inheritance in the son
of Jesse. Look to your tents, O Israel! Look to your own house, David.” So
Israel departed to their tents™ (x Kings 12:16). The northerners proceeded to
stone to death Rehoboam’s chief taskmaster, and King Rehoboam fled in

 terror back to the safety of Jerusalem.
 The northerners then gathcred te proclaim for themselves a monarch
and chose Jeroboam, son of Nebat, who had served in the court of Solo-
mon. The united monarchy of David and Solomon was completely shat-
tered. Two independent states were created: Judah, which was ruled by the
Davidic dynasty from Jerusalem, with its territory limited to the southern
. part of the central hill country; and Israel, which conrtrolled vast territories
.. in the north. The first capital of the northern kingdom was set at Tirzah,
located to the northeast of Shechem. The new king, Jeroboam, decided to
. _setup rivals to the Temple in Jerusalem and ordered that two golden calves _
~ be fashioned and installed in shrines at the farthest corners of his king-

:dom—at Bethel in the far south and Dan in the north.

.. Thus began a rurbulent and fateful period in the biblical history of Is-
rael. From the family solidarity of the pattiarchal period, from the spiritual
“solidarity of the Exodus, and from the political unity of the united monar-

chy, the people of Israel were now torn in two.
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-.A Mistaken Scheme of Evolution? _
Archaeologists and bibiicfa\l historians alike have generally taken the bibli-

cal narrative of the rise and disintegration of the united monarchy at face
value. The ethnic unity and distinctiveness of the people of Israel as a
whole were taken for granted. ‘And the historical sequence was believed
by most biblical historians to have run approximately like this (minus,
of course, the occasional biblical mythmaking and heroic hyperbole):
Whether by conguest or peaceful infiltration, the Israelites sertled in the
empty highlands. At first they organized themselves as a sort of egalitarian
society, with charismatic military heroes who saved them from their foes.
Then, mainly because of the Philistine threat, which was far more danger-
ous than the other local menaces, they opted for 2 monarchy, built a strong
army, and expanded to establish a formidable empire under David and
Solomon. It was a rale of steady political evolution of a unified people,
from tribes to unified starehood, an evolutionary process that was essen-
tially completed by the time of Solomon in the tenth century BCE.

The breakup of the united monarchy was therefore seeri as an unforu-
nate postscript to a story that had already run its course. It appeared as if
~ only the arrogant and ill-advised tyranny of Solomon’s son Rehoboam
destroyed the expansive grandeur of the Solomonic empire. This vision of
the united monarchy and its downfall seemed to be confirmed by the ar-
chaeological finds. Scholars believed that the construction of the great
“Solomonic” cities with their gﬁtes and palaces was indisputable evidence
of fill-blown statehood by the tenth century BCE and of Jerusalems iron-
fisted control of the north. By the 1980s, even though the understanding of
the initial period of Israelite history had become somewhat more nuanced,
it was taken for granted that the united monarchy of David and Solo-
mon—and its sudden breakup-—were historical facts. '

In tracing the subsequent history of the two sister states of Judah and Is-
rael, scholars followed the biblical story almost word for word, with most
assuming that the two successor states shared a nearly identical level of po-
litical organization and complexity. Since both Judah and Israel had their
origins in the full-fledged monarchy of Solomon, both inherited fully de-
veloped state institutions of court, fiscal adminiseration, and military
force. As a result, the two independent kjﬁgdoms were believed to have
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competed with each other, fought each 6ther, and hélped each other, ac-
cording to the changing political circumstances in the region, but always
on more or less equal terms. Certain regional differences did, of course, be-
come apparent. But most scholars concluded thart the rest of the history of
the Israclite kingdoms was one of population increase, intensive building,
and warfare——but no further dramatic social development.

This widely accepted picture now appears to be wrong,,

North Versus South Through the Millennia

The intensive archaeological surveys in the central hill country in the 1980s
opened new vistas for understanding the character and origins of the two
highland states of Judah and Israel. The new perspectives differed dramat-
ically from the biblical accounts. The surveys showed that the emergence
of the Israelites in the highlands of Canaan was not a unique event, bur ac-
tually just one in a series of demographic oscillations that could be traced
“back for millennia. ‘ _ _
In each of the two earlier settlement waves—in the Early Bronze Age
(¢. 35002200 BCE) and in the Middle Bronze Age (c. 20001550 BCE) -
the indigenous highland population moved from pastoralism to seasonal
 agriculture, to permanent villages, to complex highland economies in a
manner that was serikingly similar o the process of Israelite sectdlement in
the Iron Age I (1150-900 BCE). But even more surprising, the surveys (and
the fragmentary historical information) indicated that in each wave of
“ highland settlement, there always seemed ro have been fwe distince soci-
eries in the highlands—northern and southern——roughly occupying the
areas of the later kingdoms of Judah and Israel. . _
A map of Early Bronze Age highland sites, for exampie, clearly shows
two different regional setdement systems, with a dividing line between
them running roughly between Shechem and Jerusalem, a boundary that
would later mark the frontier between Israel and Judah. Like the later king-
dom of Israel, the northern setelement system was dense and possessed a
- complex hierarchy of large, medium, and small sites, all heavily dependent
on settled agriculture. The southern region, like the later kingdom of
Judah, was more sparsely settled, mostly in small sites, wirh no such variety
of sizes. The south also had a relatively large number of archaeological sites
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with only scatters of pottery sherds, rather than permanent buildings; this
suggested a significant population of migratory pastoral groups.

Northern and southern regions weze each dominated by a single center
that was apparently the focus of regional political and economic centraliza-
tion—and perhaps of regional religious practices as well. In the south,.in
the Early Bronze Age, it was a large site named Khirber er-Tell (the biblical
A, located northeast of Jerusalem. It covered an area of about twenty-five
acres, which represented a full fif#h of all the built-up area in the southern
hill country. Its impressive fortifications and monumental temple under-
line its paramount status in the largely rural and pastoral south. In the
north there were a few central sites, but a dominating one, Tell el-Farah,
situated near a large freshwater spring and guarding the main road down to
the Jordan valley, seems to have controlled the rich agricultural lands of the
region. It is not pure coincidence—as we will see—that this city, later
known as biblical Tirzah, became the first capital of the northern kingdofn
of Israel. . , ' .

In the succeeding Middle Bronze Age, the wave of settlement in the
highlands possessed exactly the same characteristics. There were very few
permanent settlement sites in the south, most of them tiny, and there were
a large number of pastoral groups, evidenced by their isolated cemeteries
not related to sedentary sites. The north was much more densely inhabited,
with serded farmers in much greater proportion than pastoralists. The
major urban site in the south was now Jerusalem, which was heavily forti-
fied (as Ai had been in the Early Bronze Age), joined by a secondary center,
Hebron, which was also fortified. The great center of the north was now
Shechem. Excavations at the site of Tell Balatah on the castern outskirts of
the city revealed imposing fortifications and a massive temple.

In addition to the archaeological indications of the north-south split
there is some important textual evidence from Egypt. One source is the
so-called execration texts—curse inscriptions, written on pottery frag-
ments on statuettes of prisoners of war that were meant to be broken and
buried ceremonially to bring misforrune upon the enemies of Egypt. Like
ancient versions of voodoo dolls covered with angry graffiti, these texts
offer us a glimpse at the political geography of Canaan during that era, in
particular those places and peoples whom the Egyptians found most
threatening, The texts mention a large number of .coastal and lowland
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citiés, but only two highland centers: Shechem and (according to most
scholars) Jerusalem. '
Anether Egyptian reference to the highlands adds to the picture. Itisan
- inscription recording the exploits of an Egyprian general named Khu-
Sebek, who led an Egyptian military campaign to the highlands of Canaan
in the nineteenth century sce. The inscription refers to the “land” (rather
than “city”) of Shechem, and mentions Shechem as a parallel to Rerenu—
one of the Egyptian names for all of the land of Canaan. This seems to in-
dicate that as early as the beginning of the second millennium sce,
- Shechem-—one of the most important centers of the kingdom of Israel-—
was the hub of a large territorial entiry. l
We: have no textual informartion about the southern territories in the
Middle Bronze Age, but there is abundant informarion about their extent
in the next period— the Late Bronze Age. The fourtcenth century sce Tell
. el~Amarna letters confirm the partition of the central hill country berween
two city-states, or actually early territorial states, Shechem and Jerusalem
(Figure 19}). A number of the fetters refer by name to the rulers of these two
city-states—a king named Abdi-Heba who reigned in Jerusalem and a
king named Labayu who reigned in Shechem—each of whom contrelled
territories of about a thousand square miles. These were the largest areas
held by a single local ruler, for ar this time the Canaanite coastal plain and
valleys were divided into many tiny city-states, eachi ruling a small territory
with a relatively dense population. Alchough the political units in the high-
lands were much larger, their population was much smaller.
Shechem and Jerusalem, Isracl and Judah, were always distinct and
competing territories. And there was good reason for the differences be-
tween them: north and south occupied dramatically different environmen-

.tal zones.

Two Wotlds in the Highlands

. ' At first glance, the highlands between the Jezreel and the Beersheba valleys
o -seem to form a homogeneous geographical block. But the environmental
i and ropographical details offer a very different picture. The north and
“ south have distinct ecosystems that differ in almost every aspect: topogra-
: phy, rock formations, climate, vegetation cover, and potentiai economic
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resources. Judah was always the most remote part of the hill country, iso-
lated by topographical and elimatic barriers. By contrast, the northern part
of the highlands consisted of a patchwork of fertile valleys nestled between
adjoining hilly slopes. Some of those valleys offered enough fertile farm-
- land 1o support the inhabirants of several Viiiages. It was thus a relasively
productive region, with the inner valleys and the eastern marginal land of
" the desert fringe cultivated mainly for grain growing, while the hilly areas
were cultivated with olive and vine orchards. Though a casual traveler
through this region today may find it much hillier in appearance than the .
south, communication and transport of agricultural produce are immea-
surably easier. The slopes to the west are much more moderate and, in face,
facilitate rather than obstruct passage down toward the cities ‘of the
Mediterranean coastal plain. On the northern edge of this region lay the
broad expanse of the Jezreel valley, an extremely rich agricultural area that
‘also served as the major overland route of trade and communication be-
tween Egypt and Mesopotamia. In the cast, the desert steppe area was fess
~arid and less rugged than farther south -~ enabling the relatively free move-
. ment of people and commodities between the central ridge, the ]Drdan valv '
"ley, and the Transjordanian highlands to the east.
 Any territorial unit that arose in the northern highlands had a far greater
economic potential than those of the south. Even though the basic process
of highland settlement in both regions was similar—shifting from herding
and seasonal farming to an ever greater dependence on specialized agricul-
tiire—the north had more resources and a richer climate to exploit. In the.
early stages of each wave of settlement, when the bulk of the highland pop-

- ulation was concentrated in the eastern fringes of the steppe and

" eastern highlands valleys, they maintained a balanced, essentially self-
" sufficient economy. Each village community provided its own supply of
.. “both agricultural crops and animal products. But when population pres-
sure and the rempration of economic opportunities forced expansion to
the western edge of the hill country, the northerners had a distinct advan-
“tage. They were able to develop a more specialized and sophisticated econ-
'_bniy because the western slopes of the northern hill country were less-
px__:ecipitous and rocky than those in the south—and far more suitable for
.g'rCSWing olive and vine orchards on small, terraced plots on the hillsides.
- The initial specialization in olive and grape growing encouraged the devel-
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opment of the technology to process these products efficiently into oil and
wine. Ir also gave rise to the econormic institutions of markets, transport,
and exchange in order for the wine- and oil-producing villages to obtain vi-
tally needed grain and animal products in return for their own produce.

"The result was increasing complexity of the northern highland societies
and, eventually, the crystallization of something like a state. Export trade
to the ?eople of the lowlands and, more unportant, to the markets in the
great cities of Egypt and the ports of the Phoenician coast pushed things’
«rill further. Thus, in the beginning of the Iron Age, the northern high-
lands were poised to become richer and more populous than the highlands
in the south.

State Formation in the Biblical World

The evolution of the highlands of Canaan into two distinct polities was a
narural development. There is no archaeological evidence whatsoever that
this situation of north and south grew out of an earlier political unity—
particularly one centered in the south. In the tenth and ninth centuries
scE, Judah was still very thinly inhabited, with a limited number of small
villages, in fact not much more than twenty or so. There is good reason to
believe from both the distinctive clan structure and the archaeological
finds in Judah that the pastoral segment of the population was still signifi-
cant there. And we still have no hard archaeological evidence—despite the
unparalleled biblical descriptions of its grandeur— that Jerusalem was
. anything more than a modest highland village in the time of David,
Solomon, and Rehoboam. At the same time, the northern haif of the high-
lands——essentially the territories that reportedly broke away from the
united monarchy-—was thickly occupied by dozens of sites, with a well-
developed setdement system that included large regional centers, villages
of all sizes, and tiny hamlets. Putsimply, while Judah was still economically
marginal and backward, Israel was booming.

In fact, Israel was well on the way to fully developed statchood withina
few decades of the presumed end of the united monarchy, around goo
BCE. By filly developéd we mean a territory governed by bureaucratic ma-
chinery, which is manifested in social strartification as seen in the distribu-
tion of luxury items, large building projects, prospering economic activity
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including trade with neighboring regions, and a fully developed settlement
system. B '
In Israel, regional administrative centers developed in the early ninth
century. They were fortified and provided with claborate palaces built of
ashlar blocks and decorated with stone capitals. The best examples are
found at Megiddo, Jezreel, and Samarija. Yet in the south, ashlar masonry
and stone capitals appear only in the seventh century BCE, in smaller sizes,
showing less foreign influence, and with lesser quality of construction.
There is also a great difference in the layout and development of the capital
cities. Samaria, the capital of the northern kingdom, was established as a
large, palatial government center as ¢arly as the ninth century. Jerusalem
- was fully urbanized only in the lare eighth century.
In addition, the olive oil industry developed in Israel as early as the
ninth century. Butin Judah, olive oil production shifted from local, private
households to state industry only in the seventh century scE. Finally, we
_ should look at the settlement history of the highlands, in which the north
was settled carlier than Judah and reached much higher levels of popula-
tion. In sum, it is safe to say that the northern kingdom of Israel emerged
as a fully developed state no later than the beginning of the ninth century
BCE—at a time when the society and economy of Judah had changed but
liztle from its highland origins. All this is also supported by the historical
record. In the next chapter we will see how the northern kingdom sud-
* denly appeared on the ancient Near Eastern stage as a major regional power
" in the coalition that confronted the Assyrian king Shalmaneser IIT at the
battle of Qarqar in the year 853 BCE, '
There is no doubt that the two Iron Age states—-Israel and ]udahm—had
much in common. Both worshipped YHWH (among other deities). Their
peoples shared many legends, heroes, and tales abour events in the distant
past. They also spoke similar languages, or dialects of Hebrew, and by the
* ecighth century BCE, both wrote in the same script. Bur they were also very

“different from each other in their demographic composition, economic
potential, material culture, and relationship with their neighbors. Put sim-
ply, Israel and Judah experienced quite different histories and developed

.- distinctive cultures. In a sense, Judah was little more than Israel’s rural hin-

terland.
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The Age of Israel Begins

Throughout all the millennia of Canaan’s human history, the northern
highlands may have been richer than the southern highlands, but they
were not nearly as prosperous and urbanized as the Canaanite city-states of
the lowlands and the coastal plain. What made possible the inidal inde-
pendence of the highlands was the fact that, as we have seen, the city-state
systemn of Canaan suffered a series of catastrophically destructive upheavals
at the end of the Late Bronze Age. Whether caused by the depredations of
the Sea Peoples, or intercity rivalries, orsoctal unrest, the lowland economy
was dealt a crushing blow. _

In time, the Canaanite inhabitants of the lowlands again began to pros-
per. By the eleventh century BCE, the Philistines, who had previously set-
tled along the southern coast, consolidated the power of their cides. The
Phoenician successors of the coastal Canaanites occupied the maritime
ports of the north. In the northern valleys, while major sites such as
Megiddo suffered destruction in the course of the twelfth century BCE, life
in the less urbanized countryside continued uninterrupted. After a few
~ decades of abandonment even the major sites were reoccupied, apparently

by the same population—the local Canaanite inhabitants of the low-
{ands-—and some of the most important Canaanite centers were rejuve-
nated and continued well into the tenth century BCE. '
Megiddo is a good example of the process. A few decades after the de-
struction of the Late Bronze Age city with its elaborate palace, settlement
_at the site was resumed in a modest way. After a few more decades there
were significant signs of building and population growth, to the point that
Megiddo once again became a substantial city (called stratum VIA), with
almost all the features of its former Canaanite culture. The styles of pottery
resembled those of the twelfth century BcE; the plan of the town resem-
bled the size and plan of the last Late Bronze city at Megiddo; and mostim-
portant, the Canaanite temple was still functioning. Excavations at other
major sites in the valleys and the northern coastal plain, such asTel Dor (on
the coast to the west of Megiddo) and Tel Rehov (to the south of the Sea of
Galilee), have revealed a similar picture of the continuation of the Canaan-
ite city-state world, with large towns or cities dominating the prosperous.
countryside.
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Buet this late blooming of Canaan was not to last long. The northern
cities would be destroyed by violence and fire. The devastation was so over-
whelming that they never recovered from the shock. This was Canaan’s last
gasp. What happened?

Egypt, which had gone through along penod of decline and w1thdrawal
from the international stage, was at last ready to reassert its power over the
lands to the north. Near the end of the tenth century BCE, the pharach
Shishak, founder of the Twenty-second Dynasty (known as Sheshonq
in Egyprtian i:ﬁscriptions), launched an aggressive raid northward. This
Egyptian invasion is mentioned in the Bible, from a distinctly Judahite
perspective, in a passage that offers the earliest correlation berween external
historical records and the biblical text: “In the fifth year of Rehoboam,
Shishak king of Egypt came up against Jerusalem; he took away the treas-
ures of the house of the LorD and the treasures of the king’s house; he took
away éverything. He also took away the shields of gold that Solomon had
made” (1 Kings 14:25-26). Yet we now know that Jerusalem was hardly the
only or even the most important target. A triumphal inscription commis-
sioned by Sheshonq for the walls of the grear temple of Karnak in Upper
Egypt lists about one-hundred fifty towns and villages devastated in the
operation. They are located in the south, through the central hill country,
and across the Jezreel valley and the coastal phin.

The ‘on'ce—great Canaanite cities of Rehov, Beth-shean, Taanach, and
Megiddo are listed as-targets of the Egyptian forces, and indeed a fragment
of a victory stele bearing the name of Shishak was found at Megiddo—un-
fortunately in the dump of previous excavations, so its precise archaeologi-
cal connection was unclear. Thick layers of conflagration and collapse
. uncovered in these and other major sites in the north provide dramatic ev-
idence for the sudden and total detnise of this late Canaanite system in the

late tenth century Bcr. And Shishak, who campaigned in the region in 926

BCE, is the likeliest candidate to have caused this wave of destruction.* The
" Karnak list and the results of recent excavations seem to indicate thart

* The Shishak alternative raises a problem: Why would the Egyprian king destroy the cities in the Jezreel
: valley if he intended to continue dominating Canaan? And why would he erect an elaborate victory stele in
“. a destroyed city fike Megidda? Another possibie candidare for the agent of destruction of the Canaanite
cities could be the northern kingdom: of Istact in its carly days.
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Shishak struck at the developing network of carly Israelite villages in the
highlands as well.

But Shishak’s campaign did not result in lasting Egyptian control of
Canaan. When the dust settled, it was clear that the strike in the highlands
was only glancing (with the only apparent effects being the abandonment
of some villages north of Jerusalem). Yet the blow struck at the revived
Canaanite cities in the Jezreel valley was terminal. This bad enormous im-
plications, since the destruction of the last vestiges of the Canaanirte city-
state system opened a window of opportunity for the people of the
northern highlands, who were already experiencing a period of intense
economic and demographic growth. It opened the way for the rise of a full- -
Hedged kingdom to expand from the northern hill country to the adjoin-
ing lowlands in the very late -tenth century, or more probably in the
begmmng of the ninth century BCE.

Far to the south, the southern highlands—the few villages around
Jerusalem —continued the old regime of dispersed villages and pastoral-
ism. Despite the later biblical narratives of the great empire of David and
Solomon that would conquer and administer the country from northern-
most Dan to southernmast Beersheba, true statehood would fot arrive
there for another two hundred years.

Four Self-Fulfilling Prophecies

Why does the Bible tell a story of schism and secession of Israel from Judah
that is at such great odds with the historical evidence? If the age-old
thythms of life in the highlands of Canaan dictated two distinct regional
cultures——and if the states of Israel and Judah were so different in their na-
ture from the very beginning—why were they so systematically and con-
vincingly portrayed in the Bible as twin states?

The answer is hinted at in four divinely inspired predictions of the future

* that are skillfully woven into the narrative of the breakdown of the united

monarchy and the establishment of the independent kingdom of Isracl.
T'hese oracles—written in the form of direct communication between God
and a number of prophets— represent the efforts of a later generation of Ju-
dahite interpreters to explain the unexpected twists and turns of history.
The people of Judah believed that God had promised David that his dy-
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nasty would be secure forever, based in Jerusalem. Yet for centuries Judah
found itself in the shadow of Israel, whose kings paid little heed to Je-
rusalem. How could this have happened? The biblical natrative puts the
blame squarely on the religious infidelity of a fudabire king. And it prom-
ises that the division of Israel into two rival kingdoms will be only a tem-
porary punishment for the sins of a senior member of the divinely blessed
Davidic dynasty. -

The first prophecy flatly blamed the personal transgressions of David’s
son Solomon for the breakup of Israel’s unity. Though Sclomon was por-
trayed as one of the greatest kings of all times, wise and wealthy, ruling
from the Euphrates to the borders of Egypt, he was also a sinner, taking for-
eign women as wives in his royal harem, precisely the kind of liaisons that
YHWH serictly prohibited for the Israelites, lest the marriages with idola-
trous women turn their heart to the wcnshxp of other gods. And that is pre-
cisely what the Bible reports:

For when Sclomon was old his wives tumed away his heart after other gods; and
his heart was not whelly rrue ro the Lorp his God, as was the heart of David his
father. For Solomon went after Ashtoreth the goddess of the Sidonians, and
after Milcom the abomination of the Ammonites. So Solomon did what was
- evil in the sight of the Lorp, and did not wholly follow the Logp, as David his
father had done. Then Solomon built a high Eviace for Chemosh the abomina-
- tion of Moab, and for Molech the abomination of fhe Ammontites, on the
mountain east of Jerusalem. And so he did for all his foreign wives, who burned

incense and sacrificed to their gods. (1 Kings 131:4-8}

_ ‘Punishment was thus inevitable for a Davidic heir whe “did not wholly
follow the Lord, as David his father had done.” Therefore YHWH said vo

Solomon:

“Since this has been youf mind and you have not kept my covenant and my
starutes which I have commanded you, 1 will surely tear the kingdom from you
and will give it to your servant. Yet for the sake of David your father I will nor do
it in your days, bur I will tear it our of the hand of your sen. Howevér I will not
tear away all the kingdom; bur I wi}_l‘give one tribe to your son, for the sake of
David my servant and for the sake of Jerusalem which [ have chosen.” (1 KiNGs

10:X—13)
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_Thus the original promise to David was compromised—though not en-
tirely suspended —by Solomon’s sin.

The second prophecy.dealt with. the “servant of Solomon” who would
rule in place of David. He was Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, an Ephraimire,
who served in the Solomonic administration as officer in charge of recruit-
ing forced labor among the tribes of the north. One day on his way out of
Jerusalém he was confronted by the prophet Ahijah from Shiloh, who
ripped up the garment he was wearing and tore it into twelve pieces, hand-
ing Jeroboam ten of the shreds. Ahijah’s prophecy was dramatic and fateful:

“Take for yourself ten pieces; for thus says the Lorp, the God of Israel, “‘Behold,
I am about to tear the kingdom from the band of Solomon, and will give you
ten tribes (but he shall have one tribe, for the sake of my servant David and for

- the sake of Jerusalem, the city which I have chosen ouit of all the tribes of Istael),
because he has forsaken me, and worshiped Ashroreth the goddess of the Sido-
nians, Chemoash the god of Moab, and Milcorm the god of the Amimoanites, and i
has not walled in my ways, doing whart is right in my sight and keeping my
statures and my ordin-zmces, as David his father did. Nevertheless I will not take
the whole kingdom out of his hand; but I will make him ruler all the days of his
lifc, for the sake of David my servant whom I chose, who kept my command-
ments and-my statutes; but [ will take the kingdom out of his son’s hand, and
wil give it to you, ten tribes. Yet to his son I will give one tribe, that David my
servant may always have a lamp before me in Jerusalem, the ciry where I have
chosen to put my name. And 1 will rake you, and you shall reign over all that
your soul desires, and you shall be king over Israel. And if you will hearken to all
that I command you, and will walk in my ways, and do what is right in my eyes
by keeping my statutes and my commandments, as David my servant did, Fwill
be with you, and will build you a sure house, as | built for David; and 1 will give

Israel to you. And I will for this afflict the descendants of David, but not for

ever.” ” (i KiNGs 11:35-39)

Unlike the promise to David, God’s promise to Jeroboam was condi-
tional: YHWH would secure his state only as long as he did what was right
in the eyes of God. But he did not:

Then ]ei.'oboam buikt Shechem in thehill country of Ephraim, and dwelt there;

and he went out from there and builr Penucl. And Jeroboam said in his heart,
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“WNow the kingdom will curn back to the house of David; if this people go up o
offer sacrifices in the house of the Lord at Jerusalem, then the heart of this peco-
ple will turn again ro their lord, to Rehoboam king of Judah, and they will kill
me and return to Rehoboam king of Judah.” So the king took counsel, and
made two calves of gold. And he said ro the people, “You have gone up to
Jerusalem long enough. Behold your gods, O Israel, who brought you up our of
the land of Egypt.” And he set one in Bethel, and the other he put in Dan. And
this thing became a sin, for the people went to the one ar Bethel and to the other

as far as Dan. (1 KinGs 12:26-20)

The newly installed King Jeroboam soon received a shod{ing vision of
doom. In the midst of officiating at the golden calf shrine of Bethel, at an
autumn festival probably meant ro divert pilgrims from the celebrations at
Jerusalem, Jeroboam was confronted at the altar by a prophet-like figure
who is identified in the biblical text only as “a man of God.”

And behold, a man of God came ouit of Judah by the word of the Lorp to
Bethel. Jeroboam was standing by the altar 1o burn incense. And the man éried
against the altar by the word of the Lorp, and said, “O alar, alrar, thus says the
Lorp: ‘Behold, « son shall be born to the house of David, Josiah by name; and
he shall sacrifice upon you the priests of the high places who burn incense upon -

you, and men’s bones shall be burned upon you.” ” (x Kings 13:1-2)

- This is an unparalleled prophecy, because the “man of God” revealed the
name of a specific king of Judah who would, three centuries later, order the
destruction of that very shrine, killing its priests and dehling its alear with
their remains. It is something like reading a history of slavery written in
seventeenth century colonial America in which there is a passage predict-
ing the birth of Martin Luther King. And that is not all: Jeroboam was
deeply shaken by the prophecy, and soon afterward his son Abijah fell ill.
Jeroboam's wife proceeded immediately 6 the old cult center ar Shiloh to
. confer with the prophet Ahijah-—the very prophet who had predicred that

“ Jeroboam would soon reign as king of the northern tribes. Ahijah had no

“words of reassurance for the worried mother. Instead he issued the fourth
- prophecy, one of the most chilling the Bible conrains:

“Go, tell Jeroboam, “Thus says the Lorp, the God of Israel: “Because | exalted

you from among the people, and made you leader over my people Isracl, and



166 THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

tore thé kingdom away from the house of David and gave itto.you; and yet you
have not been like my servant David, who kept my commandments, and fol-
lowed me with all his heart, doing only that which was right in my eyes, but you
have done evil above all that were before you and have gone and made for your-
self other gods, and molten images, provoking me to anger, and have cast me
behind your back; therefore behold, 1 will bring evil upon the house of Jer-
oboarm, and will cur off from Jeroboam every male, both bond and free in fsrael,
and will urterly consume the house of Jeroboam, as a man burns ﬁp dung until
it is all gone. Any one belonging to Jeroboam who dies in the city the dogs shall
eat; and any one whp dies in the open country the birds of the air shall ear; for
the LorD has spoken it.” ” Atise therefore, go to your house. When your feet
enter the city, the child shall die. And all Istael shall mourn for him, and bury
him; for he only of Jeroboam shall come to the grave, because in him there is
found something pleasing to the Lorp, the God of Israel, in the house of Jer-
oboam. Moreover the. Lorp will raise up for himself a king over Isracl, who
shall cut off the house of Jeroboam today. And henceforth the Lorp will smice
Isracl, as a reed is shaken in the water, and root up Israel out of this good land
which he gave to their fathers, and scarter t.hem beyond the Euphrates, bccause
they have made their Asherim, provoking the LORD to anger. And he will give
Isracl up because of the sins of Jeroboam, which he sinned and which he made

Israel to sin.” (1 KiNGs 14:7-16)

The precision of the earlier prophecy of the “man of God” gives away
the era when it was written. The Davidic king Josiah, who conquered and
_destroyed the altar at Bethel, lived at the end of the seventh century BCE.
Why ‘does a story that takes place in the late tenth century BCE need to
bring in a figure from such a distant future? What is the reason for describ-
ing what a righteous king named Josiah will do? The answer is much the
same as we suggested in explaining why the stories of the patriarchs, the
Exodus, and the conquest of Canaan are overflowing with seventh century
allusions. The inescapable fact is that the books of Kings are as much a pas-
sionate religious argument—written in the seventh century BCE—as they
are works of history.
_ By that rime the kingdom of Israel was already a fading memory, with its |
cities destroyed and large numbers of its inhabitants deported to far cor-
ners of the Assyrian empire. But Judah was, in the meantime, prospering
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and developing territorial ambitions_, claiming to be the only legitimate
heir to the extensive territories of Isracl. The ideology and theology of the
- late monarchic historian was based on several pillars, one of the most im-
. portant of which was the idea that the Israelite cult must be rotally central-
ized in the Temple in Jerusalem. The rival northern cult center ar Bethel,
‘not so far from Jerusalem, must have been seen as a threat even before the
destruction of the northern kingdom. And worse, it was still active in the
carly seventh century, probably attracting people living in the territories of
the ex-northern kingdom, most of them Israelites who did not go into
exile. It posed a dangerous competition to the political, territorial, and the-
ological ambitions of Judah in the days of King Josiah. And the inevitabil-
ity of Israel’s fall—and Josiah’s eriumph— became a central theme in the
‘biblical account. ' '

A Most Cautionary Tale

These are the reasons why, throughout the description of the history of the
northern kingdom, the Deuteronomistic historian transmits to the reader
a dual, somewhat contradictory message. On the one hand he depicts
Judah and Tsrael as sister states; on the other hand he develops strong an-
tagonism berween them. It was Josiah’s ambition to expand to the north
and take over the tetritories in the highlands that once belonged to the
northern kingdom. Thus the Bible supports that ambition by explaining
that the nosthern kingdom was established in the territories of the mythi-
cal united monarchy, which was ruled from Jerusalem; that it was a sister
Israelite state; that its people were Israelites who should have worshiped
- in Jerusalem; that the Israelites still living in these territories must turn
their eyes to Jerusalem; and that Josiah, the heir to the Davidic throne
and to YH'WH’s erernal promise to David, is the only legitimate heir to
the territories of vanquished Israel. On the other hand, the authors of
the Bible needed to delegitimize the northern cult—especially the Bethel
_shrine—and to show that the distinctive religious traditions of the north-
ern kingdom were all evil, that they should be Wlped out and replaced by
. centralized worship at the Temple of Jerusalern.

The Deureronomistic History accomplishes all of this. At the end of
2 Samuel, the ptous David is shown establishing a great empire. At the be-
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‘ ginning of 1 Kings, his son Solomon comes to the throne and continues to

prosper. But wealth and prospetity were not enough. To the contrary, they
brought about idolatry. The sin of Solomon led to the death of the golden

- age. YHWH then chose Jeroboam to fead the breakaway state of the north-
-ern kingdom, ‘to be a second David. But Jeroboam sins even more than

Solomon and the northern kingdom misses its once-in-history opportu-
nity. The rest of the history of the north is a sad decline to destruction.
Under Josiah, however, the time comes for Judah to rise to greatness.
But in order to revive the golden age, this new David needs first to undo
the sins of Solomon and Jeroboam. The path to greatness must pass
through the cleansing of Israel, mainly the destruction of the shrine of
Bethel. This will lead to the reunification of all Israel—people and terri-
tory—under the Temple of YHWH and the throne of David in Jerusalem.
The important thing to remember, then, is that the biblical narrative
does not see the partition of the united monarchy of David and Solomon
as a final act, buras a temporary misforrune. There can still be a happy end-
ing. If the people resolve to change their ways and live again as a holy peo-
ple apart from foreign idols and seductions, YHWH will overcome all their
enémies and give them cternal rest and satisfaction within their promised

land.
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Israel’s Forgotten First ngdom

(884842 BCE)

Violence, idolatry, and greed were the halimarks of the northern kingdom
of Israel as it is depicted in gory derail in the fiest and second books of
Kings. After Jeroboam, the main villains of the story are the Omrides, the
great northern dynasty founded by a former Israelite general named Omui,
whose successors grew so powerful that they eventually managed to put
‘one of their princesses on the throne of the kingdom of Judah as well. The
Bible accuses the most famous Omride couple— King Ahab and his noto-
rious wife Jezebel, the Phoenician princess—of repeatedly committing
some of the greatest biblical sins: introducing the cult of foreign gods into
 the land of Israel, murdering faithful priests and prophets of YHWH, un-
“justly confiscating the property of their subjects, and violating Israel’s sa-

cred traditions with arrogant impunity.
The Omrides are remembered as among the most despised characters of
biblical history. Yet the new archacological vision of the kingdom of Israel
 offers an entirely different perspective on their reigns. Indeed, had the bib- -
- lical authors and editors been historians in the modern sense, they might
* - 'have said that Ahab was a mighty king who first brought the kingdom of

.+ Israel to prominence on the world stage and that his marriage to the daugh-
- ter of the Phoenician king Echbaal was a brilliant stroke of international

 diplomacy. They might have said that the Omrides buile magnificent cities

i6eg
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to serve as administrative centers of their expanding kingdom. They might
have said that Ahab and Omuri, his father before him, succeeded in building
one of the most powerful armies in the region—with which they con-
quered extensive territories in the far north and in Transjordan. Of course,
they might also have noted that Omri and Ahab were not particularly
pious and that they sometimes were capricious and acted brutally. But the
same could be said of virtually every other monarch of the ancient Near
East. ' o

Indeed, Israel, as a state, enjoyed narural wealth and extensive trade con-
nections that made it largely indistinguishable from other prosperous
kingdoms of the region. As noted in the previous chaprer, Israel had the
necessary organization to undertake monumental building projects, to es-
tablish a professional army and bureaucracy, and to develop a complex set-
tlement hierarchy of cities, towns, and villages— which made it the first
full-fledged Israclite kingdom. Its character, goals, and achievements were
dramatically different from those of the kingdom of Judah. Therefore, they
have been almost totally obscured by the Bible's condemnation, which
supports the later claims of the southern, Davidic dynasty for predomi-
nance by demeaning and misrepresenting nearly everything that the north-
ern, Omride dynasty did.

"The Rise and Fall of the House of Omzt

The books of Kings offer only a sketchy description of the first rurbulent
decades in the independent kingdom of Israel. After the rwenty-two-year
reign of Jeroboam, his son and successor, Nadab, was overthrown by a mil-
itary coup in which all the surviving members of the house of ]eroboaﬁn
were killed (thus neatly fulfilling the words of the prophet Ahijah-that none
of Jeroboam’s heirs would survive). The new king, Baasha, possibly a former
military commander, immediately showed his bellicose nature by declaring
war on the kingdom of Judah and advancing his forces toward Jerusalem.
But he was quickly forced to lift his pressure on the southern kingdom
when his own kingdom was invaded by the king of Damascus, Ben-hadad.
Soon after the death of Baasha, his son Elah was deposed in yet another
army uprising, in which the house of Baasha was annihilated (1 Kings
16:8—11). But the rebel leader, Zimri, a chariot commander, reigned for
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only seven days. The people of Israel rose up to declare Omri, the com-
mander of the drmy, the next king of Istael. Aftera brief siege of the royal
capitai of Tirzah-—and the suicide of-the usurper Zimri in the flames of the
palace—Omiri ‘consolidated his power and established a dynasty that
would rule the northern kingdom for the next forty years. '

In the twelve years of his reign, Omyi built a new capital for himself ata
place called Samaria and laid the foundations for the continued rule of his
own dynasty. Omuri’s son Ahab then came to the throne, reigning over Is-
rael for twenty-two years. The biblicat evaluadion of Ahab was even harsher
chan its usual treatment of northern monarchs, detailing the extent of his
foreign liaisons and idolatry, with an emphasis on his famous foreign wife,
who led her husband o apostasy: '

And Ahab the son of Omri did evil in the sight of the Lorp more than all that
were before him. And as if it had been a light thing for him wall in the sins of
Jeroboam the son of Nebat, he ook for wife Jezebel the daughter of Frhbaal
king of the Sidonians, and went and served Baal, and worshiped him. He
erected an alrar for Baal in the house of Baal, which he built in Samaria. And
Ahab madec an Asherah. Ahab did more 1o provoke the Lorp, the God of Israel,

1o anger than all the kings of Israel who were before him. (¥ Kings 16:30-33)

Jezebel is teported to have supported the pagan priesthood in Samaria,

hosting at her spacious royal table “four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal
and four hundred prophets of Asherah:” And she further ordered that all
the prophets of YHWH in the kingdom of Israel be slain.

The biblical parrative then goes on to devote most of its description of
the Omrides to their crimes and sins—and to their ongoing battle of wits
with Elijab and his protégé, Elisha, two famous prophets of YHTWH who
roamed throughout the north. Elijah soon confronted Ahab and de-
manded that all the prophets of Baal and Asherah “who eat at Jezebel's
rable” gather at Mount Carmel for a contest of sacred wills. There, in front
of “all the people,” each of the two sides constructed an altar to their god
and sacrificed a bull upon it, crying to the chosen deity to consume the of-
fering by fire. While Baal did not respond to the cries of his prophets,
YHWH immediately sent a great fire from the heavens to consume Elijah’s
offering. Seeing chis, the assembled witnesses fell on their faces. “The Lord,
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he is God,” they cnecl and scized the prophets of B&ai whom they siaugh—
tefed by the brook Kishon.

Queen Jezebel reacted in fury and Elijah quickly escaped into thc desert.
Reaching the desolate wilderness at Horeb, the mountain of God, he re-
ceived a divine oracle. YHWH spoke directly to Elijah and pronounced a
prophecy of doom on the entire house of Omri. YIIWH instructed him to
anoint Hazael as king of Isracl's most dangerous rival, Aram-Damascus.
Elijah was also ordered to anoint Ahab’s military commander, Jehu, as the
. next king of Israel. Finally, Elijah was instrucred to make Elisha prophetin
- his place. These three, YHWH had determined, would punish the house of
Oumiri for its sins: “And him who escapes from the sword of Hazael shall
Jehu slay; and him who escapes frorn the sword of Jehu shall Elisha slay”
(x Kings ro:ry).

Yet YHWH gave the northern kjngdom a second chance when he came
to the rescue of Israel when Ben-hadad, king of Aram-Damascus, invaded
" the country and laid siege to Samaria. He gave it a third chance when he al-

lowed Ahab to defeat Ben-hadad in a bacde near the Sea of Galilee in the
‘following year. But Ahab proved unworthy of this divine assistance. He de-
cided to spare the life of his enemy in exchange for earthly rewards: the re-
“turn of cities that bad formerly belonged to the kingdom of Israel and the
right to “establish bazaars™ in Damascus. A prophet of YHWH told Ahab
that he would pay with his life for not obeying YHWH’s demand that Ben-
" hadad be put to the sword. :
The Bible then narrates a story about the immoral conduct of the
- wicked couple toward their own people—another sin for which they

= would have to pay with their lives. It so happened that a man. named

Naboth owned a vineyard near the palace of Ahab at Jezreel, and that vine-
iyard got in the way of Ahab’s development plans. Secking to take over the
. “land for an expansion of his palace, Ahab made Naboth an offer he thought

~he could hardly refuse: he would take Naboths vineyard and give him a
much better one, or if Naboth preferred, Ahab would pay him off in cash.
But Naboth was not interested in giving away his fanniy inheritance for
a.ny reason and he stubbornly refused. Ahab’s wife Jezebel had another so-
. lution: she fabricated evidence of blasphemy against Naboth and watched
.. in satisfaction as the people of Jezreel stoned Naboth to death. No sooner



had Ahab taken possession-of the vineyard than the farophct Elijah ap-
peared once more on the scene. His prophecy was chilling;

Thus says the Lord: “Have you killed, and also taken possession? ... In the
place where dogs licked up the blood of Naboth shall dogs lick your own
blood. . . . Behold, I will bring evil ﬁpon you; I will utterly sweep you away, and
will cut off from Ahab every male, bond or fiee, in Israel; and I will make youi-
house like the house of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, and tike the house Qf Baasha
the son of Ahijah, for the anger to which you have provoked me, and because
you have made Istael to sin. And of Jezebel the Lorp also said, ‘The dogs shall
eat Jezebel within the bounds of Jezreel. Any one belonging 10 Ahab who diesin
the city the dogs shall eat; and any one of his who dies in the open-country the

birds of the air shall eat.” (1 KINGs 21 19-24) '

At thart time the kingdoms of Isracl and Judah had concluded an alliance
in which Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, joined forces with Ahab to wage war
against Aram-Damascus at Ramoth-gilead, across the Jordan. In the course
of the fighting Ahab was struck by an arrow and died on the batdefield. His
body was brought back to Samaria for a royal burial and when his chariot
_ was being washed, dogs licked his blood—-a grim fulfillment of Elijab’s

prophecy. o ‘
~ Ahab’s son Ahaziah then came to the throne and he too gravely sinned.
Injured in a fall “through the lattice in his upper chamber in Samaria,” he
dispatched messengers to consult Baal-zebub the god of the Philistine city
of Ekron, about his prospects for recovery. But Elijah, chastising him for
appealing to a foreign idol rather than YH'WH, announced his imminent
death. A )
Finally Jehoram, Ahazial's brother and the fourth and last king of the
Omride dynasty, ascended the throne. In response to a rebellion by Mesha,
king of Moab, who had long been Israel’s vassal, Jehoram marched against
Moab, joined by Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, and an unnamed king of
Edom. The prophet Elisha predicted victory only because the just Judahite
king, ]chOShaphat,WWas with them. And indeed, the Moabites were van-
~ quished by the Israelite-Judahite-Edomite alliance and their cities were de- -
stroyed. ' ,
Yet the Omride dynasty could not ultimately escape its destiny of utter
destruction, With the accession of Hazael as king of Damascus, the mili-
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tary and political fortunes of the QOmride dynasty declined. Hazael de-

. feated the army of Israel at Ramoth-gilead east of the Jordan, and the Is-
raclite king, Jehoram, was badly wounded on the bartdefield. At that
moment of crisis, Elisha dispatched one of the sons of the prophets of
YHWH to aneint Jehu, the commander of the army, as king of Israel, so
that he would finally smite the house of Ahab. And so it happened. Re-
- turning to the Omride palace at Jezreel to heal his wounds in the company
‘of King Ahaziah of Judah, Jehoram was confronted by Jehu {symbolically,
in the vineyard of Naboth), who killed him with an arrow shot into his
_heart. Ahaziah attempted to escape, but was wounded. and died at the
nearby city of Megiddo, to which he had fled.

The liquidation of the family of Ahab was nearing a Chrnax Jehu then
entered the royal compound of Jezreel and ordered that Jezebel be thrown
from an upper window of the palace. Jehu commanded his servants to take
off her body for burial, but they discovered only her skull, her feet, and the

~ palms of her hands in the courtyard—for steay dogs had eaten the flesh of
Jezebel, just as Elijalt’s chilling prophecy had warned. In the meanwhile,
the sons of the king of Israel living in Samaria—seventy altogether—were

"~ slaughtered and their heads were put in baskets and sent to Jehu in Jezreel.

He ordered thar those heads be piled up in full public view at the entrance

to the city gate. Jehu then set off for Samaria, where he killed all thar re-
3 .~ mained of the house of Ahab. The Omride dynasty was thus extinguished
. forever and the terrible prophecy of Elijah was fulfilled to its last word.

Distant Borders and Military Might

" The court tragedy of the house of Omui is a literary classic, filled with vivid

2 characters and theatrical scenes, in which a royal family’s crimes against

their own people are paid back with a bloody demise. The memory of the
reigns of Ahab and Jezebel obviously remained vivid for cennuries, as we can
" see from their inclusion in such a prominent way in the Deuteronomistic
. History——compiled over two hundred years after their deaths. Nonethe-
“ less, the biblical narrative is so thoroughly filled with inconsistencies and

anachronisms, and so obviously influenced by the theology of the seventh

¢ tentury BCE writers, that it must be considered more of a historical novel

. than an accurate historical chronicle. Among other inconsistencies, the re-
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ported invasion of Samaria by Ben-hadad of Damascus did not take place
during the reign of Ahab but later in the history of the northern kingdom.
The mention of an alliance of Iracl with an unnamed king of Edom isalso
20 anachronism, for there is no evidence of monarchy in Edom until more
than a century after the time of the Omrides. In fact, when one takes out the
anachronisms and the stories of threats issued and prophecies fulfilled,
there is very little verifiable historical material left in the biblical account,
except for the sequence of Israelite kings, some of their most famous build-
ing projects, and the gene ral areas of military activity. :

Fortunately there are——for the first time in the history of Israel—some
important external sources of historical information thar allow us o see the
Omrides from a different perspective: as the militarily powerful rulers of
one of the strongest states in the Near Fast. The key to this new under-
standing is the sudden appearance of monumental inscriptions thac di-
rectly refer to the kingdom of Israel. The first mention of the northern
kingdont in the time of the Ormrides is not accidental. The westward ad-
vance of the Assyrian empire from its Mesopotamijan heartland —with its
fully developed bureaucracy and long tradition of recording its rulers’ acts
in public declarations-—profoundly influenced the culeure of crystaiﬁzing
states like Israel, Aram, and Moab. Beginning in the ninth century BCE, in
the records of the Assyrians themselves and those of smaller powers of the
Near East, we at last gain some firsthand testimony on events and person-
alities described in the biblical text. .

I the time of David and Solomen, political organization in the region
had not yet reached the stage where extensive bureaucracies and monu-
mental inscriptions existed. By the time of the Omrides a century jater, in-
ternal economic processes’ and external political pressures had brought
about the rise of fully developed territorial, national states in the Levant. In
an anthropological sense, filly developed implies a territory governed by a
complex bureaucratic organization that is capable of organizing major
building projects, maintaining a standing army, and developing, organized
crade connections with neighboting regions. It is capable ‘of keeping
records of jts actions in archives and in monumental inscriptions open to
public view.-In the ninth century and after, major political events were
recorded in monumental writing, from the perspective of each king. These

inscriptions are crucial for establishing precise dates for events and person-
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alities mentioned in the Bible. And for anyone who knows the Bible’s ver-
'sion, they offer an unexpected picture of the extent and power 0{ the king-
dom of Israel.

- One of the most ifnportant is the Mesha stele, found in 1868 on the sur-
face of the remote mound of Dhiban in southern Jordan, east of the Dead
Sea - the site of biblical Dibon, the capital of the kingdom of Moab. This
monumental inscription was badly damaged in the wrangling berween
rival European explorers and the local bedouin, but its surviving fragments
have been pieced together to offer what is still the longes.t extrabiblical text
ever found in the Levant. It is written in the Moabite language, which is
closely related to biblical Hebrew, and it records the achievements of King -
Mesha, who conquered the territories of northern Moab and- established

his capital in Dibon. The discovery of this inscription caused great excite-
ment in the nincteenth century because Mesha is mentioned in 2 Kings 3 as
~a rebellious vassal of the northern kingdom of Istael, .

Here for the first time was the other side of the story, the first nonbibh-
cal description of the Omrides ever found. The events recorded in the in-
scription took place in the ninth century BCE, when, according to its
fragmentary text, “Omiri [was] king of Israel, and he oppressed Moab
many days. . . . And his son succeeded him, and he too said: ‘T will humble
Moab.” In my days, he spoke thus. . . . And. Omri had taken possession of
the land of Medeba. And he dwelt in it his days and the sum of the days of

.- his sons: forty years.”

The inscription goes on to relate how Mesha gradually expanded his ter-
ritory in rebellion against Isracl, destroying the main settlements of the Is-
raelites east of the Jordan, while fortifying and embellishing his own
capital. Though Mesha barely disguises his contempt for Omri and his son
Ahab, we nonetheless learn from his triumphal inscription that the king-
dom of Israel reached far east and south of its earlier heartland in the cen-
* tral hill country.

Likewise we hear abour the conflicts with Aram-Damascus from the
- “House of David” inscriprion discovered at the biblical city of Dan in 1993.
“Although the name of the monarch who erected it was not found on the
fragments that have so far been recovered, there is litde doubr, from the
overall contexr, that this was the mighty Hazael, king of Aram-Damascus.
~ He is mentioned several times in the Bible, in particular as God’s instru-
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ment to humble the House of Omri. From the inscription, it seems thar
Fazael caprured the city of Dan and erected a triumphal stele there around
835 BCE. The inscription records the words of the victorious Hazael in his
angry accusation that “the king of I[s]racl entered previously in my father’s
Jand.” Since the inscription apparently mentioned the name of Ahab’s son
and successor, Jehoram, the i_mp!ica,t.ion is clear. The kingdom of Israel
under the Omrides stretched from the vicinity of Damascus throughout
the céntral highlands and valleys of Israel, all the way to the southern terri-
tory of Moab, ruling over considerable populations of non-Tsraclives.

This Omride “empire,” we also learn, possessed a mighty military force.
Though the biblical account of the Orride dynasty stresses repeated mili-
tary disasters—and makes no mention whatsoever of a threat from As-
syria—there is some dramatic evidence of the Omyrides’ power from
Assyria itself. Shalmaneser 111, one of the greatest Assyrian kings, who
ruled in the years 858-824 BCE, offers perhaps the clearest (if entirely unin-

tentional) praise for the power of the Omride dynasty. In the year 853 BCE,
Shalmaneser led a major Assyrian invasion force westward to intimidate
and possibly conquer the smaller states of Syria, Phoenicia, and Israel. His
advancing armies were confronted by an anti-Assyrian coalition near Qar-
gar on the river Orontes in western Syria. Shalmaneser boasted of his grear
victory in an important ancient text known as the Monolith Inscription,
found in the 1840s by the English explorer Austen Henry Layard at the an-
cient Assyrian site of Nimrud. The dark stone mooument, thickly in-
scribed with cuneiform characters, proudly recorded the forces ranged
against Shalmanescr: “1,200 chariots, 1,200 cavalry men, 20,000 foot sol-
diers of Hadadezer of Damascus, 700 chariots, 700 cavalrymen, 10,000
foot soldiers of Irhuleni from Hamath, 2,000 chariots, 10,000 foot soldiers
of Ahab, the Israelite, 500 soldiers from Que, 1,000 soldiers from Musri, 10
chariots, 10,000 soldiers fromi Irqanata. . ..7

Not only is this the earliest nonbiblical evidence of a king of Israel, it is
clear from the mention of the “heavy arms” {chariots) that Ahab was the
strongest member of the anti-Assyrian coalition. And although the great
Shalmaneser claimed victory, the practical outcome of this confrontation
spoke much louder than royal boasts. Shalmaneser quickly returned to As-
syria, and at least for a while the Assyrian march to the west was blocked.

Thus we learn from three ancient inscriptions (ironically from three of
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-

- Figure 20: Plans of three Omride sites: 1) Samaria; 2} Hazor; 3) Jezreel. The plans are

drawn to the same scale. Numbers 1 and 2 courtesy of LProfessor Zeev Herzog, Tel Aviv
University.
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Tsracl’s bitterest enemies) informartion that dramatically supplements the
biblical account. Though the Bible speaks of an Aramean army besieging
Samaria, Omri and his successors were in fact powerful kings who ex-
panded the territory of sheir kingdom and maintained what was certainly
one of the largest standing armies in the region. And they were deeply in-
volved in international power politics (at a time when the kingdom of
Judah was passed over in silence in Shalmaneser’s inscription) in a contin-
uing effort to maintain their independence against regional rivals and the
looming threat of the Assyrian Empire.

Palaces, Stables, and Store Cities

The archacological evidence also reveals that the Omrides far surpassed
any othier monarchs in Israel or Judah as builders and administrators. In a
sense, theirs was the first golden age of the Israclite kings. Yet in the Bible,
the description of the Omride kingdom is quite sketchy. Except for the
mention of elaborate palaces in Samaria and Jezreel, there is almost no ref-
erence to the size, scale, and opulence of their realm. In the early twentiech
century, archaeology first began to make a significant contribution, as
major excavations at the site of Omui’s capital city, Samatia, got under way.
There is hardly a doubt that Samaria was indeed built by Omui, since later
Assyrian sources call the northern kingdom “the house of Omri,” an indi-
cation that he was the founder of its capital. The site, first excavated in
1908—10 by an expedition of Harvard University, was further explored in
the 1930s by a joint American, British, and Jewish—Palestinian team. That
site further revealed the splendor of the Omride dynasty.

The site of Samaria is, even today, impressive. Located in the midst of
gently rolling hills, planted with olive and almond orchards, it overlooks a
rich agriculrural region. The discovery of some pottery sherds, a few walls,
and a group of rock-cut installations indicated that it was already inhabited
before the arrival of Omiri; there seems to have been a small, poor Israelite -
village or a farm there in the eleventh and tenth centuries BCE. This may
perhaps be the inheritance of Shemer, the original owner of the property
mentioned in 1 Kings 16:24. In any case, with the arrival of Omri and his
court around 880 scE, the farm buildings were leveled and an opulent
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Figure 21: A Proto-Aeolic capital, Courtesy of the Irael Exploration Society.

palace with auxiliary buildings for servants and court personnel arose on
the summit of the hill.

Samaria was apparently conceived from the start as the personal capital
of the Orride dynasty. It was the most grandiose archirectural manifesta-
tion'of the rule of Omri and Ahab (Figure 20:1, p. 179). Located on a small
hilleop, however, it was not the ideal place for a vast royal compound. The
builders” solution to this problem---a daring innovation in Iron Age Is-
racl—was to carry out massive carthmoving operations to create a huge,
artificial platform on the summit of the hill. An enormous wall (con-

“structed of linked rooms, or casemates) was build around the hill, framing
the summit and the upper slopes in a large rectangular enclosure. When
that retaining wall was completed, construction gangs filled its interior
with thousands of tons of earth hauled from the vicinity. -

The scale of this project was enormous. The earthen fill packed behind
the supporting wall was, in some places, almost ewenty feet deep. That was
probably why the enclosure wall surrounding and supporting the palace
complex was buile in the casemate technique: the casemate chambers
(which were also filled with earch) were designed to relieve the immense
pressure of the fill. A royal acropdiis of five acres was thus created. This
huge stone and earth construction can be compared in audacity and ex-
travagance (though perhaps not in size) only to the work that Herod the
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Great carried out almost a millennium later on the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem. '

' Rising on one side of this artificial platform was an exceptionally large
and beautiful palace, which in scale and grandeur tivaled the contempo-
rary palaces of the states in northern Syria. Although the Omuide palace at
Samria has been only partially excavated, enough of its plan has been un-
covered to recognize that the central building alone covered an area of ap-
proximately half an acre. With its outer walls built entirely of finely hewn
and closely fitted ashlar stones, it is the largest and most beautiful Iron Age
building ever excavated in Israel. Even the architecrural ornamentation was
exceptional. Stone capitals of a unique early style, called Proto-Aeolic (be-
caitse of the resemblance to the later Greek Aeolic style), were found in the
rubble of later centuries’ accumulations (Figure 21). These ornate stone
capitals probably adorned the monumental outer gate to the compound,
or perhaps an elaborate entrance into the main palace itself. Of the interior

Figure 22: The eighth century BcE at Megiddo. The six-chambered gate (ascribed by
Yadin to a “Solomonic” level) most probably belongs to this stratum. Courtesy Prof.
David Ussishkin, Tel Aviv Universizy. ‘
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furnishings little remained except for a number of intricately carved ivory
plaques, probably dating from the eighth century BcE and bearing Syro-
Phoenician and Egyptian motifs, These ivories, used as inlays on the palace
furniture, might explain the allusion in 1 Kings 22:39 to the ivory house
that Ahab reportedly built.

Several administrative bm!dings surrounded the palace, but most of the
enclosure was left open. The simple houses of the people of Samaria appar-
ently clustered on the slopes beneath the acropolis. For visitors, traders,
and official emissaries arriving at Samaria, the visual impression of the
Omrides’ royal city must have been stunning. Its elevated platform and
huge, elaborare palace bespoke wealth, power, and prestige.

~ Samaria was oply the beginning of the discovery of Omuidé grandeur.
Megiddo came next. In the mid-1920s, the University of Chicago team un-
covered an Iron Age palace built of beautifully dressed ashlar blocks. The
first director of the Oriental Institute excavations at Megiddo, Clarence S.
Fisher, had also worked ar Samaria and was immediately impressed by the
similarity of construction. He was supported in this observation by John
Crowfoor, the leader of the Joint Expedition to Samaria, who suggested
that the similarity of building rechniques and overall plan ar Samaria and
Megiddo indicated that both were built under Omuride patronage. But this
- matter of architectural similarity was not fully pursued for many decades.
The members of the University of Chicago team were more interested in
the glory of Solomon than in the wicked Omrides. They ignored the simi-
larity of the Megiddo and Samaria building styles and dated the complexes
of pitlared buildings (presurnably stables) in the succeeding stratum to the
days of the united monarchy. In the early 1960s, when Yigael Yadin of the-
Hebrew University came to Megiddo, he dated the Megiddo palaces—the
one excavated in the 1920s and one he himself uncovered—to the time of
Solomon and linked the later level contammg the stables and other struc-
tures to the era of the Omrides. '

That city was certainly impressive (Figure 22). It was surrounded by a
- massive fortification and, according to Yadin, furnished with a large four-
chambered city gate (built directly on top of the earlier “Solomonic” gare).
The most dominant features inside the city were the two sets of pillared
buildings that had long before been identified as stables. Yet Yadin did not
" link them to the biblical descriptions of Solomon’s great chariot army but
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to that of Ahab, noted in the Shalmaneser inscription. Yet as we will see,
Yadin had not correcty identified Ahab’s city; those stables probably be-
longed to another, even later Israelite king. '
The northern city of Hazor, which Yadin excavated in the 1950s and
1960s, provided additional apparent evidence of Omride splendor. Hazor
was also surrounded by a massive fortification. In the center of that city
Yadin uncovered a pillared building somewhat similar in form to the
Megidde stables, divided into three long aisles by rows of stone pillars. But
this structure contained no stone troughs for feeding, so it was accordingly
interpreted as a royal storehouse. An imposing citadel was uncovered on
the eastern, narrow tip of the mound, enclosed by the massive city wall.
Another important site connected with the Omrides is the city of Dan
in the far north at the headwaters of the Jordan River. We have already
cited the opening lines of the stele exrected at Dan by Hazael, king of Aram-
Damascus, noting that the Omrides had previously taken that area from
the Arameans. The excavations at Dan, directed by Abraham Biran, of the
Hebrew Union College, uncovered massive Tron Age fortifications, a huge,
claborate city gate, and a sanctuary with a high place. This large podium,
measuring about sixty feet on a side, and built of beaurifully dressed ashlar
stones, has been dated with the city’s other monumental structures to the
time of the Omrides. '
Yet perhaps the most impressive engineering achievements initia}giy'
‘linked to the Omrides are the enormous underground water cunnels cut
through the bedrock beneath the cities of Megiddo and Hazor. These tun-
nels provided the city’s inhabirants with secure access ro drinking warter
even in times of siege. In the ancient Near East this wasa critical challenge,
for while important cities were surrounded by elaborate fortifications to
allow them to withstand an actack or siege by even the most determined
enemy, they seldom had a source of freshwater within their city walls. The
inhabitants could always collect rainwarer in cisterns, bur this would
not be sufficient when a siege extended through the hort, rainless months
of summer—especially if the population of the city had swelled with
refugees.
Since most ancient cities were located near springs, the challenge was to
devise safe access to them. The rock-cut water tunnels at Hazor and
Megiddo are among the most elaborate solutions to this problem. At
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‘Figure 23: A cross-—section of the Megiddo water system

Hazor, a large vertical shaft was cut thfough the remains of earlier cities
into the solid rock below. Because of its enormous depth, of almost 2 hun-
dred feet, support walls had to be constructed to prevent coiiapsc. Broad
“steps led to the bottom, where a sloping tunnel, some eighty feet long, led
into a pool-like rock-cut chamber into which groundwater seeped. One
can only imagine a procession of water bearers threading their way single-
file down the stairs and the length of the subterranean tunnel to fill their -
jars in the dark cavern and returning up to the streets of the besieged city
with water to keep its people alive. : .

The Megiddo water system (Figure 23) consisted of a somewhat simpler
shaft, over a hundred feet in depth, cut through the earlier remains to
- bedrock. From there it led to a horizoneal tunnel, more than two hundred
 feet long, wide and high enough for a few people to walk at the same time,
which led to a natural spring cave on the edge of the mound. The entrance
to the cave from outside was blocked and camouflaged. Yadin dated both
the Megiddo and Hazor water systems to the time of the Omrides. He pro-
. posed to connect the Israclite skill of hewing water systems to a section in
the Mesha stele where the Moabite king recounted how he dug a water
reservoir in his own capital city with the help of Israclite prisoners of war. It
was obvious that the construction of such monumental installations re-
quired an enormous investment and efficient state organization—and a
. high level of technical skill. From a functional point of view; Iron Age en-
““gineers could perhaps have reached a similar result with a much smaller in-
" vestment by simply digging a well into the warer table under the mound.
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But the visual impressiveness of these great water installations certainly en-
hanced the prestige of the royal authority that commissioned them.

A Forgotten Turning Point in Israelite History

Even though early and’ mid-twentieth century archaeologists assigned
many magnificent building projects to the Omrides, the period of their
rule over the kingdom of Israel was never seen as a, particularly formative
moment in biblical history. Colorful, yes. Vivid, to be sure. But in purely
historical terms, the story of the Omrides—of Ahab and Jezebel —seemed
to be spelled out in quite adequate detail in the Bible, with supporting in-
“formation from Assyrian, Moabite, and Aramean texts. There seemed to be
so.many more intriguing historical questions to be answered by excavation
and further research: the precise process of the Israclite settlement; the po-
litical crystallization of the monarchy under David and Solomon; or even
the underlying causes of the eventual Assyrian and Babylonian conquests
in the land of Isracl. Omride archacology was usually considered just a
sidelight on the main a.genda of biblical archaeology, given less attention
- than the Solomonic period. :

But there was somerhing seriously wrong with this initial correlation be-
tween biblical history and archaeological finds. The new questions that
began to be asked about the nature, extent, or even historical existence of
Solomon’s vast kingdom - and the redating of the archaeological layers—
inevitably affected the scholarly understanding of the Omrides as well. For
if Solomon had not actually built the “Solomonic” gates and palaces, who
did? The Omrides were the obvious candidates. The earliest architectural
parallels to the distinctive palaces dug at Megiddo (and initially actributed
to Solomon) came from northern Syria— the supposed place of origin of
this type——in the ninth century BCE, a full century after the time of
Solomon! This was precisely the time of the Omrides’ rule.

The clinching clue to a redating of the “Solomonic” gates and palaces
came from the biblical site of Jezreel, located less than ten miles to the cast
of Megiddo in the heart of the Jezreel valley. The site is located in a beaurti-
ful elevated spot, enjoying a mild climate in the winter and a cool breeze in
the summer and commanding a sweeping panorama of the entire Jezrecl
valley and the hills surrounding it, from Megiddo in the west through
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Galilee in the north, to Beth-shean and the Gilead in the east, Jezreel is fa-
mous fargely due to the biblical story of Naboth’s vineyard, and Ahab and
Jezebel’s plans for palace expansion, and as the scene of the bloody, final
liquidation of the Omride dynasty. In the 1990s the site was excavared by
David Ussishkin of Tel Aviv University and John Woodhead of the British
School of Archacology in Jerusalem. They uncovered a large royal enclo-
sure, very similar to that of Samaria (Figure 2013, p. 179). This impressive
compound was occupied for only a brief period in the ninth century
BCE— presumably only during the reign of the Omride Dynasty—and
was destroyed shorely after its construetion, perhaps in conpection with
the fall of the Omrides or the subsequent invasions of northern Israel by
 the armies of Aram-Damascus. .

As in Samaria, an enormous casemate wall buile around the original hill
at Jezreel formed a “box” to be filled with many tons of earth. Asa resulr of
large-scale filling and leveling operations, a level podium was created on
which the inner structures of the royal compound were built. At Jezreel the
archaeologists discovered other striking elements of a hitherto unrecog-

nized Omride architectural style. A sloping earthen rampart supported the
casemate wall on the ousside to prevenric from collapsing. As an additional -
defensive element, the compound was surrounded by a formidable moat
dug in the bedrock, atleast twenty-five feet wide and more than fifteen feer
deep. The entrance to the Omride royal enclosure at jezreel was provided
by a gate, probably of the six-chamber type. _

Because Jezreel was chronologically restricted to a brief occupation in
the ninth century BCE, it offered a unique case where the distinctive styles
of pottery found within it could be used as a clear dating indicator for the |
‘Omride period at other sites. Significantly, the pottery styles uncovered in
the Jezreel enclosure were almost identical to those found in the level of the
“Solomonic” palaces of Megiddo. It was thus becoming quite evident,

“from both architectural and ceramic standpoines, that the Omirides——not

Sclomon-—had constructed the ashlar buildings at Megiddo, in addition

o the Jezreel and Samaria compounds.

. The hypothesis that the Omrides, not Solomon, established the first
fully developed monarchy in Israel grew more convincing with a new look
at the evidence from the other major cities of the kingdom of Tsrael. At

Hazor, Yadin had identified a triangular compound on the acropolis —sur-
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rounded by a casemate wall and entered through a six-chambered gate-—as
the city established by Solomon in the tenth century BCE. The redating of
the pottery on the basis of the Jezreel discoveries would place this city level
in the early ninth century BCE. Indeed, there was an unmistakable struc-

{ resemblance to the palace compounds in Samaria and Jezreel (Figure

tura

2012, p- 179). Although the triangular shape of the Hazor compound was

dictated by the topography of the site, its construction involved a massive
leveling and filling operation that raised the level of the gate area in relation
to the outside area to its east. A colossal moat, estimated to be 150 feet wide
“and over thirty feet deep, was dug outside the casemate wall. The overall
similarity to Jezreel and Samaria is clear. Thus, another city long believed
to be Solomonic is likely Ormride.
fividence of the extent of Omride building projects emerges from a
closer analysis of the remains at Megiddo and Gezer. Although Megiddo
has no casemate compound, the two beautiful palaces-on its summit that
were built of distinctive ashlar masonry recall the building techniques used

at Samaria (Figure 24). The resemblance is particularly strongin the case of
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Figure 24: The Omride ciry at Megiddo
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the southernmost palace at Megiddo, which was built at the edge of a large
courtyard, in the style of a north Syrian it bilani palace, covering an area
of about sixty-five by a hundred feet. Two exceptionally large Proto-Aeolic
capitals (like those used in Samaria) were found in the vicinity of the gate
leading into the palace’s compound, and they may have decorated the en-
trance to the palace itself. Norma Franklin of the current Megiddo expedi-
tion identified another similarity: the southern palace at Megiddo and the
palace at Samaria are the only Iron Age buildings in Israel whose ashlar
blocks share a specific type of masons’ marks. A second palace, which was
partially uncovered by Yadin on the northern edge of the mound—and is
now being fully uncarthed by the new expedition to Megiddo—Iis also
‘built of ashlar in the north Syrian palace style.

The evidence at Gezer is perhaps the most fragmentary of all the sup-
posed Solomonic cities, but enough has been found to indicate a similarity
to the other Omuride sites. A six-chambered gate built of fine masonry, with

- ashlars at the jambs and connected to a casemate wall, was discovered on

the southern edge of the site. The construction of the gate and the casemate

wall involved the leveling of a terrace on the hillside and the import of a-
massive fill. In addition, fragmentary walls indicate thar a large building,

possibly an-ashlar palace, was built on the northwestern side of the mound. -
It too may have been decorated with distinctive Proto-Aeolic capitals that

were found at Gezer in the beginning of the twentieth century.

These five sites offer a glimpse at the royal architecture of Isracl’s Om-
ride golden age. In addition to the artificial platforms for palace com-
pounds of varying sizes and scale, the compounds—at least at Samaria,
Jezreel, and Hazor—seem to have been largely émpty, except for the spe-
cialized administrative buildings and royal palaces. Fine ashlar stones and
Proto-Aeolic capitals were distinctive decorative elements in these sites.
. The main entrances to the royal compounds seem to have been guarded by
- six-chambered gates, and in some cases the compounds were surrounded
“byamoatand a glacis.™ '

Archaeologically and historically, . the ‘redating of these cities from
*.-Solomon’s era to the time of the Omrides has enormous implications. It re-

" The dates of the water systems have now been called into question and may relate o a fater period in the
“Fhiseory of the kingdom of Istacl. Yet their absence does not diminish the grandeur of the nerwork of royal
... Gities that was apparendy cenrrally planned and constructed in the course of the ainth century sen.
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moves the only archaeological evidence that there was evera united monas-
chy based in Jerusalem and suggests that David and Solomon were, in po-
litical terms, little more, than hill country chiefrains, whose administrative
reach remained on a fairly local level, restricred to the hill country. More
important, it shows that despite the biblical emphasis on the uniqueness of
Isracl, a highland kingdom of a thoroughly conventional Near Eastern
type arose in the north in the carly ninth century ncE.

A Forgotten Monument of Omtide Rule?

It is now possible to search for additional examples of Omiide cities in
more distant places, far beyond the traditional tribal inheritances of Israel.
The Mesha stele reported that Omri built two cities in Moab, Ataroth and
Jahaz, probably as his southern border strongholds in Transjordan (Figure
16, p- 136). Both are also mentioned in vartous geographical lists in the
Bible, with Ataroth identified with the still unexcavared site of Khirbet
Atarus southwest of the modern Jordanian town of Madaba. Jahaz is more
difficult to identify. It is mentioned a few times in the Bible as being lo-
cated on the desert fringe near the Arnon, the deep, winding canyon that
runs through the heartland of Moab—-from the eastern desert to its outlet
i1 the Dead Sea. The Omrides secem to have extended their rule to this re-
gion. And on the northern bank of the Arnon is a remote Iron Age ruin
called Khirbet el-Mudayna that contains all the features we have described
as being typical of Omride architecture.

The site, now being excavated by PM. Michéle Daviau, of the Wilfrid
" Laurier University in Canada, consists of a large fortress built on an elon-
gated hill. A casemate wall encloses an area of about two and a halfacresand
is entered through a six-chambered gate. Defensive features include a slop-
ing earcthen rampart and a moat. Inside the compound are remains of a
monumental building, including collapsed ashlars. Aecrial photographs of
the site hint that the entire complex was based on an artificial podium fll.
The pioneering explorer of Jordan, Nelson Glueck, who visited the site in
the 1930s, was so 'impréssed with the compound’s features thathe compared
it to the immense and famous Maiden Castle Iron Age hill fort in England.

Is it possible that this remote ruin is the ancient Omride outpost of

© Jahaz mentioned in the Mesha stele? Could it be that in the building of this
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remote border fore the Omride engineers and archivects utilized the typical
characteristics of their great construction projects in the northern kingdom
west of the Jordan? Is it possible that as in the case of Samaria and Jezreel,
they employed sophisticated earthmoving operations and huge reraining
walls to turn a small hilltop settlement into an imposing stronghold? Per-
- haps the Omrides were even more powerful —and their cultural influence
even more far-reaching—than is currently re.co'gnized;*

The Power of Diversity

‘Where did the power and wealth to establish and maineain this ﬁlﬂnﬂedgéd
kingdom come from? What development in the northern hill country led
to the emergence of the Omride state? We have already mentioned how the
relatively limited resources and sparse populadon of Judah would have
made it quite unlikely that David could have achieved vast territorial con-
quests or that his son Solomon would have been ablé to administer large ter-
ritories. But as we have also mentioned, the resources of the northern hill
country were much richer and its population was relatively large. With the
deseruction of the Canaanite centers in the lowlands, possibly during the
raid of Shishak at the end of the tenth century BCE, any potential northern
strongman would have been able to gain control of the fertile valleys of the
north as well. That fits with what we see in the pattern of the most promi-
nent Omride archaeological remains. In expanding from the original hill
country domain of the northern kingdom of Istael to the heare of former
Canaanite terrirory at Megiddo, Hazor, and Gezer, and into the territories
of southern Syria and Transjordan, the Omrides fulfilied the centuries-old
- dream of the rulers of the hill country of establishing a vast and diverse ter-
" ritorial state controlling rich agricultural lands and bustling international
trade routes. It was also— of necessity —a multiethnic society.
The northern kingdom of Istael joined the Samarian highlands with the
northern valleys, integrating several different ecosystems and a heteroge-
neous population into its state. The highlands of Samaria—the core terti-

" * A Cr4 sample from the gate arca was dated to the tate 9th century BCE (personal communication from the
excavator, Michéle Daviau). The passible chronological range of rhis reading does not exclude a mid-ninth
- -century BCE construction. Nonctheless, we carnot dismiss the possibility that the “Omuide” features ar the.

:  site represent a2 Moabite version of the building activity in the northern Kingdom.
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tory of the state and the seat of the capital—were inhabited by village com-
munities that would have identified themselves culturally and religiously as

Israelites. In the northern lowlands— the Jezreel and the Jordan valleys—

the rural population was comprised mainly of settled peasant villages that

had been for centuries closely linked to the Canaanite city-states. Farther
north were villages more closely aligned to the Aramean culture of Syria
and to the‘ Phoenicians of the coast.

In particular, the large and vibrant Canaanite population that endured
in the north had to be integrated into the administrative machinery of any
full-fledged state. Even before the recent archacological discoveries, the
uqique demographic mix of the population of the northern kingdom, es-
pecially the relationship between Israclites and Canaanites, did not escape
the attention of biblical scholars. On the basis of the biblical accounts of
religious turmoil wichin the Omride kingdom, the German scholar Al-
brecht Al suggested that the Omrides had developed a system of dual rule
from their two main capitals, with Samaria functioning as a center for the
Canaanite popularion and Jezseel serving as the capiral for the northern e~
raelites. The recent archaeological and historical findings indicate exactly
the opposite. The Israelite population was actually concentrated in the hill
country around Samaria; while Jezreel, in the heart of the ferdile valley, was
situated in a region of clear Canaanite cultural continuity. Indeed, the re-
markable stability in setdement patterns and the unchanging layout of
sr'nali villages in the Jezreel Valley are clear indications that the Omrides
did not shake the Canaanite rural system in the northern lowlands.

. For the Omrides, the task of political integration was especially pressing
since competing states were emerging at the same tme in neighboring
Damascus, Phoenicia, and Moab-—each with powerful culrural claims on
population groupson the borders with Isracl. The early ninth century was
therefore the time when national and even some sort of territorial bound-
aries had to be defined. Thus the Omrides’ construction of impressive for-
tified compounds, some of them with palatial quarters, in the Istaelite
heartland, ih che Jezreel valley, on the border with Aram-Damascus, and
even further afield should be seen as serving both administrative necessities
and royal propaganda. The British biblical scholar Hugh Williamson char-
gcter_ized them as visual displays of the power and prestige of the Omride
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state, aimed to impress, awe, and even intimidate the population both at
home and along new frontiers: . :

Of all the resources that the Omrides had at their disposal, heteroge-
neous population was perhaps the most important of all—for agriculture,
building activities, and war. Although it is difficult to estimate the ninth
centiry population of the kingdom of Israel with great precision, large-
scale surveys in the region indicate that by the eighth century BCE—a cen-
tury after the Omrides— the population of the northern kingdom may
have reached abour 350,000. At that time, Israel was surely the most
densely populated state in the Levant, with far more inhabitants than
Judah, Moab, or Ammon. Its only possible rival was the kingdom of Aram-
Damascus in southern Syria, which——as we will see in greater detail in the
next chapter— bitterly competed with Israel for regional hegemony.

Other positive developments from outside the region greatly benefited
the fortunes of the Omride kingdom. Its rise to power coincided with the
revival of the eastern Mediterranean trade, and the harbor cities of Greece,
Cyprus, and the Phoenician coast were once again strongly involved in
maritime commerce. The strong Phoenician artistic influence on Israelite
culrure, the sudden appearance of large quantities of Cypro-Phoenician-
style vessels in the cities of the kingdom of Israel, and—not coinciden-
tally——the biblical testimony that Ahab married a Phoenician princess all
seem to indicate that Israel was an active participant in this economic re-
vival as a supplier of valuable agricultural products and a master over some
of the most important overland trade routes of the Levant.

Thus the Omride idea of a state covering large territories of both high-
lands and lowlands in certain ways revived ideas, practices, and material
culture of Bronze Age Canaan, in the centuries before the rise of Israel. In
fact, from the conceptual and functional points of view, the great Omride
citadels resembled the capitals of the great Canaanite city-states of the Late
Bronze Age, which ruled overa patchwork of peoples and lands. Thus from
the point of view of both form and function, the layour of Megiddo in the
ninth century BCE was not very different from irs layout in the Late Bronze
Age. Large parts of the mound were devoted to public buildings and open
areas, while only limited areas were occupied by domestic quarters. As was

_the case in Canaanite Megiddo, the urban population constiruted mainly
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the ruling clite, which controlled the rural hinterland. And a similar
cultural continuity is exquisitely manifested in the nearby city of “Taanach,
where a magnificent decorated cult stand from the ninth century BCE
bears elaborate motifs drawn from the Canaanite traditions of the Late
Bronze Age.

That is why it is difficult to insist, from a strictly archaeoiogical perspec-
tive, that the kingdom of Israel as'a Whoie_was ever particularly Israelite in

either the ethnic, cultural, or religious connotations of that name as we un-

derstand it from the perspective of the later biblical writers. The Israelite-
ness of the northern kingdom was if. many ways a late monarchic Judahite
idea.

The Ultimate Villains?

The writer of the books of Kings was concerned to show only that the Om-
rides were evil and that they received the divine punishment that their sin-
ful arrogant behavior had so richly earned. Of course, he had to recount
details and events about the Omrides that were well known through folk-
tales and earlier traditions, but in all of them he wanted to highlight the
Omrides’ dark side. Thus he diminished their military might with the
story of the Aramean siege of Samaria, which was taken from events of later
days, and with the accusation that in a moment of victory Ahab disobeyed
a divine command to utterly annihilate his enemy. The biblical author

_ closely linked the grandeur of the palace at Samaria and the majestic royal

compound in Jezreel with idolatry and social injustice.. He linked the im-
ages of the awesome might of Israelite chariots in full battle order with the
Omride family’s horrible end. He wanted to delegitimize the Omrides and
to show that the entire history of the northern kingdom had been one of
sin that led to misery and inevitable destruction. The more Israel bad pros-
pered in the past, the more scornful and negative he became about its
kings. '

The true character of Israel under the Omrides involves an extraordi-

'nary story of military might, architectural achievement, and (as far as can

be determined) administrative sophistication. Osri and his successors
carned the hatred of the Bible precisely because they were so strong, pre-
cisely because they succeeded in transforming the northern kingdom into
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an imporrant regional power that completely overshadowed the poor, mar-
ginal, rural-pastoral kingdom of Judah to the south. The possibility that
the Israelite kings who consorted with the nations, married foreign
women, and built Canaanite-type shrines and palaces would prosper was
both unbearable and unthinkable.

Moreover, from the perspective of late monarchic Judah, the interna-
tonalism and openness of the Omrides was sinful. To become entangled
with the .Ways of the neighboring peoples was; according to the seventh
century Deuteronomistic ideology, a direct violation of divine command,
Buit a lesson could still be learned from that experience. By the time of the
compilation of the books of Kings, history’s verdict had already been re-
turned. The Omrides had been overthrown and the kingdom of Israel was
no more. Yet with the help of archaeological evidence and the testimony of
outside sources, we can now sec how the vivid scriprural portraics that
doomed Omri, Ahab, and Jezebel ro ridicule and scorn over the centuries
skillfully concealed the reat character of the first true kingdom of Isracl.
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In the Shadow of Empire

(c. 842720 BCE)

A dark sense of foreboding hovers over the kingdom of Isracl as the bib-
lical parrative of its history moves toward its tragic climax. Suffering,
dispossession, and exile seem to be the inescapable destiny of the people
of the breakaway kingdom in punishment for their impious acts. Instead
of remaining faithful to the Temple in Jerusalem and to the worship of

YHWTH to the exclusion of all other gods, the people of northern Israel—

and particularly its sinful monarchs— provoked a series of catastro-
phes that would end in their destruction. Faithful prophets of YHWH
arose to call Israel to account and demand a return to righteousness and
justice, but their calls went unheeded. The invasions of foreign armies and
the devastation of the kingdom of Israel were an essential part of a divine
plan.

The Bible’s interpretation of the fate of the northern kingdom is purely
theological. By contrast, archacology offers a different perspective on the
events in the century that followed the fall of the Omrides. While Judah
continued to be poor and isolated; the natural richness and relatively dense
population of the kingdom of Israel made it a tempting target for the in-
creasingly complex regional politics of the Assyrian period. The Omrides’
prosperity and power brought jealousies and military rivalries with neigh-
bors—and the covetous ambition of the great Assyrian empire. The wealth

196
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of the kingdom of Israel also brought growing social tensions and pro-
phetic condemnarions from within, We can now see that Israel’s greatest
misfortune—and the cause of its destruction and the exile of many of irs
people——was that as an independent kingdom living in the shadow of a
great empire, it succeeded roo well.

: Faithleésness, God's Mercy, and Isracl’s Final Fall

The books of Kings show how all of Elijah’s grim prophecies of doom
on the house of Omri were fulfilled 1o the letter. Yet the biblical narra-
tive goes on to show that the extermination of the old royal family did
not end Israel’s pursuit of idolatry. After the fall of the Omurides, the newly
anointed king, Jehu, son of Nimshi (who reigned from 842 to 814 BCE),
followed in the foorsteps of Jeroboam, Onmri, and Ahab in his lack of
regard for Jerusalem. For even though he massacred all the propherts,
'priests, and worshipers of Baal in Samaria and made the house of Baal it-
~ self a public latrine (2 Kings 10:18—28), the Bible informs us thar Jehu
“did not rurn aside from the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, which
he made Israel to sin, the golden calves that were in Bethel and in Dan”
(z Kings 10:29). In other words, though he eliminated the Baal culy,
Jehu failed to abolish the rival northern cult centers that challenged the re-

ligious supremacy of Jerusalem. Nor did any of the kings of Israel who

came after him abolish them. _
Punishment was not long in coming, as the prophet Elijah had de-

. ¢reed. This time, God’s agent of destruction was Hazael, king of Aram-

" “Damascus, who defeated Israel both in Transjordan and in a campaign of

" destruction down the Mediterranean coasral plain (2 Kings 10:32--33;

T2:17-18; 13:3,7,22). This is a period of decline for the northern king-

= dom, for throughout the days of both Jehu and his son Jehoahaz, Israel

‘was pressed by Aram-Damascus. Israel’s army was defeated and its ter-

7 ritories reduced. Burt the time of chastisement for the common people

: of the Kingdom of Israel soon ended, since “the Yord was gracious ro
_them and had compassion on them and he turned toward them, because
of his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and would not de-
~stroy them; nor has he cast them from his presence undl now” (2 Kings

13:23).
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Thus the next Israclite king, Joash,* was blessed with at least temporary
divine favor and took back the cities that Israel lost to Aram (2 Kings 13:25).
And. the fortunes of Israel secemed to take a decided turn for the better—
even after a punitive raid by Joash on Judah—with the accession of his son
to the throne of Isracl. This, too, was a matter of divine compassion, for
Joash’s son, named Jeroboam—aftei the greatest of all the royal northern
sinners——reigned peacefully in Samaria for the next forty-one years.
(788—747 RCE). Fven though this king did not depart from any of the sins
of the original Jeroboam in maintaining the idolatrous northern sanctuat-
ies, and though voices of prophetic protests by Amos and Hosea echoed
throughout the land, Jeroboam '

restored the border of Isracl from the entrance of Hamath as far as the Sea of the

Arabah, according to the word of the LorD, the God of Israel, which he spoke

by his servant Jonah the son of Amitrai, the prophes, who was from Gath-

_ hepher. For the LORD saw that the affliction of Tsracl was very bicter, for there

was none left, bond or free, and there was none ro help Israel. Bur the Lorp had
“not said that he would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven, so he

saved them by the hand of_}eroboarh the son of Joash. (2 KinGs 14:25—27)

Yet this period of divine blessing did not last long, for as 2 Kings 10:30
explains, God had promised to Jehu that only four generations of his fam-
ily would reign. Thus Jeroboam II's son Zechariah was assassinated after
only six months of his reign, and Israel entered another period of civil strife
and external pressures. The murderer, Shallum, was soon killed by another,
even more brutal pretender, Menahem, son of Gadi, who ruled in Samaria
for ten years (747-737 BCE). At this point God prepared a new agent of
chastisement for the northern kingdom. and a chain of events that would
lead to its final destruction. It was the mighty Assyrian empire, whose
armies came and demanded a massive tribute, for which Menahem was
forced to levy a tax of fifty silver shekels of every wealthy man in Israel
(2 Kings: 15:19~20}.

“The outside and internal pressurcs were building. Menahem's son and

* The Bible mentions two kings from roughly the same era—one from Israel and one from Judah—who

“are bath refersed to by the alrernative Hebrew names Jehoash and Joash. For the sake of dlariry, we will refer
to the northern icmg (whao ruled 80%784 scr) as “Joash” and to the southern king {who ruled 836-79%
BCE} as “Jchoash.”
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successor, Pekahiah, was murdered by a military officer, Pekah, son of Re-
malizh. Bur by that dme the Assyrians were no longer content with tribute.
They sought to take the rich land of Istael for themselves: “In the days of
Pekah king of Isracl, Tiglath-pileser king of. Assyria came and caprured
Ijon, Abel-beth-maacah, Janoah, Kedesh, Hazor, Gilead, and Galilee, all
the land of Naphtali; and he carried the people captives 1o Assyria” (2 Kings
15:29). The northern valleys and Galilee were thus cenquered (732 BCE)
and its inhabitants were deported, reversing the divine promises of the se-
cure inheritance given ar the time of the original conquest of Canaan by
* the Israelites. The kingdom of Isracl lost some of its richest lands and was
reduced to the highlands around the capital of Samaria. With this disas-
trous turn of events, the usurper Pekah was assassinated —the fourth ls-
- raelite king to be murdered in just fifteen years. Pekal’s assassin and
successor, Hoshea, would be the last king of the kingdom of Israel.

The Assyrian noose was tightening with the accession of Shalmaneser 'V,
an aggressive new Assyrian king. Hoshea proclaimed himself to be a loyal
vassal and offered Shalmaneser tribute, but he secretly sought an alliance
with the king of Egypt for an open revolt. When Shalmaneser learned of
~ the conspiracy he took Hoshea captive and invaded what was left of the

kingdom of Israel. For three years the Assyrian king laid siege to the Is-
" raelite capital of Samaria, eventually capturing it in 720 BCE, “and he car-
ried the Israclites away to Assyria, and placed them in Halah, and on the
Habor, the river of Gozan, and in the cities of Medes” (2 Kings 17:6).

Conquest and deportation were nort the end of the story. After exiling
the Israclites from their land to Mesopotamia, the Assyrians brought in
new settlers to Israel: “And the king of Assyria brought people from Baby-
lon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath, and Sepharvaim, and placed them in the
cities of Samaria instead of the people of Israel; and they took possession
of Samaria, and dwelt in its cities” (2 Kings 17:24). The ten northern tribes
of Israel were now lost among the distant nations. Only the kingdom of
Judah, with its Temple and Davidic kings, now survived to carry on God’s
commandments and to redeem the land of Isracl.



zo0 . THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

A Closer Look at Israel’s Later History

Archaeologists often speak. of long periods of time in which litde is
changed-——butonly because the nature of their finds makes it hard to iden-
tify chronological divisions. There is, after all, no human society that can re-
main substantially unchanged for as much as two hundred years. Yet that
was the traditional archacological understanding of the northern kingdom,
for since the 1920s archacologists have excavated some of the most impor-

‘tant sites of the kingdom of Israel taking note of no significant change ex-

cept for its ultimate destruction. As was the case with the archaeological -

“study of the Omrides, the post-Omride era of Israel’s independent history

was not considered formative or particularly interesting from an
archacological point of view. In an unconscious echoing of the Bibles
theological interpretations, archaeologists depicted a rather monotonous
continuity followed by inevitable destruction. Very litde atrention was
given to the inner dynamics of the kingdom and its economic history (ex-
cept for some speculation on a single collection of crop receipts from
Samaria). As we will see, these are crucial areas of research if we are ever to
move beyond the Bible’s exclusively theological interpreration of Israels
history— that its demise was a direct and inevitable punishment for its sins.
The 120 years of Israelite history that followed the fall of the Omrides was,
in fact, an era.of dramaric social change in the kingdom, of economic ups
and downs and constantly shifting strategies to survive the threat of empire.

One of the main reasons for this misunderstanding was the conven-
tional dating system, according to. which the entire history of the northern
kingdom—from rise to fall—tended to be lumped into a single chrono-
logical block. Many important centers in the Jezreel valley and on the
nearby Mediterranean coast, such as Megiddo, Jokneam, and Dor, were
believed to contain only a single stratum spanning the entire history of the
kingdom of Israel, from Jeroboam I (in fact, from the Shishak campaign in
926 BCE) to the fall of Samaria in 722 sce. This despite the evidence of
major changes and military defeats that took place during this long pe-
riod —among the most important-of which was the invasion of Isracl by
King Hazael of Damascus, as recorded in the Bible and on the Dan stele by
the scribes of Flazael himself.

Something was wrong in the convenrtional archaeological understand-
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TABLE FOUR
ASSYRIAN KINGS INVOLVED IN THE
HISTORY OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH*

Shalmaneser HI 859824 BCE
Adad-nirari HI 811783
Tiglath-pileser 111~ TAS—T2T
Shalmaneser V FLFT2L
Sargon 11 _ FL2—TOS
Sennacherib - 705—681
Esarhaddon ) 681669
Ashurbanipal - 669627

. " According to Cogan and Tadmor, If Kings.

ing: how could it be possible that Hazael captured Dan and spread havoc
in the territories of the northern kingdom but left no perceptible archaeo-
logical trace of destruction?

Aram in Israel

Hazael’s incursion into thie territory formerly controlled by Israel was
clearly devastating and did much to weaken the power of the northern
kingdom. In the famous stele from Moab, King Meshé boasts that he suc--
_ceeded in taking Moabite territories from Israel and even managed to ex-
pand into Israelite territories farther to the norch. The Bible reports that

 the formerly Israelite-controlled aréas of Transjordan to the north of Moab

were taken by Hazael (2 Kings 10:32—33). Yet the most striking evidence for
Hazael’s offensive is the Tel Dan inscription. While the biblical narrative of
the fall of the Omrides connects the massacre of the royal family at their
palace at Jezreel with the revolt-of Jehu-—the reigning king of Istael, Jeho-
ram, being felled by Jehu's arrow——the reconstructed text of the Dan in-
scription links the death of Jehoram with an Aramean victory, Hazael
boasts: “{I killed Jeho]ram son of [Ahab] king of Israel, and [I] killed
" [Ahaz]iahu son of [Jehoram kinlg of the House of David. And I set [their
- .towns into ruins and turned] their land into {desolation].”



2oz _ THE BIBLE UNEARTHED -

So was it Hazael, or Jehu? It is difficule to know for sure. Hazael's pres-
sure and Jehu's coup are connected in the biblical text. Hazacl may have
seen Jehu as his inscrument, or perhaps memories of the two events became
blurred together during the two hundred years that passed until the first -
- compilation of the Deuteronomistic History. Cerrainly an all-out offensive
by the Syrian leader played a major role in- the serious decline of Israel.
Hazael’s prime target was control of the fertile and strategic borderland be-

tween the two kingdoms, and he apparently not only conquered the
Aramean lands formerly taken by the Omrides but also devastated some of
Isracls most fertile agricultural regions and disrupted their trade roures.

The Bible mentions no significant long-term territorial conquests by
foreign powers in the lands lying west of the Jordan berween the time of the
conquest of Canaan by Joshua and the Assyrian conquest. The biblical bor-
ders of the land of Israel as outlined in the book of Joshua had seemingly
assumed a sacred inviolability. Except for the small area reportedly given by

‘Solomon to King Hiram of Tyre in return for his help in building the lem-
ple, the Bible pictures a stormy but basically continuous Israelite occupa-
tion of the land of Israel all the way to the Assyrian conquest. But a
reexamination of the archaeological evidence supported by new, more pre-
cise dating techniques points to a period of a few decades, between around
835 and 800 BCE, when the kingdom of Aram-Damascus controlled the
upper Jordan valley and significant areas in northeastern Israel—and dev-
astared major Israelite administrative centers in the fertile Jezreel valley
as well.

Important new evidence for this has emerged from the excavation of the
Omride palace compound at Jezreel, which was occupied for only a rela-
tively brief period in the ninth century BCE as it was destroyed a relatively
short while after it was built. There was a small settlement at Jezreel in the
later days of the Iron Age, but the site never regained its former impor-
tance. There is therefore good reason to associate Jezreel's destruction with
the Jehu revolt or with the invasion of Hazael, which both occurred a few
years after the middle of the ninth century. '

" Because Jezreel was occupied for such a relatively short period, the pot-
tery forms found in its destruction level offer a valuable sample of the styles
current in the mid—ninth century BCE, and indeed are found in the levels
of the “Solomonic” palaces of Megiddo and at parallel strata in sites
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throughout the north. Readers who were not convinced earlier that the
Omrides built these “Solomonic” cities must now consider (in addition to
the ceramic evidence, the architectural parallels, and the carbon 14 dates)
the likelihood that the violent destruction of those sites—long ascribed
to the Egyptian raid led by Pharach Shishak in the late tenth century
BCE~—took place around 835, at the time of Hazael.

Across the fertile expanses of the rich northern valleys, cities went up in

flames, from Tel Rehov, to Beth-shean, to Taanach, to Megiddo. On the
" basis of this new evidence, the Isracli biblical historian Nadav Naaman
concluded that these destruction layers represent a devastation of the
northern kingdom by Hazael so severe that some of the sites. never recov-
ered. The milicary pressure of Damascus on Israel écrﬁaps culminated in 2
siege of the capital, Samaria, probably by Bar-hadad III (known in the
Bible as Ben-hadad), the son of Hazael. The two sieges of Samaria de-
scribed in the Bible in the days of Ahab and Jehoram most probably refer to
_this period.

Archaeology has thus discovered somethmg that the Bible neglected to
mention: The very heartland of Israel was occupied for an extended period.
None of the earlier archaeologists scem to have found evidence of this

+ event. At Hazor, the period between the Omrides and. the destruction of
Israel was divided by Yigael Yadin into four strata, none of which was
specifically connected with Hazael’s invasion. Yet once the city of the six-

chambered gate and casemate wall—long associated with Solomon—is
placed ar the time of the Omrides, its destruction can be associared with

- the campaign of Hazael. In Dan, the very city taken by Hazael——in which

he erected a victory stele proclaiming hlS recapture of territory for his king-
dom—the conventional dating failed to identify a mid-ninth century de-

- seruction, much less a period of Aramean occupation. But at Dan too, the

~alternative dating allows the identification of a destruction layer for the

““conquest of Hazael that is commemorated in the Dan stele. .

>+ Bur Hazael was not strong enough to annex the devastated Israclite cen-
" ters farther south in the Jezreel and Beth-shean valleys, which were far away
" from the core area of his rule. He apparently left them in ruins, bringing
* about the desertion of many sites and the decline of the whole region fora’
_few decades. Some of the centers of this region never recovered; Jezreel and
Taanach, for example, never regamed their former importance. An analysis.
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of the pottery of Megiddo seems to indicate that chis pivotal city for the Is-
raclite administration of the north was deserted for almost half a century.

The Israelite kingdom thus lost effective control of some of its most fer-
tile agricultural regions, and even more important, its rival gained a more
permanent foothold at the strategic sites of Hazor and Dan in the north-
cast. Those sites were located closer to Damascus than to Samaria and were
sicuated in territories that Hazael claimed were originally Aramean. To
quote again from Hazael's own inscription, describing the situation follow-
ing the death of his predecessor: “And my facher lay down, he went to his
[ancestors]. And the king of I{s]rael entered previously in my fathers land.”
Tt is inconceivable thar Fazael conquered the upper Jordan valley, erected a
victory stele at Dat, and then withdrew. Here the victories in the bartle-
field were translated into long-term territorial dominance. ,

Tt is therefore likely that the new city built at Hazor immediarely after
Hazael's conquest was actually an irﬁportant link in a chain of Aramean
cities and fortresses that guarded Aram-Damascus’s southeastern border
against Israel. The city built on top of the destruction layer expanded to in-
clude the entire upper Bronze Age acropolis and was surrounded by a new,
massive wall. A citadel or a palace was built at its western end, apparently
on top of the now destroyed Omride citadel. Even the magnificent rock-
cut water systermn may have been built in this phase of the city’s history.

‘At Dan, the famous stele was no doubt erected in a new city thar Hazael
rebuile. The late ninth century city chere is characterized by the construc-
tion of a formidable stone city wall, similar to the one uncovered at Hazor,
and an exceptiohaﬂy elaborate city gate. The gate features a special ele-
ment, unknown in the Israclite and Judahite territories of the time: re-
mains of a canopy, or an elevated platform, were found outside of the
right-hand tower as one enters the city. They include two carved round
stone bases with typical northern (that is, Syrian) features. The commem-
orative stele itself, which presumably also mentioned Hazael's building ac-
civities, could have been placed either ar the gate of the city or at the
elaborately rebuilt ashlar cult place, probably rededicated to Aram’s god
Hadad. . ’ . o

Another formidable stronghold built at the same time—and possibly
related to Hazael's occupation of northern Isracl——is a site known as-et-
Tell on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. It has been tentatively




In the Shadow of Empire ‘ . 205

identified by the excavators as the location of the much later settlement of
Bethsaida in Roman times. In the ninth century a massive stone wall sur-
rounded the site, similar to the walls built at Hazor and Dan. A huge city
gate is similar in shape and size to the orie uncovered at Dan. In the front of
 the city gate the excavators recovered an extraordinary find, which seems to
disclose the ethnic, or perhaps more accurately the cultural and political
identity of the inhabirants. A basalt stele was found near the right-hand
tower as one enters the gate. Its depiction of a horned deity is characeeristi-
cally Aramean. And its location in front of the gate offers the possibility
that a similar stele may have been erected near the Dan gate, under the
elaborate canopy.
Thus we have hints that Hazael's invasion of Israel in the mid-ninth cé‘n'w
tury BCE was followed up by prolonged occupation and the establishment
-of at least three fortresses——at Dan, Hazor, and Bethsaida—thart display
common features, some of them characteristically Aramean. And there is
turther reason to believe that the population in this part of the Israclite
kingdom was at least partially, if not mostly, Aramean. This is indicated by
the fact that in almost every major Iron Age 11 site in the region, excava-
tions yielded ostraca weitten in Aramaic.

Assyria Returns

The Syrian occupation of Israel did not last long. From Assyrian sources we
know that Hazael was ablc to push to the west and south into Israel because
for a few decades in the second half of the ninth century the reigning As-
syrian kings were preoccupied with disorders in other parts of the empire.
But with the accession of a powerful new Assyrian monarch, Adad-nirari
HL in 811 8CE, the balance of power between Aram and Israel changed dra-
matically. Adad-nirari immmediately renewed the military pressure in the
west and besieged Damascus, now the strongest regional power. Damascus
may have been able to overcome Israel, but it was no match for the armies
of the Mesopotamian superpower of the time, Bar-hadad 111, the son of
" Hazael, surrendered and paid massive tribute to Assyria. These events
g :.. brought the hegemony of Aram-Damascus to an end and terminated the
“military pressure on Israel. : _
In this light we can begin to understand the enormous impact that As-
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syrian imperialistn had on the course of events in the kingdom of Israel and
how so much of the history that is described in the Bible as a function of
the impiety or greed of the kings of Israel had far more to do with the winds

" of international power politics. Although the books of Kings depict Ahab

primarily as an idolatrous tyrant, we know from the monolith inscription
of Shalmaneser IT that he was one of the most energetic opponents of As-
syrian domination—sending his massive chariot force to confront the As-
syrians at Qargar. And while Jehu, the rebel, is pictured in the Bible as

 God’s instrument to destroy idolatry in Israel, the famous “black obelisk”

of Shalmaneser shows him bowing low to the ground at the feet of the great
Assyrian king. Shalmaneser also notes: “The tribute of Jehu, son of Omri;
I received from him silver, gold, a golden saplu-bowl, a golden vase with
pointed botrom, golden tumblers, golden buckets, tin, a staff for a king.”
(The fact that Jehu is named “son of Omri’~—in essence son of the family
he is reported to have exterminated —-implies only that he ruled a vassal
kingdom whose capiral city was founded by Omri.) \

The resurgence of Israel under Jehu's grandson Joash (2 Kings 1372225
had more directly to do with the Assyrian humbling of Damascus than
God’s reported change of heart. The end of the regional hegemony
of Aram-Damascus gave the northern kingdom of Israel-—which had
pledged its loyalty to Assyria as early as the tme of Shalmaneser [1I-—a
splendid opportunity to be recognized as Assyria’s most-favored vassal.
Under the leadership of King Joash the northern kingdom quickly recov-
ered and started regaining its territories that had been lost to Damascus (2
Kings 13:25). And the expansion of Israel apparently continued under Jer-
oboam I (2 Kings 14:25,28), who is reported to have extended Isracls
boundaries well into the former territories of Aram. When we ook at the
archaeological record, there is clear confirmation that Joash’s son Jeroboam
11, whose term was the longest in the history. of the northern kingdom,
presided over a period of unparalleled prosperity in Israel.

Rewards of a New World Order

"The new phase of prosperity that began around 800 BCE was apparently

long remembered as a golden age for the northern kingdom-—even'in the
memory of the people of Judah. The biblical author of the books of Kings
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~was forced to find an explanation for this otherwise puzzling good fortune
enjoyed by the sinful northerners. He explained the turn of events by the
sudden compassion of the God of Israel (2 Kings 14:26—27), but we can
now sce that a more likely reason was the Assyrian aggression against Dam-
ascus and Isracl’s eager participation in the growing Assyrian world econ- -
omy. At Dan, the victory stele of Hazael was apparently smashed and the
fragments reused in later construction (where they would be found by ar-
chaeologists some twenty-cight hundred years. later); when Israelite
builders established a new city there. Ar Bethsaida, the stele bearmg the
Aramean-style deity was likewise intentionally upended and laid upside
down. And at about the same time, Hazor was raken, destroyed, and re-
‘built anew; it may not be complete coincidence that Hebrew inscriptions
appear at Hazor for the first time in this 'building phase.

The strength of the Israelite economy duting the reign of Jeroboam 11
may best be demonstrated by Israel’s developments in agriculture and its
impressive population growth. For millennia, the highlands around

© Samaria had formed the best region in the country for the cultivation of
vineyards and olive groves. Intensive archaeological surveys in the hilly re-
gions to the south of Samaria have yielded evidence for unprecedented ex-
pansion of olive oil production in the Iron Age. In the eighth century, we
- see for the first time setddements built on rocky spurs in the heart of the best
orchard-growing regions, whose inhabitants apparently specialized in this
-~ branch of agriculture (Figure 25). Scores of olive presses and other process-
- ing installations were cut in the bedrock around these villages, some of
which may have been royal estates or at least built specifically for this pur-
pose. There was no lack of potential markets: the olive oil from the high-
lands of Israel could have been profitably exported ro Assyria and shipped
to Egypt, since both Egypt and Assyria lacked prime olive-growing regions.
Indeed the famous Samaria ostraca—a collection of sixty-three ink-
inscribed pottery sherds written in Hebrew and plausibly dated to the time
of Jeroboam II—record shlpments of oil and wine from outlying villages
to the capital city, Samaria.

That agriculrural hinterland was, in the meantime, becoming more

_ thickly populated than ever before. Tied to a world economy and facing no
significant military threat, the population of the northern kingdom ex-
panded dramatically. The large-scale surveys undertaken in the last few
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Figure 25: Plan of an ojl-producing site in the highlands, norchwest of Jerusalem.
After a plan published in Arigot.

-decades throw light on the dramatic demographic growth from the tenth
to the eighth centuries BCE. By the late eighth century the northern king--
dom— the highlands of Samaria and the nosthern valleys alike—was the
most densely settled region in the entire Levant.” " _
Though the numbers are admirttedly sketchy, they provide a general es-
timation that the population of the northern kingdom in the eighth cen-
tury, including its territory in Transjordan, was about 350,000. By the same
procedure scholars estimate that in the Bronze Age, the population of the
entive territory of western Palestine did not even reach 250,000. The demo-
graphic growth is particularly dramatic when we consider that the high-
lands population in the Early Iron Age numbered hardly more than
45,000. Even in the éighth century, the population of the kingdom of
Judah did not count much more than 100,000 souls. The population of the

* W base this asswmption on a rough population estimate, arrived at by using a combination of archaco-
logical and cthnographic data, In this technique of escimating ancien: populations, the built-up arca of ali
sites occupied during the eighth centiury BGE (determined by the presence of distincrive eighth centuty pot-
tery types) is multiplicd by a density coefficient, that s, the average deasity of population observed in tradi-
tional, premoderi societies of the ninéreenth or the beginning of the cwentieth century.
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Transjordanian states of Ammon and Moab togethcr hardly reached a third
of the populatlon of northern Istael.

These comparative numbers explain the military might and economic
power of the nosthern kingdom. They also hint at the human resources of
Israel, which enabled both a military buildup and impressive building ac-
tivitics. It appears that Joash, or more likely Jeroboam II, undertook major
building operations not only at Megiddo (including the great water system
and the two huge sets of stables) but also in the rebmfdmg of Hazor as a
stronghold in the territories taken back from the Arameans and in the re-
* construction of the city of Gezer, a strategic outpost of the northern king-
dom on the borders of Judah and Philistia. A massive new city wall and
. gate at Gezer may date to this time.

The grandeur of the reborn kingdom of Israel is clear from the evidence.

It is significant that Jeroboam II is the earliest Israelite monarch for whom
we have an official seal. This exceptionally large and beautiful artifact was
found in the beginning of the twentieth century at Megiddo. Ir depicts a
powerful, roaring lion and a Hebrew inscription reading: “Belonging to

 Shema the servant li.e., high official} of Jeroboam.” The design of the lion
on the seal is typical of the eighth century BCE, so it cannor be ascribed to
the earlier Jeroboam, who founded the northern kingdom almost two cen-
turies catlier. By the standards of its prosperity, international connections,
and expansive building projects, Jeroboam II's realm may have remained
alive in the memory of both Israelites and Judahites as the model for a glo-
rious monarchy. Recall the famous passagé of 1 Kings g:15, which describes
the'buildinglactivities of Solomon at Hazor, Megiddo, and Gezer. Is it pos-
sible that the later Judahite author, composing his history almost a hun-
dred years later, romantically (and patriotically) ascribed the ruins of the
great structures built by Jeroboam to the golden age of Solomon?

The Riddle of the Megiddo Stab[es—Agaiﬁ

Horses, itseems, were one of the northern kingdom’s most prized and most
~valuable products. Some tantalizing clues to the extent of horse breeding
“and training in Israel may come from the rebuilding of Megiddo in the
- time of Jeroboam [1 (Figure 22, p. 182).

. The most prominent element in the last Tsraelite city of Megiddo is the
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two large complexes of pillared buildings that the University of Chicago
team suggested in the 1920s were stables built by Solomon——and later re-
dated by Yadin as stables built by Ahab, who had marshaled such an enor-
mous chariot force against the Assyrians at the battle of Qargar. Whether
arguing for an association with Solomon or with Ahab, the supporters of
the stables theory argued that the horses were kept in long, narrow side
aisles of the buildings, where they were tied to stone pillars and fed in the
mangers placed between the pillars (Figure 17, p. 138). The central ajsle,
whose floor was covered with smooth plaster, supposedly served as a service
area, where tht grooms could groom the horses and distribute feed. The ar-
chacologists also suggested that the large courtyard in front of the southern
set of stables served as a training and exercise yard.

There was only one problem with this attractive theory: no items related
to horses, chariotry, or cavalry were found in any of the buildings. And the
side aisles of similar structures uncovered at other sites were filled with pot-
tery vessels, which suggested to many scholars that 2/l such three-aisled
buildings were used as storchouses. Some theorized that the mangers
found in the Megiddo buildings were used to feed beasts of burden, prob-
ably donkeys, who brought goods to the storehouses tn caravans. Qther
scholars proposed that the pillared buildings ac Megiddo, as well as at other
places in the region, served as army barracks or even as public bazaars.

I the ongoing excavations at Megiddo, attempts are being made to re-
solve the problem by the systematic chemical testing of earth recentdy exca-
vated from the floors of the pillared buildings—to identify traces of feed or
animal excrement. So far the results are inconclusive. But one thing has al-
ready been clarified in the renewed excavations. We should not expect to
find any significant horse-related items in the buildings, since after the As-
syrian takeover of the city they were thoroughly cleaned and ar least par-
tially reused, and later dismantled at the time of their abandonment. They
were intentionally destroyed by having their walls pulled down.

Due to the redating of the Megiddo strata—and the reassessment of the
archaeological history of the northern kingdom—we can now reject the
carlier theorics and say with confidence that the stable-like structures at
Megiddo belong to the time of Jeroboam 1I. Ahab, though clearly main-
taining a great chariot force, constructed the great palaces at Megiddo that
precede the level of the “stables” (even though some scholars suggest that
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this city too, which was only partially excavated, had stables). But linking
the “stables” to Jeroboamn 11 does not definitively settle the problem of their
function. Are there any other clues for highlighting the importance of
horses in the kingdom of Isracl——and perhaps understanding Isracl’s mili-
tary role in the larger Assyrian imperial society? _

Crirtical evidence comes from the Assyrian sources, which reveal that the
kingdom of Isracl was famous for its chariot forces long after King Ahab’
faced Shalmaneser I11 with two thousand chariots at the battle of Qarqar in
Syria in 853 BcE. The Assyriologist Stephanie Dalley has found convincing
evidence in Assyrian records that some of the empire’s vassal states special-
ized in the breeding and export of horses used in chariot and cavalry war-

 fare. We know that Jeroboam’s Israel prospered through its specializarion in

- certain commuodities. Could it be that what we see at Megiddo is the archi-
tectural remains of an important horse breeding center for the famous
chariot corps of the kingdom of Israel? And is it possible that in the days of

Jeroboam 11 Israel bred horses not only for its own military requirements

. but for chariot unirs throughout the Assyrian empire? A clue in this direc-
tion comes from another Assyrian vassal state, the kingdom of Urartu in
eastern Anatolia, which was considered to possess the best cavalry in the
world. We know from an explicit mention in Assyrian sources that horses
were bred there for export. And interestingly, buildings have been uncov-
‘ered in Tron II sites in Urartu that are suikingly similar in plan to the 4
Megiddo “stables.”

But perhaps the most indicative association of Israclites with military
‘horsemanship comes from a period immediately after the conquest of the
northern kingdom by Assyria——when a special Israclite chariot unit was
incorporated into the Assyrian army. In face, the research of Stephanie Dal-
ley on Assyrian tablets called the “horse lists” provides information on offi-
cials, officers, and units in the Assyrian army in the days of Sargon 1L
‘These records indicate that while other specialized troops from conquered

. regions were incorporated into the Assyrian army as individuals, the Is-
_ raelite chariot brigade was the only foreign unit permitted to retain its na-
- :tional idenrity. The Assyrian king Sargon I says it best: “1 formed a unit
** with two hundred of their chariots for my royal force.”

It would secm, therefore, that because Israclite charioteers were so fa-
“mous for their skill, they were allowed a special status. Among other details
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in the horse lists was mention of an Israclite commander named Shemna,
probably from the chariot corps, who served in a high post in the Assyrian
arfny and was a member of the king’s entourage.

The First Voices of Protest

The prosperity and prominence that the kingdom of Israel atcained during
the reign of Jeroboam II offered great wealth to the Israelite aristocracy. Al-
though the rather chaotic digging methods of the early twentieth century
excavations of Samaria do not permit a-detailed analysis of the buildings
and renovations of the royal city in the early cighth century, two extremely
interesting sets of small finds offer at feast a glimpse of the opulence and
wealth of Israels ruling class. Over two hundred delicate ivory plaques
carved in Phoenician style with Egyptian motifs and stylistically dated to
the eighth century BCE probably decorated the walls of the palace or the
fine furniture of Israelite royalty. They attest to the wealth and cosmopoli-
can tastes of the Israelite monarchs and the noble families of their king-
dom. The famous Samaria ostraca, receipts for shipments of oil and wine
delivered from the countryside to the capital city, represent 2 sophisticated
system of credit and record keeping in which the produce of the hinterland
was claimed by large landowners or by government tax officials who super-
vised the collection of the crop.

Tt is at the height of prosperity of the northern kingdom under the rule
of Jeroboam I1 that we can finally identify the full complement of the cri-
ceria of statehood: literacy, bureaucratic administration, specialized eco-
nomic production, and a professional army. It is also the period when we
have the first record of prophetic protest. The oracles of the prophets Amos
and Hosea are the earliest preserved prophetic books, contaifning mate-
rial that reflects the heyday of Jeroboam IL Their scathing denunciations
of the corrupt and impious aristocracy of the north serve both ro docu-
ment the opulence of this era and to express for the first time ideas that
would exert a profound effect on the crystallization of the Deuterono-
mistic ideology. '

" Amos is described as a shepherd who wandered north from the rural Ju-
dahite village of Tekoa. But whartever his precise social status or.reason for
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preaching in the kingdom of Isracl, the oracles recorded in his name pro-
- vide a searing condemnation of the lavish lifestyles and material reality of
Israel’s aristocracy in the eighth century BgE:

Woe to those who lie upon beds of ivory, and stretch themselves upon their
couches, and eat lambs from the flock, and calves from the midst of the stall;
who sing idle sorigs to the sound of the harp, and like David invent for them-
selves insrruments of music; who drink wine in bowls, and aneint themselves
with the finest oils . . . (Amos 6:4-6)

Amos goes on to condemn those who “have built houses of hewn stone”
{s:11), and his contemporary, the prophet Hosea,. speaks out against those
who “multiply falschood and violence; they make a bargain with Assyria,

- and oil is carried to Egypt” (Hosea 12:1). In these and many other allusions,
the two prophets oudine the economic connections and material culture
that have been so abundandly ilustrated by the archaeology of the king-
dom of Israel. '

Beyond the condemnation of the rich and the powerful, Amos and
Hosea both offer searing critiques of the social injustices, idolatry, and do-
mestic tensions that international trade and the dependence on Assyria
have brought. According to Hosea, “Assyria shall not save us, we will not
ride upon horses; and we will say no more, ‘Our God,” to the work of our
hands” (Hosea 14:3). Amos condemns the wickedness of those who merely
pay lip service to the dictates of religion while gathering riches for them-
selves and abusing the poor: :

Hear this, you who sfampie ﬁpon the needy, and bring the poor of the land to
. an end, saying, “When will the new moon be over, that we may sell grain? And
the sabbzé_tfl, that we may offer wheat for sale, and that we may make the ephah
" small and the shekel great, and deal dc&eitfully with false balances, that we may
buy the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, and sell the refuse of
the wbeat?” (AI\;IOS 8:4—-6)

These prophetic condemnations were preserved by the followers of

= Amos and Hosea and took on a new meaning after the fall of the kingdom

" of Israel. For in their critique of the wealthy and in their revulsion at the ef-
-fect of foreign ways on the life of the people of Isracl, they heralded the
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spiritual and social movemnent that would leave an indelible impression on
the crystallizing biblical text.

;Tl'ie Death Throes of Israel

With the death of Jeroboam II in 747 BCE, the structure of Israelite soci-
ety —despite its material prosperity and achievements in architecture and
military arts— proved hollow. Factions probably arose among régional ad-
ministrators, army officers, and special interest groups. King followed king
in relatively quick and usually bloody succession. The delicate balance of
economic independence and political alliance with, or subservience to, As-
syria gradually broke down. The narrative presented in the second book of
Kings, supplemented by occasional confirmations in the records of Assyria,
is all we have to go on in documenting the fall of Israel.

The serics of violent dynastic upheavals at Samaria could not have come
at a more dangerous time. Great changes were waking place in Mesopo-

tamia. In 745—— precisely after two kings were assassinated in Samaria—

" the ambitious governor of the great Assyrian city of Calah in the Tiguis

valley revolted against his own overlords and began the process of trans-

* forming Assyria into a brutal and predatory state.

This new king, Tiglath-pileser III (also known by his Babylonian name,
Pul, in the Bible), began nothing less than a thorough revamping of the As-
syrian empire— primarily in its relations to its former vassals, which would
now be much more directly controlled. In 738 BCE, he Ied his army on a
great threatening campaign westward, in which he succeeded in cowering
Assyria’s formerly semi-independent vassals with unprecedented economic
demands. Bur that was only the beginning. In the era of Assyrian imperial-
ism that Tiglath-pileser had inaugurated, vassaldom would soon give way
to conguest and annexation—with local populations being subject to de-
portation wherever the Assyrian authorities wished.

In. Samaria, the Istaelite capital—with the death of King Menahem in
737 BCE and the almost immediate assassination of his son and successor
by a military officer named Pekah, son of Remaliah —-the foreign policy of
the kingdom of Isracl changed. We have no information on the political
and personal motives of Pekah, this latest usurper, but he suddenly ended
Istael’s obsequious vassaldom to Assyria. Perhaps in a desperate reaction 1o
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the change of Assyrian policies and the inability to meet Assyrian demands,-
Pekah joined a coalition of other local powers—including King Rezin of
Damascus and some Philistine cities—in a desperate gamble for inde- -
pendence. -

What followed was a tragic series of miscalculations that spelled the end
of independent Israel—and indeed the possibility that any of the states in
the Levant would ever be free to act independently as long as the Assyrian
empire survived. Pekah and Rezin hoped to organize a broad, committed

-front of resistance to Assyria by all the states of the region. The coalition
tailed to materialize and Tiglath-pileser reacted in fury. After c:aptﬁring
Damascus, executing Rezin, and making his way down the Mediterranean
coast, destroying potentially rebellious cities and ensuring that no help for
the insurgents would be coming from Egypt, Tiglath-pileser set his sights
with full force on the kingdom of Israel. Conquering most of its territories,

. destroying its main ciries, and deporting part of its population, Tiglath-

- pileser brought Israel to its knees.

By the time of Tiglath-pileser’s death in 727 BCE, most of the territory of '
the northern kingdom had been annexed directly to the Assyrian empire.
They were then administratively divided into the provinces of Dor (along
the northern coast), Megiddo (in the Jezreel valley and Galilee), and Gilead

% (in the Transjordanian highlands). A relief from the time of Tiglath-pileser

111 depicting the siege of a city named (Gaazru-—— probably Gezer—indi-
cates that the southern coastal plain of Israel did not escape the bitzer fate
" of the northern provinces. All thar was left of the northern kingdom was
~.merely the hill country around the capital, Samaria. And so Tiglath-pileser
© could boast in a monumental inscription: “The land of Bit-Humuria [i.e.,
~the House of Omyi], all of whose cities I leveled to the ground in my for-
mer campaigns : . . I plundered its livestock, and 1 spared only isolated
Samaria.” ’ '

- The Assyrianization of the North

- The new-style Assyrian empire under Tiglath-pileser was not content with
meré. tercitorial conquest. The Assyrians viewed all the lands, animals,
resources, and peoples of the areas they had conquered as objects—-as
chattel-—that could and should be moved or exploited to serve the best
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interests of the Assyrian state. Thus the Assyrians deployed a policy of de-

portation and repopulation ona grand scale. This policy had many objec-

tives, which all served the goals of continuing imperial development. From

a military point of view, the capture and removal of native villages had the

effect of terrorizing and demoralizing the population and splitting them

up to prevent further organized tesistance. From an economic point of

view, large-scale conscription into the imperial army brought new man-

power and military technologies into a framework where the new recruits

could be carefully warched. The forced resettlernent of artisans in the cen-
ters of the Assyrian heartland boosted the trained human resources at the

disposal of the Msyxiaﬁ economy. And finally, the systematic resertling of
new populations in eméty ot recently conquered territory was intended to

expand the overall agricultural output of the empire.

Tiglath-pileser TIT initiated these processes almost immediately in the
regions of che kingdom of Isracl his armies had overrun. The number of
deportees given by his annals amounts to 13,500 people. Ifitis not an exag-
geration-—as archaeological surveys in lower Galilee, indicating wide-
spread depopulation, suggest-—then the Assyrians deported a significant
component of the rural population of these areas 1o Assyria.

The disastrous resules of Tiglath-Pileser’s initial assault can be seen at
many sites. At Hazor, which is specifically mentioned in the Bible in rela-
tion to his campaign (2 Kings 15:29), the last Israclite city was destroyed
and burned to ashes. There is clear archacological evidence that in the days
before the final Assyrian assault, the city’s fortifications were reinforced—
in vain, as events transpired. Wholesale destruction has also been traced at
Dan and Beth-shean. But at Megiddo, the Assyrian intentions were some-
what different since it would become a new center of imperial administra-
tion. The domestic quarters were set on fire; collapsed, burnt buildings and
crushed vessels tell the story of the last hours of the Israelite city. Buc the
pillared buildings-—the famous Megiddo stables—were left untouched
and probably reused for a while. The Assyrians intended to rebuild the site
for their own ends, and the fine stones in the stable structures proved to be
an excellent source of building materials.

Megiddo provides the best evidence for the early stages of the Assyrian
occupation. After the partial destruction of the last Israelite city, a short pe-
riod of abandonment was followed by extensive rebuilding. The Assyrians
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made Megiddo the capital of their new province, covering former territo-
ries of the northern kingdom in the northern valleys and the hills of
Galilee. Within a few decades, official documents refer to Megiddo as the
seat of the governor. The focus of the new city, which was rebuilr in 2 to-
tally new plan, was near the gate, where two palaces were built in typical
Assyrian style. The rest of the city was laid out in a precise grid of parallel
east-west and north-south streets forming rectangular blocks for domestic
buildings—a method of city planning hitherto unknown in the Levant. In
light of the radical changes, it is possible that new people, deported from
* other conquered areas of the Assyrian empire, were now settled there:

The End of the Kingdom

- Hemmed into the immediate vicinity of Samaria, the rump kingdom of Is-
racl proved to be little more than a tidbit to be gobbled up at the first op-
portunity by the ascendant Assyrian state. Yet Hoshea, the assassin of
Pekah and the last king of Israel, having quickly offered rribute to Assyria,
just as quickly began a disastrously dangerous plot. In the brief period of
uncertainty about succession between the death of Tiglath-pileser 111 and
the accession of Shalmaneser V, Hoshea reportedly sent secret word to one
of the regional lords of the Egyptian delta, hoping thar Egypt would now
be ready to enter the anti-Assyrian fray. Taking the ultimate gamble,
Hoshea ended his tribute payments to the new Assyrian king forthwith.
Who could have been surprised at what happened? Shalmaneser V im-
mediately embarked on a campaign of liquidarion. He reduced the coun-
tryside around Samaria and laid siege to the city itself. After a long siege,
the city was stormed and at least pare of its surviving population was mar-
shaled off to concentration points from which they were eventually reset-
tled in distant Assyrian domains. There is considerable debate among
- scholars whether Shalmaneser V survived to see the capture of Samaria or
whether his successor, Sargon II, who came to the throne in 722 BCE, was
~ responsible for the coup de grice. In any event, it is from Sargon’s chroni-
+ cles that we have the fullest Assyrian account of what transpired:

The inhabitants of Samaria, who agreed and plotted with a king hostile to me

not to endure servirude and not to bring tribure ro Assur and who did batde, I
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fought against them with the power of the great gods, my lords. 1 counted as
spoil 27,280 people, togethier with their chariots, and gods, in which they
trusted. 1 formed a unit with 200 of their chariots for my royal force. 1 sertded
the rest of them in the midst of Assyria. 1 repopulated Samaria more than be-
fore. 1 brought into it people from counitries conquered by my hands. I ap-
pointed my commissioner as governor over them. And I counted them as

Assyrians.

_ Sargon’s account provides us with the number of the deportees from
Samaria— though it is unclear whether it refers to the population of the
capital and its ilmmediare surroundings or to the total number taken from
the kingdom over the preceding years. The Bible mentions some of the
destinations— “Halah, on the Habor, the river of Gozan, and in the cities
of Medes” (2 Kings 17:6). But the ultimate fate of most of them—the ten
tribes of northern Israel—would never be known. In the beginning the
deportees might have tried to preserve their identity, for instance by con-
tinuing Israelite forms of worship or giving Israelite names to their chil-
dren. But they were soon Assyrianized and assimilated into the empire.
Tt was all over. Two stormy centuries had come to a catastrophic end.
The proud northern kingdom and a significant part of its population were
" lost to history.

Deeportees and Survivors

As they had probably done in resertling key sites in the north such as
Megiddo with dependable subjects, the Assyrian authorities brought in
new population groups to settlein the heartland of the Israelite highlands
in place of deported Israclites: “And the king of Assyria brought people
from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Flamath, and Sepharvaim, and placed them
in the cities of Samaria instead of the people of Israel; and they took pos-
session of Samaria, and dwelt in its cities” (2 Kings 17:24). A few hisrorical
and archaeological clues suggest that these new groups, from rebellious
areas of southern Mesopotamia, were settled not only in Samaria but also
in the particularly strategic area around Bethel—the old Israelite cult cen-
ter—on the northern border of the still-independent kingdom of Judah.
The biblical historian provides circumstantial testimony about this in the
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inclusion of Avvim as one of the towns of seventh century Judah in the area
of Bethel (Joshua 18:23). This name probably relates to Avva, which is men-
tioned as one of the places of origin of the deportees. An Aramaic text men-
tions deportees who were settled in Bethel itself. In addition, a few seventh
century cuneiform texts bearing Babylonian names that have been found
in Gezer and its \}icinity provide tangible evidence of the presence of these
deportees in the southwestern territory of vanquished Israel, also near the
border of Judah. Finally, Adam Zertal of Haifa University suggested that a
special type of pottery carrying cuneiform-like signs, which is found at
_ some sites in the highlands of Samaria, may also be related to these newiy
arrived groups.

But the population exchange was far from total. The gross number given
in the Assyrian sources for both deportations— by Tiglath-pileser 111 from
Galilee and by Sargon 11 from Samaria—is about forty thousand people.
This comprises no more than a fifth of the estimated population of the
northern kingdom west of the Jordan in the eighth century BcE. Tiglath-
pileser 111 seems to have deported mainly the troublesome villagers of the
hills of Galilee and the population of the main centers, such as Megiddo,

“and it seems that Sargon 11 deported mainly the aristocracy of Samaria, and
possibly soldiers and artisans with skills that were needed in Assyria. As a
result, most of the surviving Israclites were left on the land. In the hill
country around the city of Samaria, which was destined to serve as the hub
of the new Assyrian province of Samerina, the deportation was apparently

~ minimal. The Assyrians had good economic reasons not to devastate the
- rich, oil-producing area. In the northern valleys, the Assyrians destroyed

the Israelite administrative centers but left the rural population (which was

", basically Canaanite, Phoenician, and Aramean in tradition) unhurt—as

long as they remained docile and contributed theif share to the Assyrian
- tribute demands. Fven the brurtal Assyrian conquerors recognized that
- wholesale destruction and deportation of the rural population of Israel
could have devastated the agricultural output of their new province, so
when possible they opted for stability and continuity.

-Indeed, surveys and excavations in the Jezreel valley confirm the surpris-

. ing demographic continuity. And about half of the rural sites near Samaria

continued to be occupied in subsequent centruries. We may even have a
biblical reference to this demographic situation. A few years after the de-
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struction of the northern kingdom, the Judabite king Hezekiah celebrated
the Passover in Jerusalem. He reportedly “sent to all Israel and Judah, and
wrote letters also to Ephraim and Manasseh, that they should come to the
house of the Lord at Jerusalem, to keep the passover to the Lord the God of
Israel” (2 Chronicles 30:1). Ephraim and Manasseh refer to the highlands of
Samatia to the north of Judah. While the historicity of Chronicles may be
questioned, Jeremiah also reports, about 150 years after the fall of the
northern kingdom, that Israclites from Shechem, Shiloh, and Samaria
came with offerings to the Temple in Jerusalem (Jeremiah 41:5).

The fact that a significant number of Israelites were still living in the hill
country of Samaria, including the southern area of Bethel, alongside the
new populations brought by the Assyrians would play a major role in the

foreign policy of Judah and'in the development of the biblical ideology of -
the seventh century BGE. :

The Grim Lesson of the Kingdom of Israel

We can never know how reliable were the rraditions, texts, or archives used
‘by the biblical authors to compile their history of the kingdom of Israel.
Their dims were not to produce an objective history c_)f the northern king-
dom but rathet to provide a theological explanation for a history that was
probably already well known, at least 1n its broad details. No matter what
popular legends might have said about individual kings of Israel, the bibli-
cal authors judge each and every one of them negatively. The reigns of most
merited only a few words of summation: such-and-such 2 king “did what
was evil in the sight of the Lord; he did not depart from all the sins of Jer-
oboam son of Nebat.” A noteworthy few-—like Jeroboam I and the Om-
rides—wete condemnned in harsher words and stories. But even the best of
the northern kings are still considered sinners: Jehoram, son of Ahab, is
credited with removing the massebahb, or cult monument, of Baal, and Jehu
is praised for wiping out its worship, but at the same time, both are con-
demned for walking in the footsteps of “Jeroboam son of Nebat.” -Even
Hoshea, the last king of Israel, who belatedly tried to break Israel away
from the iron grip of Assyria, is judged in only a marginally milder way:
“He did what was evil in the sight of the Lord yet not as the kings of Israel
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who were before him” (2 Kings 17:2). Hence, starting Wlth the sins of Jer-
oboam, the Bible offers a story of doom foreseen. _

The periods of prosperity that the kingdom of Israel enjoyed, and that
were probably remembered for centuries through the monumental re-
- mains still visible in many of the norths cities, posed a serious theological
problem for the later Judahite observers who compiled the books of Kings.
If the northern kingdom was so evil, why dido’t YHWH wipe it out while
Jeroboam I was still in power, or immediately after his reign, still in the
days of his own dynasty? Or at the latest, in the days of the Omrides, the
lovers of Baal? If they were so evil, why did YHWH allow them to prosper?
The Deuteronomistic historian found an clegant way of rationalizing the
almost-two-century life of northern Israel by suggesting that its doom was
- postponed because YHWH found some merits even in the sinful mon-

 archs of the northern kingdom. Seeing “the afficdon of Israel,” he could

L IlOt l’CSISt savmg it OI} a fCW occasions ofgreat calamxmes

- There were undoubtedly competing, claborate expiananons of the ris-

~ ing and falling fortunes of the northern kingdom from the official priest-
‘hoods of the northern shrines of Dan and Bethel. It is only natural to
assume that there were northern prophets— “who prophesy falsely,” as the
.- Bible might have put it—who were closer to the royal institutions in
Samaria. This kind of material could not possibly have entered the Bible as

_ we know it today. Had Israel survived, we might have received a paraﬂel,
-2 competing, and very different history, But with the Assyrian destruction of

Samaria and the dismantling of its institutions of royal power, any such
competing histories were silenced. Though prophets and priests from the
north very likely joined the flow of refugees to find shelter in the cities and
“towns of Judah, biblical history would henceforth be written by the win-
" ners—or at least the survivors—and it would be fashioned exclusively ac-
cording to the late Judahite Deuteronomistic beliefs. .
From the point of view of seventh century Judah, in full awareness of the
.terrible destruction that had been visited on the northern kingcfoin, the
:meaning of Israel’s history was clear. It is described succinedy and elo-
“quently in the eulogy for Israel after the description of the fall of Samaria.
From the point of view of the Deuteronomistic historian the climax of the
story of the northern kingdom is not in the days of Ahab or Jeroboam TI,
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not even in the tragic énd, but in the summary that tells the story of Israel’s
sins and God’s retribution. This theological climax is inserted in the mid-
dle of the great drama, between the two calamities——immediately follow-
ing the description of the caprure of Samaria and the deportation of the
Israelites and before the mention of the repopulation of Istael’s land by for-
eign people: :

And this was so, because the people of Israel had sinned against the Lorp their
God, who had brought them up out of the land of Egyprt from under the hand
of Pharaoh king of Egypt, and had feared other gods and walked in the cusroms
of the nations whom the LorD drove out before the people of Iszael, and in the
customs which the kings of Israel had introduced. And the people of Israel . . .
built for themselves high places at all their towns, from watchtower to fortified
city; they set up for themselves pillars and Asherim on every high hill and under
evéry green tree; and there they burned incense on all the high places, as the na-
cions did whom the Lorp carried away before them. . . . They went after false
idols, and became false, and they followed the nations that were round about
them, concerning whom the LorD commanded them that they should not do
like them. And they forsook all the commandments of the Lorp their God,
and made for themselves molten images of two calves; and they made an
Asherah, and worshiped all the host of heaven, and served Baal. And they
burned their sons and their daughters as offerings, and used divination and sos-
cery, and sold themselves to do evil in the sight of the Lozrp, pfovoking him to
anger. Therefore the LORD was very angry with Tsrael, and removed them out of
his sight none was left but the tribe of Judah only. . . . When he had torn Isracl
from the house of David they made Jeroboam the son of MNebat king. And Jer-
oboam drove Israel from following the LorD and made them commit great sia. '
"The people of Israel walked in all the sins which Jetoboam did: they did not de-
part from them, until the Lorp removed Isract out of his sighr, as he had spo-
ken by all his servants the prophets. So Israel was exiled from their own land to

Assyria undl this day. (2 KinGs 17:7—23)

Of course, today, through the help of archaeological work and ecologi-
cal studies, we can see that the end was inevitable. Israel was destroyed and
Judah survived because in the grand scheme of Assyria’s imperial designs,
Tsrael—with its rich resources and productive population—was an in-
comparably more attractive target than poor and inaccessible Judah. Yet to
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an audience in Judah in the gr-im vears after the Assyrian conquest of Israel,
facing the threat of empire and foreign entanglements, the biblical story of
Israel served as a hint, a warning of what could happen to them. The older
and once powerful kingdom of Israel, though blessed with fertile lands and
productive people, had lost its inheritance. Now, the surviving kingdom of
Judah would soon act the part of a divinely favored younger brother—like
Isaac, Jacob, or their own ancestral king David»«—-,eager to snatch up a lost
birthright and redeem the land and the people of Israel.
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The Transformation of Judah

(c. 930705 BCE)

The key to understanding the passion and power of the Bible’s great histor-
ical saga is a recognition of the unique time and place in which it was ini-
tially composed. Qur story now approaches that great moment in religious
and literary history, because it was only after the fall of Israel that Judah
grew into a fully developed state with the necessary complement of profes-
sional priests and trained scribes able to undertake such a task. When
Judah suddenly faced the non-Israelite world on its own, it needed a defin-
. ing and motivating text. That text was the historical core of the Bible,

- composed in Jerusalem in the course of the seventh century BCE. And be-

_cause Judah was the birthplace of ancient Israel’s central scriprure, it is
'h:‘mﬁy surprising that the biblical text repeatedly stresses judah’s spf;cial sta-
tus from the very beginnings of Israels history.

It was in the ancient Judahite capital of Hebron—in the cave of Mach-
pelah—rhat the revered patriarchs and matriarchs were buried, as we read

" in the book of Genesis. It was Judah, among all of Jacob’s sons, whose des-

_tiny was to rule over all the other tribes of Isracl (Genesis 49:8). The Ju-
dahites’ fidelity to God’s commands was unmatched among other Israclite
~warriors; at the time of the invasion of Canaan, only they were said to have
- tully eradicated the idolatrous Canaanite presence from their tribal inheri-
tance. It was from the rural Judahite village of Bethlehem that David,

229
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Israel’s greatest king and military leader, emerged onto the stage of biblical
history. His reported heroic exploits and intimate relationship with God
became important scriptural themes. Indeed, Davids conquest of
Jerusalem represented the final act of the drama of the conquest of Canaan.
Jerusalem, now transformed into a royal city, became the site of the Tem-
ple, a political capital for the Davidic dynasty, and a sacred focus for the
people of Israel through all eternity. : _
Despite Judah's prominence in the Bible, however, there is no archaeo-
logical indication until the eighth century BCE that this stmall and rather
isolated highland area, surrounded by arid steppe land on both east and
south, possessed any particular importance. As we have seen, its popula-
tion was mneager; its towns-——even Jerusalem-—were small and few. It was
Israel, not Judah, that initiated wars in the reg'ion. It was Israel, not Judah,
that conducred wide-ranging diplomacy and trade. When the two king-
doms came into conflict, Judah was usually on the defensive, forced to call
in neighboring powers to come to its aid. Unril the late cighth century,
there is no indication that Judah was anything more than a marginal factor
in regional affairs. In a candid moment the biblical historian quotes a fable
in which he diminishes Judah to the status of the “thistle of Lebanon,” as
compared to Israel, the “cedar of Lebanon” (2 Kings 14:9). On the interna-
rional scene, Judah seems to have been just a rather small and isolated king-
dom that, as the great conquering Assyrian king Sargon 11 derisively putit,
“les far away.” ’ '
But beginning in the late cighth century 8CE, something extraordinary
happened. A scries of epoch-making changes, beginning with Israel’s fall,
suddenly altered the political and religious landscape. Judah's population
swelled to unprecedented levels. Its capital city became a national religious
center and a bustling metropolis for the first time. Intensive trade began
with surrounding nations. Finally, a major religious reform movement -
focused on the exclusive worship of YHWH in the Jerusalem Temple—
started cultivating a revolutionary new understanding of the God of Israel.
An analysis of the historical and social developments of the. ninth and
eighth centuries BCE in the Near East explains some of these changes. The
archaeology of late monarchic Judah offers even more important clues.
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Good Kfngs and Bad

There is no reason to doubt seriously. the reliabiiity of the biblical list of
Davidic kings who ruled in Jerusalem over the two cenrturies that followed
the time of David and Solomon. The books of Kings intricately interweave
the histories of the northern and southern kingdoms into a single, com-
posite national history, frequently referring to now-lost royal annals called
“the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah” and “the Book of the
Chronicles of the Kings of Israel.” The accession dates of the kings of Judah .
are precisely correlated with those of the kings of Israel—as in a typical
passage, from 1 Kings 15:9, that states, “In the twentieth year of Jeroboam
king of Isracl Asa began to reign over Judah.” This system of cross-dating,
which can be checked by external datable references to individual Israelite
and Judean kings, has proved to be generally reliable and consistent—with
- a few slight chronological revisions for certain reigns and the addmon of
possible coregencies (see Figure 3, p. 20). .

Thus we learn chat eleven kings (all but one heirs of the Davidic dy-
nasty) ruled in Jerusalem between the late tench and mid-eighth century
‘BCE. The reports of each reign are laconic. In no case is there the kind of
dramatic, damning character portrayal seen in the biblical presentation of
the northern king Jeroboam or the idolatrous house of Omri. But that is

“ notto say that theology plays no role in the biblical description of the his-

tory of Judah. God’s retribution was swift and crystal clear. When sinful

~ kings ruled in Jerusalem and idolatry was rampant, we learn, they were

| ©. punished and Judah experienced military setbacks. When righteous kings

+ reigned over Judah and the people were faithful to the God of Israel, the
*-kingdom prospered and expanded its territory. Unlike the northern king-
* - dom, which is described in negative terms throughout the biblical text,
Judah is basically good. Though the number of Judah’s good and bad kings
o is almost equal, the length of their reigns is not. Good kings cover most of
- the history of the southern kingdom.

= v. Thus as early as the days of Rehoboam, Solomon’s son and successor,
o “]udah did what was evil in the sight of the Lord”; its people worshiped at
- high places “on every high hill” and imitated the practices of the narions

: (r Kings 14:22-24). The punishment for this apostasy was quick and .
painful. The Egyptian pharaoh Shishak marched on Jerusalem in the fifth
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year of Rehoboam (926 Bce) and took away a heavy tribute from the treas-
ures of the Temple and the palace of the Davidic kings (x Kings 14:25-26),
"The lesson was not learned by Rehoboam’s son Abijam, who “walked in all
the sins which his father did before him; and his heart was not wholly true
to the Lorp his God” (1 Kings 15:3). The misfortunes of Judah continued
with intermittent conflicts with the armies of the kingdom of Israel.
Matters took a turn for the better during the reign of Asa, who ruled in
Jerusalem for forty-one yeass beginning in the late renth century. Asa re-
portedly “did what was right in the eyes of the LORD, as David his father
“had done” (1 Kings 15:11). It is tiot surprising, therefore, that in his time
Jerusalem was saved from the assault of Baasha, king of Israel. Asa appealed
for help from the king of Aram-Damascus, who attacked Israel’s far norch-
ern borders, thus forcing Baasha to withdraw his invasion force from the
northern outskirts of Jerusalem. ,

The next king, Jehoshaphat (the first Hebrew monarch to bear a name
compounded with a variant of the divine name YHWH: Yeho + shaphat =
“YEWH has judged”), was praised for walking in the way of his righteous
father, Asa. He ruled in Jerusalem for cwenty-five years in the first half of
the ninth century BCE, concluded peace with Ehe‘kingdom of Israel, and
joined it in successful offensive operations against Aram and Moab.

The kingdom of Judah experienced ups and dqwns through the follow-
ing-cencuries, reaching a low point when Jehoshaphat’s son Jehoram mar-
ried into the sinful family of Ahab and Jezebel. Predictable misfortune
resulted: Edom (long a dependency of TJudah) rose up in revolt, and Judah
lost rich agricultural territories to the Philistines in the western Shephelah.
Even more serious were the bloody repercussions of the fall of the Omrides
that rocked the royal palace in Jerusalem. Ahaziah—the son of Jehoram
and the Omride princess Athaliah—was killed in the course of Jehu's
coup. Back in Jerusalem, Arthaliah, on hearing news of the death of her soti
and all her relatives at the hands of Jehu, ordered the liquidation of all the
royal heirs of the house of David and rook the throne herself. For six years
a priest of the Temple named Jehoiada waited. When the time was ripe he
publicly announced that a Davidic heir had been saved from Athaliah’s car-
nage, and produced the boy Jehoash, son of Ahaziah from another wife.
With the anointing of Jehoash as the rightful Davidic king, Achaliah was
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stain. The period of northern, Omride influence in the southern kingdom,
in the course of which the cult of Baal was introduced to Jerusalem
(2 Kings 11:18), came ro a bloody end.

Jehoash reigned in Jerusalem for forty years and “did what was righe in
the eyes of the Lord all his days” (2 Kings 12:2). His most important act was
the renovation of the Temple. In his time Hazael, king of Aram-Damascus,

- threatened Jerusalem. He left the city in peace only after demanding—and

collecting—a crippling tribute from the Judahite king (2 Kings 12:18—19);
but this was not as terrible as the destruction that Hazael spread in the
northern kingdom:. ' _ :
The Judahite pendulum of good and bad kings—and sometime both
mixed together—would continue. Amaziah, a moderately righteous king
who “did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, yet not like David his fa-
ther” (2 Kings 14:3), launched a successful war against Edom, only to be de--
feated and captured by the armies of the kingdom of Isracl, which invaded’
the territory of Judah and broke down the wall of Jerusalem. And so the
story continued, through the reigns of the righteous Azariah (also known
as Uzziah), who expanded the borders of Judah in"the south, and his son

-~ Jotham.

A dramatic turn for the worse came with the death of Jotham and the
coronation of Ahaz (743-727 BcE). Ahaz is judged exceptionally harshly

© . by the Bible, going far beyond the usual measure of apostasy:

And he did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lorp his God, as his facher
David had done, but he walked in the way of the kings of Israel. He even burned
his son as an offering, according to the abominable pracrices of the nations
whom the Lorp drove out before the people of Isracl. And he sacrificed and
‘burned incense on the high places, and on the hills; and under every green tree.

{2 KinGs 16124}

The result was disastrous. The restive Edomites took Elath on the Gulf

of Agaba, and Rezin,l the powerful king of Damascus, and his ally Pekah, -
“king of Istael, went to war against Judah and laid siege to Jerusalem. With

his back to the wall, King Ahaz appealed to Tiglath-pileser I1I, king of As-
syria, for help, with gifts from the Temple: “And the king of Assyria hear-

~kened to him; the king of Assyria marched up agaihst Damascus, and took



i34 THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

it, carrying its people captive to Kir, and he killed Rezin” (2 Kings 16:9).
Judah was at least temporarily saved by the clever stratagem of a wicked
king appealing to the mighty Assyrian empite.

But the rime for a far-reaching religious change had come. The unending
cycle of apostasy, punishment, and repentance was about to be broken. For
Ahazs son Hezekiah, who ruled in Jerusalem for twenty-nine years, ¢m-
barked on a sweeping religious reform, restoring the purity and fidelity to
YHWH that had been lacking since the days of King David. One of
the strongest manifestations of the cult that was practiced in the countryside
of Judah was the popularity of the high places—or open-air altars—which
were rarely disturbed, even by the most righteous of kings. Like
‘amantra, the Bible recites a formula in the summary of the acts of every just
king, that “the high places were not taken away”; the people of Judah con-
dinued to sacrifice and to burn incense on the high places. Hezekiah was the
first to remove the high places as well as other objects ofidolatrous worship:

And he did what was right in the eyes of the LorD, according to all that David
his father had done. He removed the high places, and broke the pillars, and cut
down the Asherah. And he broke in pieces the bronze serpent that Mases had
made, for until those days the people of Israel had burned incense to it; it was
called Nehushtan. He trusted in the Lorp the God of Israel; so thac there was
none like him amongall the E{ingé of Judah afer him, nor among those who were
before him. For he held fast o the Lorn; he did not depart from following him,
bur kept the commandments which the Lorp commanded Moses. And the

Lok was with him; wherever he went forth, he prospered. (2 Kines 18:3—7)

The biblical picture of Judab’s history is therefore unambiguous in its
belief that the kingdom had once been exceptionally holy but had some-
times abandoned the faith. Only the accession of Hezckiah was able vo re-
store Judah's holiness. .

Yet archacology suggests quite a different situation—one in which the
golden age of tribal and Davidic fidelity to YHWH was a late religious ideal,
not a historical reality. Instead of a restoration, the evidence suggests thata
centralized monarchy and national religion focused in Jerusalem took cen-
turies to develop and was new in Hezekial's day. The idolatry of the people
of Judah was nota departure from their earlier monotheism. It was, instead,
the way the people of Judah had worshiped for hundreds of years.
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The Hidden Face of Ancient Judah

Until a few years ago, virtually all biblical archacologists accepred the scrip-
tural description of the sister states of Judah and Israel at face value. They
portrayed Judah as a fully developed state as carly as the time of Solomon
and cried their best to produce archaeological proof of the building activi-
ties and effective regional administration of the early Judahite kings. Yer as
we have shown, the supposed archaeological evidence of the united monar-
chy was no more than wishful thinking. And so it was also with the monu-
ments ateributed to the successors of Solomon. The identification of fores
reportedly built by Solomon’s son Rehoboam throughout Judah (accord-
ing to 2 Chronicles 11:5-12) and the linking of the massive fortifications at
the site of Tell en-Nasbeh north of Jerusalem with the defense works un-
dertaken by the Judahite king Asa at the biblical city of Mizpah (z Kings
15:22) proved to be illusory. Like the Solomonic gates and palaces, these
royal building operations are now known to have taken place almost EWO
- hundred years after the reigns of those particular kings.
Archaeology shows that the early kings of Judah were not the equals of
~ their northern counterparts in power or administrative ability despite the
fact that their reigns and even accession dates are intertwined in the books
of Kings. Israel and Judah were two different worlds. With the possible ex-
ception of the city of Lachish in the foothills of the Shephelah, there are zo
signs of elaborate regional centers within Judah on the scale of the northern
sites of Gezer, Megiddo, and Hazor. Likewise, Judahite urban planning
and architecture was far more rustic. Monumental building techniques—-
- such as the use of ashlar masonry and Proto-Aeolic capitals that typified the

" elaborate Omride building style in the northern kingdom——did not ap-

pear in the south before the seventh century BcE. Even if royal structures of

i : the house of David in Jerusalem (supposedly obliterated by later buildings)

~ achieved some measure of impressiveness, if not grandeur, there is no evi-

" dence for monumental construcrion in the few rowns and villages any-

* where clse in the southern hills.
Despite the long-standing contention that the opulent Solomonic court
“was the scene of a flourishing of belles lettres, religious thought, and his-
tory writing, evidence for widespread literacy is ucterly lacking in Judah
. during the time of the divided monarchy. Not a single trace of sipposed
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tenth century Judahite literary activity has been found. Indeed, monu-
mental inscriptions and personal seals— essential signs of a fully developed
state—appear in Judah only #we bundred years after Solomon, in the late
eighth century BCE. Most of the known ostraca and inscribed weight
stones—farther evidence of bureaucratic record keeping and regularized
crade standards—appear only in the seventh century. Not is there any evi-
dence for mass production of porttery in centralized workshops or indus-
trial production of oil for export until the same late period. The estimated
population figures show precisely how unequal Judah.and Israel were. As
mentioned, archaeological surveys indicate that until the cighth century
the population of the Judahite highlands was about one-tenth that of the
highlands of the northern kingdom of Israel.

In light of these findings, it is now clear that Iron Age Judah enjoyed no
precocious golden age. David and his son Solonron and the subsequent
members of the Davidic dynasty ruled over 2 marginal, isolated, rural re-
gion, with no signs of great wealth or centralized administration. It did not
suddenly decline into weakness and misfortune from an era of unparalleled
prosperity. Instead it underwent a long and gradual development over
hundreds of years. David and Solomon’s Jerusalem was only one of a num-
ber of religious centers within the land of Israel; it was surely not acknowl-
edged as the spiritual center of the entire people of Israel initially.

So far we have produced only negative evidence of what Judah was not.
Yet we do have a picture of what Jerusalem and its vicinity must have been
{ike at che time of David and Solomon and their carly successots. That pic-
cure does not come from the Bible. It comes from the Tell el-Amarna
archive of Egypt in the Late Bronze Age.

The Faraway City-State 1n the Hills

Among the more than 350 cuneiform tablets from the fourteenth century
BCE discovered at the ancient Egyptian capiral of Akhetaten, the modern
Tell el-Amarna, containing correspondence between the pharaoh of Egypt
and the kings of Asiatic states and petty rulers of Canaan, a group of six
tablets offers a unique insight on the royal rule and economic possibilities
in the southern highlands— precisely where the kingdom of Judah would
later arise. Written by Abdi-Heba, the king of Utrusalim (the Late Bronze
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Age name for Jerusalem), the letters reveal the character of his kingdom as
a thinly settled highland region looscly supervised from the royal citadel in
Jerusalem.

As we now know from surveys and the recognition of repeated cycles of
occupation throughour the millennia, Judah’s distinctive society was deter- -
- mined in large measure by its remote geographical position, unpredictable
rainfall, and rugged terrain. In contrast to the northern hill country with
its broad valleys and natural overland routes to the neighboring regions,
Judah was always marginal agriculturally and isolated from the main trade
routes, offering any would-be ruler only meager opportunities for wealth.
Its economy was concentrated around the selsufficient p:oduction of the
individual farming community or pastoral group. ,

A similar picture emerges from Abdi-Heba's correspondence. He con-

trolled the highlands from the region of Bethel in the north to the region of
Hebron in the south—an area of about nine hundred square riles, in con-
flict with neighboring rulers in the northern highlands (Shechem) and the
Shephelah. His land was very sparsely populated, wich only eight small set-
tlements detected so far. The sedentary population of Abdi-Heba's terri-
tory, including those living in Jerusalem, probably did not exceed fifreen
hundred people; it was the most thinly populated area of Canaan. But
there were many pastoral groups in this remote highland fronter zone—
possibly outnumbering the settled village population. We may assume that
the rain auchority in the remorte parts of Abdi-Heba's territory was in the
hands of the outlaws known as Apiru, the bedouin-like Shosu, and the in-
 dependent clans. ,
. Abdi-Heba’s capital, Urusalim, was a small highlands stronghold, lo-
cated in the southeastern ridge of ancient Jerusalem, which would later be
known as the city of David. No monumental buildings or fortifications
from the fourtecnth century BCE have been found there, and as suggested
by the historian Nadav Naaman Abdi-Heba’s capital was a modest settle-
ment for the elite who ruled over the surrounding region’s few agriculeural
villages and large number of pastoral groups.

We do not know the fate of the dynasty of Abdi-Ieba and we do not
have sufficient archaeological evidence to understand the changes that ook
~ place in Jerusalem in the transition from the Late Bronze 1o Early Iron Age.
- Yet from the larger perspective of environment, settdement pateerns, and
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economy, nothing seems to have changed dramatically over the succeeding
centuries. A few agricultural villages (admittedly increasing slightly in
number) existed on the central plateau, pastbr:ﬂ groups co nrinued to follow
seasonal cycles with their flocks, and a riny clite exerted nominal rule over
all of them from Jerusalem. Of the histo rical David we can say almost noth-
ing, except to note the uncanny similarity between the ragtag Apiru bands
that threatened Abdj-Heba and the biblical tales of the outlaw chief David
and his band of mighty men roaming in the Hebron hills and the Judean
desert. But whether or not David conguered Jerusalem in the daring Apiru-
fike raid described in the books of Samuel, it seems clear that the dynasty he

established represented a change in culers but hardly altered the basic way
 that the southern highlands were ruled.

All chis' suggests that the insticutions of Jerusalem—Temple and
palace—did not dominate the lives of the rural population of Judah in any-
thing close to the extent suggested by the biblical texts. Continuity with the
past, not sudden political or religious innovations, was Judah’s most obvi-
ous characteristic in the easly centuries of the Iron Age. In fact, this is to be
seen clearly even in the matrer of religious practices, about which the later

historians of the kingdom of Judah seem to be so singularly obsessed.

The Traditional Religion of Judah

The books of Kings are explicit in their description of the apostasy that
brought so much misforeune to the kingdom of Judah. It'is ser out in typi-
cal detail in the report of Rehoboam’s reign:

And Judah did what was evil in the sight of the Lorp, and they provoked him
to jealousy with their sins which they committed, more than all that cheir fa-
thers had done. For they also buile for themselves high places, and pillars, and
Asherim on every high hill and under every green tree; and there were also male
cule prostitutes in the land. They did according to the abominartions of the na-

tions which the Lorp drove out before the people of Israel. (1 Kanes 14:22-24)

Likewise at-the time of King Ahaz, some two hundred years later, the na-
ture of the sins seems to be substantially the same. Ahaz was a notorious
apostate who walked in the way of the kings of Israel and even burned his
son as an offering (2 Kings 16:2—4).
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Biblical scholars have demonstrated that these are not arbitrary isolated
pagan practices, but part of a complex of rituals to appeal to heavenly pow-
ers for the fertilicy and well-being of the people and the land. In their out-
ward form they resembled the practices used by neighboring peoples to
honor and gain the blessings of other gods. Indeed, the archacological finds
of clay figurines, incense alears, libation vessels, and offerings stands
throughout Judah merely suggest thart the practice of religion was highly
varied, geographically decentralized, and cerrainly not restricted to wor-
ship of YHWH only in the Temple of Jerusalem.

Indeed, for Judah, with its relarively underdeveloped state bureaucracy
and national institutions, religious rituals were carried out in two distinet
) _arenas— sometimes working in concert, sometimes in open conflict, The
* fist was the Temple in Jerusalem, about which there is abundant biblical

description from various periods bur {since its site was obliterated in later
‘building operations) virrually no archacological evidence. The second
focus of religious practice was among the clans scattered throughout the
countryside, There, complex networks of kinship relations dominated
all phases of life, including religion. Rituals for the fertility of the land and

the blessings of the ancestors gave people hope for the well-being of their
families and sanctlﬁcd their possession of their village fields and grazing
lands.

Biblical hisr.oria;n Baruch Halpern and archaeologist Lawrence Stager

" have compared the biblical descriptions of clan structure with the remains

- of Iron Age setrlements in the hill country and have identified a distinctive
.. architectural pattern of extended family compounds, whose inhabitants
8 probably performed rituals that were sometimes quite different from those
" in the Temple of Jerusalem. Local customs and traditions insisted that the
“-Judahites inherited their houses, their land, and even their tombs from
their God and their ancestors. Sacrifices were offered at shrines within do-
_mestic compounds, at family tombs, and atr open altars throughout the
countrymde These places of worship were rarely disturbed, even by the
~most “pious” and aggressive of kings. Thus it is no wonder rhat the Bible

"repeaf:ediy notes that “the high places were not taken away.”
The existence of high places and other forms of ancestral and household
god worship was not~—as the books of Kings imply—apostasy from an
- eatlier, purer faith. It was part of the timeless tradition of the hill country
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sectlers of Judah, who worshiped YHWH along with a variety of gods and
goddesses known or adapted from the cults’ of neighboring peoples.
YITWI, in short, was worshiped in a wide variety of ways—and some-
times pictured as having a heavenly entourage. From the indirect (and
pointedly negative) evidence of the books of Kings, we learn that priests in
the countryside also regularly burned incense on the high places to the sun,
the moon, and the stars. ' . _

Since the high places were presumably open areas or natural hilltops, no’
definite archacological traces of them have as yet been identified. So the
clearest archaeological evidence of the popularicy of this type of worship .
throughout the kingdom is the discovery of hundreds of figurines of naked
fertility goddesses at every late monarchic site in Judah. More suggestive
are the inscriptions found in the early eighth century site of Kuntiller
Ajrud in northeastern Sinai—a site that shows cultural links with the
northern kingdom. They apparently refer to the goddess Asherah as being
the consort of YHWH. And lest it be assumed that YHWH’s margied sta-
tus was just a sinful northern hallucination, a somewhat similar formula,
speaking of YHWH and his Asherah, appéars if a late-monarchic inscrip-
tion from the Shephelah of Judah.

This deep-rooted cult was not restricted to the rural disericts. There is
ample biblical and archaeological information chat the syncretistic cule of
YHWH fourished in Jerusalem even in late monarchic times. The con-
demnations of various Judahite prophers make it abundantly clear thar
YITWH was worshiped in: Jerusalem zogerher with other deities, such as
Raal, Asherah, the hosts of heaven, and even the national deities of the
neighboring lands. From the biblical critique of Solomon (probably re-
flecting Jate monarchic realities), we learn of worship in Judah of Milcom
of Ammon, Chemosh of Moab, and Ashroreth of Sidon (1 Kings 11155 2
Kings 23:13). Jeremizah tells us that the number of deities worshiped in
© Judah equaled the number of its cities and that the number of altars to Baal
in Jerusalem equaled the number of bazaar stalls in the capital (Jeremiah
11:13). Moreover, cult objects dedicated to Baal, Asherah, and the host of
heaven were installed in the Temple of YHWH in Jerusalem. Ezekiel 8 de-
scribes in detail all the abominations practiced in the Temple in Jerusatem,
including the worship of the Mesopotamian god Tammuz. : _

Thus the great sins of Ahaz and the other evil kings of Judah should not
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be seen as exceprional in any way. These rulers merely allowed the rural tra-
ditions to go on unhampered. They and many of their subjects expressed
their devotion to YHWH in rites performed at countless tombs, shrines,
and high places throughout the kingdom, with the occasional and sub-
sidiary worship of other gods.

A Sudden Coming of Age

Through most of the two hundred years of the era of the divided monar-
chy, Judah remained in the shadows. Its limited economic poténtial, its rel-
ative geographical isolation, and the tradition-bound conservatism of its
*“clans made it far less attractive for imperial exploitation by the Assyrians
than the larger, richer kingdom of Israel. But with the rise of the Assyrian
king Tiglath-pileser I1I (745727 BCE) and Ahaz’s decision to become his
vassal, Judah entered a game with enormous stakes. After 720, with the
conquest of Samaria and rthe fall of Israel, Judah'was surrounded by Assyr-
ian provinces and Assyrian vassals. And that new situation would have im-
plications for the future almost too vast to contempiate The royal citadel
of Jerusalem was transformed i in a single generation from the seat of a
_rather insignificant local dynasty into the political and religious nerve cen-
ter of a regional power— both because of dramatic internal developments
and because thousands of refugees from the conquered kingdom of Israel
fled to the south. ;

- Here archacology has been invaluable in charting the pace and scale of
Jerusalem’s sudden expansion. As first suggested by Israeli archaeologist
. Magen Broshi, excavations conducted there in recent decades have shown
. : that suddenly, at the end of the eighth century BCE, Jerusalem underwent
. +.an unprecedented population explosion, with its residential areas expand-

ing from its former narrow ridge— the city of David—to cover the entire
““western hill (Figure 26). A formidable defensive wall was constructed to in-
._"':ciude the new suburbs. In a matter of a few decades——surely within a sin-
gle generation— Jerusalem was transformed from a modest highland town
~“of about ten or twelve acres to a huge urban area of 150 acres of closely
“packed houses, workshops, and public buildings. In demographic terms,
the city’s population may have increased as much as fifteen times, from
about one thousand to fifteen thousand inhabitants.
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Figure 26: The expansion of Jerusalem from the “Ciry of David” to the Western Hill
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A similar picture of tremendous population growth emerges from the
archaeological surveys in Jerusalem’s agriculeural hinterland. Notonly were
many farmsteads buile at this time in the immediate environs of the city,
but in the districts south of the capital, the formerly relatively empty cous-
tryside was flooded with new farming settlements, both large and small.
Sleepy old villages grew in size and became, for the first time, real towns. In
the Shephelah too, the great leap forward camie in the cighth century, with
a dramatic growth in the number and size of sites. Lachish— the most im-
portant city in the region—-provides a good example. Until the eighth cen-
tury it was a modest town; it was then surrounded by a formidable wall and
transformed into a inajor administrative center. Likewise, the Beersheba
valley in the far south witnessed the establishment of a number of ‘new
towns in the late eighth century, All in all, the expansion was astounding;
by the late eighth century there were about three hundred sectlements of all
sizes in Judah, from the metropolis of Jerusalem to small farmsteads, where

.once there were only a few villages and modest towns. The population,
which had long hovered at a few tens of thousands, now grew to around
120,000. ' '

In the wake of Assyria’s campaigns in the north, Judah experienced not
only sudden demographic growth bur also real social evolution. In a word,
it became a full-fledged state. Starting in the late eighth century, the ar-

' chaeological indications of mature state formation appear in the southern
kingdom: monumental inscriptions, seals and seal impressions, and os-
traca for royal administrarion; the sporadic use of ashlar masonry and stone

. capitals in public buildings; the mass production of pottery vessels and

- other crafts in central workshops, and their distribution throughout the

countryside. No less important was the appearance of middle-sized towns
‘serving as regional capitals and the developmenr of large-scale industries of
oil and wine pressing, which shifted from local, private production to state

~industry.

The evidence of new burial customs— mainly but not exclusively in
- Jerusalem—suggests that a national elite emerged at this time. In the
eighth century some of the inhabitants of Jerusalem began ro cut elaborate
tombs in the rock of the ridges surrounding the city. Many are extremely
elaborate, with gabled ceilings and architectural elements such as cornices
and surmounting pyramids skillfully carved from the bedrock. There is no
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doubt that these tombs were used for the burial of nobility and high public
officials, as indicated by a fragmentary inscription on one of the tombs in
the village of Siloam in Jerusalem (to the east of the city of David), dedi-
cated to “I ... lyahu who is in charge of the FHouse.” It is not out of the
realm of possibility that this was the tomb of Shebna (whose name may have
been compounded with the divine name to become Shebnayahu), the royal
steward whom Isaiah (22:15—16) condemns for his arrogance in h_ewing a
tomb in the rock. Elaborate tombs are also found in a few places in the
Shephelah, indicating 2 sudden accumulation of wealth and differentiation
of social status in Jerusalem and in the countryside in the eighth century.

The question is, where did this wealth and apparent movement roward
£l state formation come from? The inescapable conclusion is thar Judah
suddenly cooperated with and even integrated itself into the economy of
the Assyrian empire. Although King Ahaz of Judah started cooperating
with Assyria even before the fall of Samaria, the most dramaric changes un-
doubtedly came after the collapse of Israel. The sudden growth of settle- .
ment far to the south in the Beersheba valley may hint that the kingdom of
Judah took part in the intensification of the Arabian trade in the late eighth
century under Assyrian domination. There is good reason to believe that
new markets were opened to Judahite géods_, stimulating intensified pro-
duction of oil and wine. As a resule, Judah went through an economic
revolution, from a traditional system based on the village and clan to cash-
_ cropping and industrialization under state centralization. Wealth began
accumulating in Judah, especially in Jerusalem, where the kingdom’s diplo-
maric and economic policies were determined and where the institutions
of the nation were controlled.

“The Birth of a New Nartional Religion _

Along with the extraordinary social transformation in the late eighth cen-
tury BCE came an intense religious struggle char had a direct connection to
' the emergence of the Bible as we know it today. Before the crystallization of
the kingdom of Judah as a fully bureaucratic state, religious ideas were di-
verse and dispersed. Thus, as we have mentioned, there was the royal cult
in the Jerusalem Temple, there were the countless ferdlity and ancestor
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- cults in the countryside, and there was the widespread mixing of the wor-
ship of YHWH with that of other gods. As far as we are able to tell from the
archacological evidence of the northern kingdom, there was a similar di-

versity of religious practice in Israel. Aside from memories of the strident
preaching of figures like Elijah and Elisha, the anti-Omride puritanism of
Jehu, and the harsh words of prophets like Amos and Hosea, there was
never any concerted or long-lasting effort by the Israelite government to
sanction the worship of YHWH alone.

But after the fall of Samaria, with the increasing centralization of the

- kingdom of Judah, a new, more focused attitude toward refigious law and -

practice began to carch hold. Jerusalem’s influence—demographic, eco-

nomic, and political —was now enormous and it was linked to a new
political and rerritorial agenda: the unification of all Isracl. And the deter-
mination of its priestly and prophetic establishment to define the “proper”
methods of worship for all the people of Judah—and indeed for those Is- -
raelites living under Assyrian rule in the north-— rose accordingly. These
dramaric changes in religious leadership have prompted biblical scholars
such as Baruch Halpern to suggest that in a period of no more than a few
decades in the late cighth and early seventh century BcE, the monotheistic
tradition of Judeo-Christian civilization was born. _

That is a big claim—to be able to pinpoint the birth of the modern re-
ligious consciousness, especially when its central scripture, the Bible,
places the birth of monotheism hundreds of years earlier. But in this case
too the Bible offers a retrospective interpretation rather than an accurate
description of the past. Indeed, the social developments going on in Judah
- in the decades after the fall of Samaria offer a new perspective on how the
traditional tales of wandeting patriarchs and of a great national liberation
from Egypt served the cause of religious innovation—the emergence of
. monotheistic ideas—within the newly crystallized Judahite state.

Sometime in the late eighth century BcE there arose an increasingly
vocal school of thought that insisted that the cults of the countryside were
_sinful—and that YHWH alone should be worshiped. We cannot be sure
* where the idea originated. It is expressed in the cycle of stories of Elijah and

. -Elisha (set down in writing long after the fall of the Omrides) and, more

~ important, in the works of the prophets Amos and Hosea, both of whom
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were active in the eighth century in the north. As a result, some biblical
scholars have suggested that this movement originated among dissident
priests and propbets in the last days of the northern kingdom who were
aghast at the idolatry and social injustice of the Assyrian period. After the
destruction of the kingdom of Israel, they fled southward to promulgate
their ideas. Other scholars have pointed to circles copnected with the Tem-
ple of Jerusalern intent on exercising religious and economic control over
the increasingly developed countryside. Perhaps both facrors played a part -

~ in the close-packed atmosphere of Jerusalem after the fall of Samaria, when
refugees from the north and Judahite priests and royal officials worked to-
gether, '

Whatever its makeup, the new religious movement {dubbed the
“YHWH-alone movement” by the iconoclastic historian Morton Smith)
waged a bitter and continuing conflict with the supporters of the older,
more traditional Judahite religious customs and rituals. It is difficult to as-
sess their relative strength within the kingdom of Judah. Even though they
seem to have been initially a small minority, they were the ones who later
produced or influenced much of the biblical historiography that has sur-

. vived. The moment was fortuitous for this; with the expansion of bureau-
cratic administration came a spread in literacy. For the first time the
authority of written texts, rather than recited epics ot ballads, had an enosx-
. mous effect. '
As should be abundantly clear by now, the passages in the books of
Kings about the righteousness and sinfulness of the earlier kings of Judah
reflects the ideology of the YHWH-alone movement. Had the supporters
of the traditional modes of syncretustic worship won out in the end, we
might have possessed an entirely different scripture——or perhaps none at
all. For it was the intention of the YHWH-alone movement to create an
unquestioned .orthodoxy of worship—and a single, Jerusalem-centered
national history.-And it succeeded brilliandy in the crafting of what would
become the laws of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History.”
Biblical scholars have usually emphasized the strictly i—eiigious aspects of

* Tris important to stress that while some of the basic ideas that would later characrerize Deuteronomy {and
perhaps even an early version of 2 “nationaf” history) may have been formulated in the lace eighth cenrury-
s&E, those ideas reached maturity only in che fate seventh century BCE, when the texts of Deureronomy and
the Deuteionomistic History were compiled in their recognizable forms,
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the struggle becween the ]érusalem factions, but there is no doubt that
their positions encompassed strong views on domestic and foreign policy
as well. In the-ancient world, as today, the sphere of religion could never be
separated from the spheres of economics, politics, and culture. The ideas of
the “YHWH-alone” groups had a territorial aspect— the .quesc for the
“restoration” of the Davidic dynasty over all Israel, including the territories
of the vanquished northern kingdom, where, as we have seen, many Is-
raelites continued to live after the fall of Samaria. This would bring about
the unification of all Isracl under one king ruling from Jerusalem, the de-
struction of the cult centers in the north, and the cenrralization of the Is-
raclite cult in Jerusalem.’
1t is easy to see why the biblical authors were so upset by idolacry. It was
a symbol of chaotic social diversity; the leaders of the clans in the outlying
areas conducted their own systems of economics, politics, and social rela-
_tions—without administration or control by the court in Jerusalem. That
countryside independence, however time-honored by the people of Judah,
came to be condemned as a “reversion” to the barbarity of the pre-Israelite
period. Thus, ironically, what was most genuinely Judahite was labeled as
Canaanite heresy. In the arena of religious debate and polemic, what
was old was suddenly seen as foreign and what was new was suddenly seen
as true. And in what can only be cafled an extraordinary outpouring of
retrospective theology, the new, centralized kingdom of Judah and the
Jerusalem-centered worship of YFIWH was read back into Israclite history
as the way things should always have been.

King I'“iezekiafl’s Reforms?

It is difficult to know when the new, exclusivist theology first had a practi-
Ccal impact on the conduct of affairs in Judah; various reforms in the direc-
: tion of YHWH-alone worship are mentioned in the books of Kings as
" ‘éarly as the time of King Asa in the early ninth cenrtury sce. Bur their his-
-torical reliability is quesdonable. One thing seems to be fairly clear: the ac-
~cession of King Hezekiah to the throne of Judah in the late eighth century
.BCE was remembered by the authors of the books of Kings as an event
“without precedent.
As described in 2 Kings 18:3—7, the ultimate goal of Hezekiah’s reform
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was the establishment of the exclusive worship of YHWH, in the only le--
gitimate place for that worship—the Temple of Jerusalem. But Hezekiah's:
religious reforms are difficult ro detect in the archacological record. The
evidence found for them, especially at two sites in the south—Arad and
Beersheba—is disputed.* Baruch Halpern has therefore proposed that
Hezekiah banned couptryside worship but did not close the state temples
in the kingdom’s administrative centers. Yet there is no question that by the
teign of King Hezekiah, a profound change had come over the land of
" Judah. Judah was now the center of the people of Israel. Jerusalem was the
center of the worship of YHWH. And the members of the Davidic dynasty
were the only legitimate representatives and agents of YHWH’s rule on
carth. The unpredictable course of history had elected Judah to a special
status at a particularly crucial moment.

The tmost dramatic events were yet to come. In 705 BCE, the venerable
Assyrian king Sargon 11 died, leaving his largely untested son Sennacherib
to ‘inherit his throne. Troubles in the east of the empire ensued, and the
once invincible facade of Assyria seemed in danger of toppling. For many
in Jerusaler, it must have seemed that YHWH had miraculously readied
Judah-——just in the nick of time—to fulfill its historic destiny.

+ The excavator of both sites, the Isracli archacologist Yohanan Akaroni, identified a small temple at Arad.,
which he believed was erccted in the ninth century BE, and suggested that its altar—if not the temple it-
self-was dismantied in the late eighth century. He linked this change to Hezekiak's teform. But other
scholars bave argued that Aharoni misdated the Asad temple. They contend that it was built only in che sev-
ench contuty; in other words, it is post-Hezckiah in date. At Beersheba, sorne smoothly carved stone blocks
of a farge sacrificial alrar were found dismantled and reused in lare-cighth century storehouses, while others
were tosséd into the il of thé earthen fortification rampart of that city. Aharoni proposed that the disman-
tled altar had originaliy stcod Iina temple in the city, and that it was removed and dismantdled in the course
\ of Hezekialr's reform. Just ro complicare things we should note thar the famous Assyrian relief of the con-
quest of Lachish by Seanacherib in 701 BCE casts some doubt on the success of Hlezckiabs policy of religious
centralization. The relief depicts what seem 10 be cult items removed by Assyrian troops from the van-

quished city, possibly indicating the continuing existence of a cule place thete unti late in the didys of
Hezekiab, -
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King Hezekial’s decision to rebel against the Assyrian empire was surely
one of the most fateful decisions taken in the kingdom of Judah. To declare
independence from the region’s brutal imperial overlord-—-which had just
two decades before violently dismanded the kingdom of Israel —required

“+ the political power and state organizarion to make far-reaching economic

and military preparations. It also required a clear religious reassurance that

despite the awesome might of the Assyrian empire, YHWH would ensure

Judah’s eventual military success. According to the Bible all of the terrible

> - misfortunes of the kingdom of Israel were ascribed to the idolatrous ways

ofies people. Now, a purification of the cult of YHWH was the only way ro
ensure the victory of Judah and save its people from the fate of destruction
. and exile that had befallen the people of the sinful north.

" And so, after the death of Sargon in 705 BCE, when the ability of the
empire to control its faraway territories looked questionable, Judah entered
- .an anti-Assyrian coalition, which was backed by Egypt (2 Kings 18:21;
19:9), and raised the banner of rebellion—with far-reaching, unantici-

©7 pated effects. Four years later, in 7or scE, the new Assyrian king, Sen-

nacherib, came to Judah with a formidable army. The books of Kings put

. + a brave face on the outcome: Hezckiah was a great hero, an ideal king
:::.5:.::_ comparable only to David. He followed in the footsteps of Moses and

251
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cleansed Judah from all the transgressions of the past. Thanks to his piety,
the Assyrians retreated from Judah without being able to conguer Jeru-
salem. As we will see, that is not the whole story, nor is the entire story
provided in the Bible’s subsequent account of the fifty-five-year reign of
Manasseh, Hezekiah’s so_ﬁ. In contrast to the ideal King Hezekiah, the
books of Kings make Manasseh out to be the ultimate apostate, who
spends his long career on the throne bringing back all the terrible abomi-

‘nations of the past.

Had we only the biblical materials to depend on, we would have no
reason fo question this black-and-white picture of Hezekiah’s righteous-
ness and Manassel’s apostasy. However, contemporary Assyrian sources
and modern archacology show that the Bibles theological interpretation of
Judak’s rebellion against Assyria hides quite a different historical reality.

A Great Miracle and Its Betra)éal

* "The second book of Kings narrates the story of Hezekiah's great gamble in

a set-piece drama in which a <rmall cast of characters declaims formalized
speeches on readily recognizable theological themes. This style of solilo-
quies performed for the benefit of the biblical reader is one of the hallmarks
of the Deuteronomistic history. The use of religious rheroric is transparent:
the point of the biblical story is to show how the mere force of arms or
balance of power has no effect on the ourcome of nations at war. Behind it
all is the guiding force of YFIWH, who uses armies and battles ro reward
those who jealously and exclusively worship him-—and to punish those
who do not. \

After the description of Hezekiah'’s religious behavior, the second book
of Kings inserts a brief digression, in fact a repetition, on the fall of the
northern kingdom and the deportation of its people because of their sins.

It is meant to remind the reader of the contrast herween the fates of sinful

Israel and of righteous Judah. The situations are simnilar, the results are the
opposite: Israel rebelled, Shalmaneser V laid siege to Samaria, the northern
kingdom was destroyed, and its people deported; because of their sins,
YHWH was not there to help them. Judah also rebelled, Sennacherib laid
siege to Jerusalem, but Hezekiah wasa righteous king, so Jerusalem was de-
livered and Sennacherib’s army destroyed. The moral is lear even when the
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* fearsome Assyrian forces invade the kingdom and conquer all its outying
fortified cities. Reliance on the power of YHWH is the only key to salva-
tlon.

The Assyrian commanders laying siege to Jerusalem challenged the be-
wildered defenders on the walls of the city, taunting the citizens and trying
to break their spirit by questioning the wisdom of King Hezekiah and ridi-
culing his faich:

“Hear the word of the great king, king of Assyria! Thus says che king: ‘Do not let
Hezekiah decetve you, for he will not be able 1o deliver you out of my hand. Do
not fet Hezekiah make you to rely on the Loro by saying, The Lorp will surely
deliver us, and this city will not be given into the hand of the king of Assyria.’
Do not listen to Hezekiah; for thus says the king of Assyria: “Make your peace
with me and come out to me; then every one of you will eat of his own vine, and
every one of his own fig tree, and every one of you will drink the water of his
own cistern; until I come and take you away to a land like your own land, a land
of grain and wihe, 2 land of bread and vineyards, a land of olive trees and honey,
that you may live, and not die. And do not listen to Hezekiah when he misleads
you by saying, The Loro will deliver us. Has any of the gods of the nations ever
delivered his land out of the hand of the king of Assyria? Where are the gods of
‘Famath and Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim, Hena, and Tvvah? Have
they delivered Samaria out of my hand? Who among all the gods of the coun-
tries have delivered their counrries our of my hand, that the Lozp should de-

liver ]crusalem out of Eﬁy hand?’ ” (2 Kinos 18:28-35)

Hezekiah is deeply shaken but the prophet Iszuah reassures him with a
divine oracle:

“Thus says the Logp: Do not be afraid because of the words that you have
e heard, with which the servants of the king of Assyria have reviled me. Behold, I
will put a spirit in him, so that he shall hear a rumor and return o his own land;.
and I wilt cause hirm ro fall by the sword in his own land. . . . Therefore thus says
the LORD concerning the king of Assyria. Fle shall not come into this city or
shoot an arrow there, or come before it with a shield or cast up a siege mound
against ir. By the way thar he came, by the same he shall reruen. . . . For T will
defend this city to save it, for my own sake and for the sake of my servant

David.” (z KinGs 19:6—7,32-34)
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And indeed, a miraculous deliverance comes that very night:

And thar night the angel of the Lorp went forth, and slew a hundred and
cighty-five thousand in the camp of the Assyrians; and when men arose early in
the morhing,'behoki, these were all dead bodies. Then Sennacherib king of As-
syria departed, and went home, and dwelt ar Nineveh. And as he was worship-
ing in the house of Nisroch his god, Adrammelech and Sharezer, his sons, slew

him with the sword. (2 Kines 19:3537)

The independence of Judah-—and its fervent belicf in the saving power of
YHWH against all enemies—was thus miraculously preserved.

But soon afterward, the story takes a bizatre turn with the assumption of
Hezekial's son Manasseh to the Davidic throne. Ata time when the power
of YETWH should have been evident to the people of Judah, the new king
Manasseh makes a sharp theological about-face:

And he did what was evil in the sight of the Loz, according to the abominable
practices of the nations whom the Lorp dro_vé out before the people of Israel.
For he rebuilr the high places which Hezekiah his father had destroyed; and he
erecred altars for Baal, and made an Asherah, as Ahab king of Israel had done,
and worshiped all the host of heaven, and served them. And he built alrars in the
house of the LorD, of which the Lorb had said, “In Jerusalem will I put my
name.” And he built altars for ail the host of heaven in the two courts of the
house of the LorD. And he burned his son as an offering, and practiced sooth-
saying and augury, and dealt with mediums and with wizards. He did much evil

_in the sight of the LOrD, provoking him to anger. (2 KinGs 21:2—6)

Despite the belief that a sanctified Jerusalem now was—and had always
implicitly been—YHWH’s seat on carth and that its purity guaranteed the
well-being of the people of Isracl, Manassch reportedly seduced his sub-
jects “to do more evil than the nations had done whom the LorD de-
stroyed before the people of Isracl” (2 Kings 21:9).

What was going on here? What caused these dramatic reversals? Was
‘Hezekiah really so righteous and Manasseh so bad?
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Preparing to Dety a World Empire

The books of Kings offer only the briefest background to the rebellion of
Hezekiah, reporting that he “rebelled against the king of Assyria and would
not serve him” (z Kings 18:7). The bboks of Chronicles, written several
centuries later and generally considered to be a less reliable historical source
than the books of angs, nevertheless offer more derailed information on
the preparations that Hezekiah ordered in the months and weeks before
the Assyrian attack. In this case, as we will see later, archacology suggests
that Chronicles may preserve reliable historical information that was not
included in the books of Kings. In addition to creating storchouses for
grain; oil, and wine, and stalls for flocks and cattle throughout the king-
dom (2 Chronicles 32:27-29), Hezekiah expended greart effort to ensure
Jerusalem’s water supply during a time of sicge: .

When Hezekiah saw that Sennacherib had come and intended ro fight against
Jerusalem, he planned with his officers ana his mighty'men to stop the water of
the springs that were cutside the city; and they helped him. A great many peo-
ple were gathered, and they stopped all the springs and the broock that Alowed
through the land, saying, “Why should the kings of Assyria come and find
much warter?” He set to work resolutely and built up all the wall that was broken
down, and raised towers ul;on it, and ourside it e built another wall; and he
strengthened the Millo in the city of David. He also made weapons and shields
in abundasce. And he set combat commanders over the people, and gathered
them together ro hitn in the square at the gate of the city and spoke encourag-
ingly ro them, saying, “Be srrong and of good courage. Do not be afraid or dis-
mayed before the king of Assyria and all the horde thar is with hifmn; for there is
one greater with us than with him. With him is an arm of flesh: but with us is
the Lorp our Ged, to help us and ro fight our baules.” And the people took
‘ confidence from the words of Hezekiah king of Judah. (2 Cerronicies 32:2-8)

¢ While there are only meager and disputed archaeological indications for
Hezekials religious reforms throughout his kingdom, there is abundant
evidence for both the planning and the ghasty outcome of his revolr
. against Assyria. Jerusalem was naturally a focus of operations. Defensive
preparations are most clearly seen in excavations in the Jewish quarter of
" Jerusalem, where a fortification wall, more than twenty feet thick, was builc
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to protect the recently established neighborhoods on the western hill. This
defensive wall was apparencly buile at a time of narional emergency; the
western hill was already thickly sertled and the private houses that lay along
the planned course of the city fortifications had to be razed. The construc-
tion of this wall is apparently mentioned in the Bible, in Isaiah’s remon-
strance to the king that he coldheartedly “broke down the houses to fortify
the wall” (Isaiah 22:10). .

Another important mission was to provide the city with a secure supply
of water in the case of a siege. The only perennial spring in Jerusalem—the
Gihon—was located at the bottom of the Kidron valley, apparently out-
side the line of the city wall (Figure 26, p. 244). This was an old problem in
Jerusalem, and there were earlier attempts to solve it by cutting a tunnel in

the rock to give access to the spring from within the fortified town.

Hezekiah had a much more ambitious idea: instead of providing means to
go down to the warer, he planned to bring the warer inside. Indeed, we
have a precious contemporary description of this extraordinary engineer-
ing project—originally hewn on the walls of the water tunnel itself. First
discovered in the late nineteenth century near the southern end of the tun-
nel, this unique monumental inscription in Hebrew refates how a long
subterrancan tunnel was cut through bedrock to bring water from the
Gihon spring to a protected pool within the ciry walls.

Almost a third of a mile in length, and wide and high enough for a per-
son to walk through, it was cut in such a precise way that the difference in
elevation berween the spring and the pool is just over one foot in heighe.
Indeed, the ancient text commemorating the work, now known as the
Siloam inscription, captures the drama of the project as it neared comple-
tion, describing how the tunnel was cut by two teams hewing their way to-
ward each other from opposite ends of the tunnel:

. ... when the runnel was driven through. And this was the way in which it was.
cut through: While [ ... ] were stll [. .. ] axels], each man roward his fellow,
and while there were still three cubits o be cut through, [there was heard] the
voice of a man calling to his fellow, for there was an overlap in the rock on the
right [and on the left]. And when the tunnel was driven through, the quarry-

men hewed [the rock], each man toward his fellow, axe against axe; and the
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warer flowed from the spring toward the reservoir for 1,200 cubits, and the

height of the rock above the head[s] of the quarrymen was 100 cubits.

How they managed to meer despite the factthat the tunnel is curved isa
matter of debate. It was probably a combination of technical skills and in-
timate knowledge of the geology of the hill. Such an extraordinary achieve-
ment did not escape the attention of the biblical historians and represents
one of the rare instances when a specific project of a Hebrew king can safely
be identified archaeologically: “The rest of the deeds of Flezekiah, and all
his might, and how he made the pool and the conduir and brought water
into the city, are they not written in the Book of the Chro mcies of the kings
of Judah?” (2 Kings 20t 20).

Outside Jerusalem, Hezekiah apparently ook full advantage of the in-
stitutions of the state to make sure that his entiré kingdom was prepared
for war (Figure 27). The city of Lachish in the Shephelah was surrounded
by a formidable fortification system consisting of a sloping stone revetment
halfway down the slope of the mound and a massive brick wall at its crest.
A huge bastion protected a six-chambered gate 1o the city ‘and a farge ele-
vated podium inside the walls probably supported a palace, or a residency,
for the royal commander of the city. In addition, a complex of buildings,
similar to the Megiddo stables, was built near the palace to serve as stables
or storehouses. A large shaft cut in the rock may have served as the upper
partof a water system. Though some of these elements may have been built
before Hezekiah, they were all there and reinforced by his time, ready to-
face the army of Sennacherib.

Never before had a Judahite king devoted so much energy and expertise
and so many resources in preparations for war.* Archaeological finds sug-
gest that the organization of provisions in Judah was centralized for the
first time. The clearest evidence of this is a well-known class of large store
jars found Ehroughbut the territory of Hezekiah’s kingdom, mass produced
i’ similar shape and size. Their most important and unique féature is the
seal impressions stamped into the still wet clay of their handleés before they

* If the list of the fortresses buile by Rehoboam (2 Clironicles rrzs--12) has any listorical basis, it may rarher
date to the time of Hezekiah, as some historians argue, atresting o the preparations in other centers in the
countryside.
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were fired. The ifnpressions bear an emblem in the shape of a winged sun
disc or scarab beetle, which is believed to be a royal Judahite insignia, and a
short Hebrew inscription reading ik (“belonging to the king”). The royal
reference is combined with the name of one of four cities: Hebron, Socoh,
Ziph, and a still unidentified place designated by the letters MAMST. The
first three are known from other sources, while the last, enigmatic site may
have been a title for Jerusalem or an unknown Judahite rown.

Scholars have suggested several alternative explanations for the function
of these jars: that they contained the products. of royal estates; that they
were used as official containers for tax collection and distribution of com-
modities; or that the seal impressions were merely the identifying marks of
pottery workshops where official royal storage jars were manufactured. In
any event, it is quite clear that they were associated with the organization of
Judah before the rebellion against Assyria.

We cannot be sure of the geographical extent of Hezekial's prepara-
tions for rebellion. The second book of Chronicles notes that he sent emis-
saries to Ephraim and Manasseb, thatis, to the highland territory of the van-
quished northern kingdom, to call the Israelites there to join him in
Jerusalem for the celebration of the Passover {2 Chronicles 30:1,10,18). Most
of this account is hardly historical; it was written from the point of view of
an anonymous fifth or fourth century 8Ce writer, who presented Hezekiah
as a second Solomon, uniting all Israel around the Temple in Jerusalem. But
the hint of Hezekiah’s interest in the territories of the former kingdom of Is-
racl may not be a total invention, for Judah could now claim its leadership
over the entire land of Israel. Even if so, however, claims are one thing and
achievable goals are quite another. In the event, Hezekial's revoltagainse As-
syria proved to be a disastrous decision. Though untested, Sennacherib, at
the head of a massive Assyrian invasion force, more than adequately proved

his battlefield talents. King Hezekiah of Judah was no match for him.

What Really Happened? Sennacherib’s Violent Revenge

Despite the biblical report of the miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem, con-
temporary Assyrian records provide a very different picture of the outcome
of Hezekiah’s revolt. The Assyrian account of Sennacherib’s devastation of
the Judahite countryside is presented concisely and coldly:



260 ’ - THE BIBLE UNEARTHED

As to Hezekiah, the Judahite, he did not sibmit to my yoke. I laid siege to 46 of
his strong cities, walled forts and to the countless small villages in their vicinity,
and conquered them by means of well-stamped earth ramps, and badering rams
brought thus near ro the walls combined with the attack by foot soldiers, using
mines, breeches as well as sapéer worl. 1 drove out of them 200,150 people,
young and old, male and female, horses, mules, donkeys, camels, big and small
cattle beyond counting, and considered them booty, Himself, 1 made prisoner
in Jerusalem, his royal residence, like a bird in a cage. I surrounded him with
earthwork in order to molest those who were leaving his city’s gate. His towns
which I had plundered, T took away from his country and gave them over to
Midindi, king of Ashdod, Padi, king of Ekron, and Sillibel, king of Gaza. Thus I

reduced his country, but I still increased the wribute.

Though the stated number of captives may be a major exaggeration,
the combined information from the Assyrian records and archaeological
excavations in Judah adequately confirm the intensity of the systematic
campaign of siege and pillage—first through Judah’s richest agricultural

~areas in the Shephelah foothills and then up toward the highland cap-

ital. The devastation of the Judahite cities can be seen in almost cvery
mound excavated in the Judean hinterland. The grim archacological re-
mains mesh perfectly with Assyrian texts recounting, for example, the con-
quest of the prominent Judahite city of Azekah, which was described as
being “located on a mountain ridge, like pointed iron, daggers without
number reaching high to heaven.” It was taken by storm, pillaged, and
then ravaged. '

This was not haphazard violence; meant only to terrify the Judahirtes
into submission. It was also a calculated campaign of economic destruc-
tion, in which the sources of wealth of the rebellious kingdom would be
taken away. The city of Lachish, located in Judah’s most fertile agriculeural
area, was the single most important regional center of royal Judahite rule.
It was the second most important city in the kingdom after Jerusalem. The
pivotal role it played in the events of 701 BCE is hinted at in the biblical text
(2 Kings 18:14,17; 19:8). Sennacherib’s attack was meant to bring about its
utter destruction. A vivid illustration of the Assyrian siege of this city is
preserved in extraordinary detail on a large wall relief that once decorated
the palace of Sennacherib at Nineveh, in northern Iraq (Figure 28). This re-
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Figure 28: An Assyrian relief from the palace of Sennacherib at Nineveh, depicting the
Conquest of the City of Lachish. Drawn by fudith Dekel; courtesy of Professor David Us-
sishkin, Tel Aviv University. :

lief, about sixty feet long and nine feet high, was discovered in the 1840s by
the British explorer Austen Henry Layard and was subsequently shipped to
London, where it remains on display in the British Museumn. Its origin'a.l
location on the wall of an inner chamber of Sennacherib’s palace indicates
“the importance of the events it depicts. A short inscription reveals its sub-
ject: “Sennacherib, king of all, king of Assyria, sitting on his throne while
the spoil from the city of Lachish passed before him.” _ .

This impressive Lachish relief’ narrates the whole horrible course of
events in a single frame. It shows Lachish as an extremely well fortified city:
A ferocious battle is being fought near the walls. The Assyrians constructed
a siege ramp, on which they advance their heavily armored battéring rams
toward the fortification walls. The defenders of Lachish fight back desper-
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ately, trying to prevent the battering rams from approaching the wall. They
hurl torches in an attempt to set the war machines on fire, while the Assyr-
ians pour water on the battering rams. Assyrian archers standmg behind
the battering rams barrage the walls with arrows while the Judahite defend-
ers shoot back. But all of the city’s defensive preparations—and all the de-

" fenders’ heroic fighting—are in vain. Captives are taken out of the gate,

some of them dead, their lifeless bodies hoisted on spears. Booty is taken
from the city, including the sacred vessels of its religious rituals. All the
while Sennacherib sits with impassive majesty on a throne in front of his
royal tent, not far from the Assyrian camp, overseeing the procession of -
caprives and plunder taken from the houses and public buildings of the re-
bellious community. :

Some scholars have questioned the accuracy of the details of this relief
and have argued that this is self-serving imperial propaganda, not a reliable
record of what happened in Lachish. But there is hardly a doubt that che re-
Tief deals with the specific city of Lachish and with the specific events of 701
sCE. Not only are the topography of the city and the local vegetation rep-
resented accurately; it is even possible to identify the precise vantage peint
of the artist who made the sketch for the relief. Furthermore, the archaeo-
logical excavations at Lachish have provided details about the location of
the gate and the nature of the fortifications and the siege system that con-
firm the accuracy of the relief. .

The British excavations at Lachish in the 1930s and the renewed dig of
David Ussishkin on behalf of Tel Aviv University in the 1970s revealed in-
dependent dramatic evidence for the last hours of this great Judahite
foriress. The Assyrian siege ramp, which is depicted in the relief, was iden-
tified and excavated. It is the only surviving example of such a siege struc-
ture from anywhere in the former lands of the Assyrian empire. It is not
surprising that it was built on the most vulnerable side of the mound,

-where it is connected voa ridge; on all other sides the slopes are too steep to

allow the construction of a ramp and the deployment of battering rams.

The archacological finds from inside the city offer evidence for the des-
perate actions of the defenders. They erected a huge counter—ramp directly
opposite the Assyrian ramp, but this last attempt by the defenders to pre-
vent the Assyrians from breaching the wall was a failure. The city was burnt
to the ground. Other finds provide evidence for the fierceness of the bartle.
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Hundreds of arrowheads were found at the foot of the city wall. Perforated
boulders, some of them with remains of burnt ropes in the holes—appar-
ently Hung from the ramparts by the defenders in an attempt to destroy the

- siege machines-—were retrieved near the point of the assault on the wall. A
mass burial of about fifteen hundred people—men, women, and chil-
dren-—was uncovered in the caves on the western slopes of the mound,
mixed with late eighth century pottery.

Another Biblical Perspective

“Though the second book of Kings concentrates on the saving power of
YHWH over Jerusalem and only laconically mentions the caprure of “all
the fortified cities of Judah” (2 Kings 18:13), other biblical texts disclose the
horrors of the Assyrian campaign for those Judahites unfortunate enough
to have been victims of Sennacherib’s rampage in the countryside. These

. passages are to be found not in the Deuteronomistic. History but in the
prophetic works. Two contemporary witnesses— the prophets Isaiah and
Micah—speak of the fear and grief that paralyzed Judah in the wake of the
Assyrian advance. Isaiah, who was in Jerusalem at the time of the siege,
vividly describes a military campaign that hic the area north of Jerusalem
(10:28-32). And Micah, who was a native of the Shephelah from a town not
far from Lachish, describes the numbed shock of the homeless survivors,
blaming their misfortune on their own idolatry: -

Tell it notin Gath, weep not at all; in Beth-le-aphrah roll yourselves in the dust.
. Pass on your way, inhabirants 6fShaphir, in nakedness and shame; the inhabi-
‘tams. of Zaanan do not come forth; the wailing of Beth-ezel shall take away
E ~ from you its standing place. For the inhabitants of Maroth wait anxiously for
good, because evil has come down from the LoD to the gate of Jerusalem.
Harness the steeds to the chariots, inhabitants of Lachish; you were the begin-
ning of sin to the daughter of Zion, for in you were found the rransgressions of

Istael. (MzcA® 110—13)

The blow suffered by the Shephelah is also made abundantly clear in the
‘ ','__,res_ults of archaeological surveys, which show that the regién never recov-
. ered from Sennacherib’s campaign. Even in the following decades, after the

partial revival of Judah, the Shephelah was still sparsely inhabited. Both the
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aumber of sites and the built-up area—on which all population estimates
are based —shrank to about a third of what they were in the late cighch
century. Some of the main towns were rebuile, but many small towns, vil-
- lages, and farmhouses were left in ruins. This fact is particularly significant
when we remember that in the eighth century, prior to the Assyrian assaule,

the population of the Shephelah numbered about fifty thousand, almost
half che population of the entire kingdom.

Faith in YHWH alone did not save Hezekiah’s territory against the
wrath of the Assyrians. Large parts of Judah were devastated and valuable
agricultural land in the Shephelah was given by the Assyrian victors to the
© city-states of Philistia. Judah’s territory shrank dramatically, Hezekiah was
forced o pay a heavy uibute to Assyria, and a significant number of Ju-
dahites were deported to Assyria. Only Jerusalem and the Judean hills im-
mediately to the south of the capital were spared. For all the Bible’ s talk of
Hezekial’s piety and YHWH’s saving intervention, Assyria was the’ only
victor. Sennacherib fully achieved his goais: he broke the resistance of
Judah and subjugated it. Hezekiah had inherited a prosperous state, and
Sennacherib destroyed it.

Picking Up the Pieces
In: the aftermath of the failed rebellion against Assyria, Hezekials policy of

religious purification and confrontation with Assyria must have seemed to
many to have beeri a terrible, reckless mistake. Some of the rural priest-
hood may even have argued that it was, in fact, Hezekial's blasphemous
destruction of the venerated high' places and his prohibition against wor-
shiping Asherah, the stars, moon, and other deiries along with YHWH
that had brought such misfortune on the land. Having mainly the litera-
ture of the YHWH-alone camp, we do not know what their opponents
might have claimed. What we know is that in 698 BCE, three years after
Sennacherib’s invasion, when Hezekiah died and his twelve-year-old son
Manasseh came to the throne, the religious pluralism in the (now consid-
~ erably shrunken) countryside of Judah was restored. The second book of
Kings reports it in great denunciatory outrage. For the Deuteronomistic
historian, Manasseh was more than a run-of-the-mill apostare. He was de-
scribed as the most sinful monarch that the kingdom of Judah had ever



Between War and Survival o 265

seen (2 Kings 21:3~7). In fact, the book of Kings puts the blame for the “fu-
ture” destruction of Jerusalem on his head (2 Kings 21:14-15).

" There was obviously something more than theological considerations
behind this switch in official religious policy. The kingdom’s survival was
in the hands of Manasseh and his closest advisers, and they were deter-
mined to revive Judah. Thart necessitated restoring a certain measure of
economic autonomy to the countryside—still the greatest potential source
of the kingdom’s wealth. The revival of the once devastated rural areas
could not be achieved without the cooperation of the networks of village
elders and clans—and that meant allowing the worship at long-venerated
local high places to resume. In a word, the cults of Baal, Ashf::rah and the’
host of heaven returned.

Even as he was compelled to be an obedient vassal, Manasseh apparently
-calculated correcdy that the ’economi_c recuperation of Judah could be seen
to-be in the interest of Assyria. A prosperous Judah would be loyal ro the
empire and serve as an effective buffer against Egypt— Assyria’s archenemy
in the south. And the Assyrians may even have granted a contrite fudah
most-favored-vassal status: a seventh century text reporting tribute given
by south Levantine states to the Assyrian king indicates that Judalt’s tribute
was considerably smaller than that paid by the neighboring, poorer Assyr-
ian vassals Ammon and Moab.

Manasseh seems to have justified his Assyrian overlords’ faith in him. A
document from the time of Esarhaddon, who replaced Sennacherib on the
throne in Assyria, mentions Manasseh among a group of twenty-two kings
who were ordered to send building materials for a royal project at Nineveh.
The next Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal, listed Manasseh among the kings
who gave him gifts and helped him to conquer Egypt. Though the second
book of Chronicles informs us that at a certain moment in his reign Man-
assch was imprisoned by the Assyrians in Babylon (2 Chronicles 33:11), the
circumstances and even historical reliability of that reported imprisonment
are the subject of continuing debate. What is clear is that his long reign -~
fifty-five years—was a peaceful time for Judah. The cities and settlements
established during his reign survived until the final destruction of Judah in
the following century.

Archaeologically, it is not easy ro distinguish the finds of the early sev-
enth century from those of the second half of that century (see Appendix
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E). Yet we know enough to argue that with the widespread devastation in
the Shephelah (and the annexation of large tracts by the Philistine cities),
the population of the Judean highlands grew. This was almost certainly due
to the arrival of displaced Judahite refugees who fled from the desolated re-

" gions of the Shephelah. Agricultural production intensified around the
capital. A dense system of farmsteads was built around Jerusalem and south -
of it, near Bethlehem, in the seventh centary BCE. They were probably
aimed at feeding the growing population of the metropolis.

But the most fascinating development in Judah during the seventh cen-
tury is the demographic expansion of Judahite sertlements into the arid
sones to the east and south (Figure 27, p. 258). In the Judean desert, which
wis empty of permanent settlement during the eighth century, something
extraordinary happened in the following decades. In the seventh century,
eroups of small sites were established: in every ecological niche that was
slightly better suited for cultivation than the rest of the desert: in the
Bugeah valley halfway between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea, near Jericho,
and along the western coast of the Dead Sea. In the Beersheba valley the
number of sites grew far beyond that of the previous period. Between the
eighth and the seventh centurics the built-up area and thus the population
in this region grew by ten times. Could this development be related to
Manasseh’s policies?

That seems very likely. It is clear that until Sennacherib’s campaign, the
economy of the Judahite kingdom was well balanced by the different eco-
logical niches of its territory: ofive and vine orchards were grown mainly in
the hill country, grain was grown primarily in the Shephelah, and animal
husbandry was practiced mostly in the desert fringe in the south and east.
When the Shephelah was handed over to the Philistine city-states, Judah
lost its rich grain-producing lands in the west. At the same time the popu-
lation that had to be fed in the remaining parts of the kingdom grew sig-
nificantly. These pressures probably drove part of the population of Judah
to the marginal areas of the kingdom, in a desperate attempt to compen-
sate for the loss of the rich farmland of the Shephelah. Indeed, the ex-
ploitation of the arid zones could solve the problem. Estimates of the
agricultural potential of the Beersheba valley in antiquity suggest that if l
production there was well organized, it alone could have supplied up to
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one quarter of the overall grain needs of Judah. Bur this could not have
been done on such a large scale withour the assistance of the state. It is
therefore reasonable to assume thar the expansion into the arid zones was
inspired if not acrually directed by Manasseh’s new political and economic
policies,

Arabian Caravans and Olive_i Qil

- Manasseh’s program went far beyond subsistence. He was intent on inte-
grating Judah into the Assyrian world economy. The two main economic
activities of Assytia in and around the region of Judah were trade in exotic
luxury goods and incense from Arabia and the mass production and distri-
bution of olive oil.

The Arabian trade was one of the main economic interests of Assyria
and there is hardly a doubt that from the late eighth century it provided the
empire with significant revenues. Assyria accordingly had a strong interest
in the security of the desert roads leading northward from the Arabian
peninsula to their termini on the Mediterranean coast. The Assyrian king
Tiglath-pileser [I1 counted Gaza, the traditional terminus of the desert
roads, in one of his triumphal inscriprions “as the custom-house of Assyria”
and he set his officials there to collect duties from the harbor, which served
as an outlet for the overland caravan routes. Sargon Il declared that he
opened the border of Egypt to trade and mingled Assyrians and Egyptians.
A number of Assyrian forts and administrative centers have indeed been
uncovered in different places in the southern coastal plain, and a large for-
rified site, with remains of storehouses, has been excavated on the coast
south of Gaza. The assemblage of animal bones excavated from Tell Jem-
meh, another site near Gaza, shows a dramatic increasé in the number
of camels in the seventh century. A study of the bones by archaeozool-
ogist Paula Wapnish suggests that these camels—all of mature age and
therefore not part of a natural, locally raised flock—were probably used in
the caravan trade. '

The southernmost territories still controlled by the kingdom of Judah
in the Beersheba valley, the Edomite highlands, and the southern coastal
plain contained some of the most important caravan routes. They were
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areas that experienced unprecedented demographic growth in the seventh
century. The first widespread occupation of the' Edomite plateau took
place at this time, under Assyrian domination. In fact, Edom emerged only
then as a fully developed state, as a result of these developments.
 The rich and varied archacological finds from the vast area berween
Edom and DPhilistia indicate thar Assyrians, Arabs, Phoenicians, and
Edomites were involved in this thriving commercial activity: Judah under
Manasseh was also a prominent participant. The wave of settclement in the
Becrsheba valley should be understood on this background. Judah may
have been expanded even farther south along the trade routes. Two large
seventh century forts have been excavated in the deep desert. The first is
Kadesh-barnea on the western margin of the Negev highlands, abour fifty -
“ miles to the southwest of Beersheba. The site commands the largest oasison
the important trade road from southern Palestine to the head of the Gulf of
Aqaba and onward to Arabia. The second Fort has recently been excavared
i Haseva, a site located about twenty miles to the south of the Dead Sea on
) another route to the south. The finds at the two forts led the biblical histo-
rian Nadav Naaman to suggest that both were built in the carly severith cen-
tury BeE under Assyrian auspices with the assistance of the local vassal
states—and were manned by troops from Judah and Edom. .
South Arabian inscriptions found in several sites in Judah supply con-
clusive evidernice for the strong connections with Arabia at that dime. This
kind of evidence also comes from Jerusalem. Three ostraca with south Ara-
bian script were uncovered in the city of David. Since they were carved on
typical Judahite vessels—rather than on imported types— they probably
attest to a resident Arabian population in Judah. And an otherwise typical
~seventh century Hebrew seal seems to carry a south Arabian name. In this
connection several scholars have argued that Manasselts wife Meshul-
lemeth was an Arabian woman. Could this have been a diplomatic mar-
riage aimed at strengthening Judah's commercial interests in the south?
Could the Deuteronomistic rale of the queen of Sheba visiting Solomon in
Jerusalem be inspired by the cultural contacts and economic ambitions of
another Davidic king in the seventh century?
Arabian contact was not the only widened economic horizon. The As-
syrians also monopolized and developed Levanune olive oil production.
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Evidence for this comes ffom Tel Migne, a site in the western Shephelah
that is the location of ancient Ekron, one of the main cities of Philistia, A
modest site in the centuries before the Assyrian takeover of the région,
Ekron grew to be a huge olive oil production center in the early seventh
century. Over a hundred olive oil presses were found there~—more than in
* any other site in the history of the country. In fact, this is the most impres-
sive olive oil production center known anywhere in the ancient Near Fast.
The industrial zone covered about one-fifth of the area of the city. The an-
nual capacity has been estimated at about a thousand tons.

The Ekron oil was apparently transported to both Assyria and Egyptw
the two lands lacking the environment to grow olive orchards and to
produce their own oil. But Ekron itself is not located in the classical olive:
growing country in the hills. In fact, it is situated in typical, flat grain-
growing land. It was apparently chosen as the center of production because
of its location on the main road network of the southern coastal plain,
halfway between the olive regions of the hill country and the main discri- _
burtion centers on the coast to the west. : ‘

The groves that supplied the olives to the Ekron industry must have
been located in the hill country of Judah and possibly-also in the Assyrian
province of Samaria to the north. As we have already mentioned, the sev-
enth century marked the real industrialization of olive production in Judah
-and it was probably the major supplier of olives to the Ekron industry. The
excavators of the site of Ekron-—Trude Dothan, of the Hebreéw University |
 of Jerusalem, and Seymour Gitin of the Albright Institute—noting the
+ significant numbers of typical Israelite horned incense altars in the build-
ings of the oil presses, have suggested that large numbers of Judahites
might have been resettled in Philistia by Sennacherib as forced laborers.
* Thus another barrier—in however cruel and coldhearted a fashion———was
broken between Judah and the outside world.

All these active, centrally planned economic initiatives required a fur-
ther centralization of the Judahite state. Large-scale cultivation of olives
and grapes ‘and their industrial products required facilities for storage,
. transport, and efficient distribution. Moreover, extensive settlement and
culrivation in arid areas required long-range planning. It was necessary to
store large quantities of surplus grain in good years and to distribute.them
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from the centers in years of severe drought. The archaecological evidence
supports the assumption of heightened government involvement in all
phases of life in judah-—to the extent that the number of seals, seal im-
. pressions, adminiserative ostraca, and official weights in seventh century
Judahite levels far exceed the quantiries found before.

Changing Fortunes -

The Assyrian century-—from the last years of the rule of Ahaz to the
days of Hezekiah and Manasseh—is a fascinating case of dramatic policy
swings in Judah. The three kings— grandfather, father, and son—flip-
flopped between defiance and engagement with the Assyrian authorities
and berween syncretistic and puritan religious policiés. Their treatment by
the biblical historian also reflects these changes, but from an entirely dif-
ferent perspective. Ahaz was described as an idolater who cooperated with
the Assyrians. Hezekiah is the complete reverse. There were no mistakes in
his reign, only merits. He was an ideal king, who cleansed Judah from all
the transgressions of the past. ‘And unlike his sinful father, who willingly
subjected Judah to Assyria, Hezekiah fought bravely and threw off the yoke
-of Assyria. The Assyrians threatened Jerusalem, but YHWH delivered the
city miraculously. The story ends with no hint of future subjugation to As-
syria, and except for one verse, there is no word on the catastrophic results
of the Assyrian campaign in the Judahite countryside. Manasseh is also a
mirror image of his father, but this time a negative one. He is the ultimate
apostate, who wiped out the reforms and brought back all the abomina-
tions of the past. ) ‘ :

What we get from the external sources and from archaeology is very dif-
ferent. The collapse of the northern kingdom raised dreams in Jerusalem of
uniting the entire Israelite popuiation under one capital, one Temple, and
one dynasty. But in the face of the mightjf Assyrians, there were only two
options: forget the dream and cooperate with Assyria, or push for national-
istic policy and wait for the right moment to throw off the yoke of Assytia.
High stakes call for extreme measures; the Assyrian century witnessed dra-
matic shifes between these two options.

Ahaz was a cautious and pragmatic king who saved Judab from the ter-
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rible fate of Istael and led it to prosperity. He understood that the only way
to survive was to ally with Assyria, and as a loyal vassal he gained economic
concessions from his overlords, and incorporated Judah into the Assyrian
regional economy. Ahaz reigned over a period of unprecedented prosperity
in Judah, when it first reached the stage of fully developed statehood. But -
by allowing traditional religious practices to ﬂourish he gained the wrath
- of the Deuteronomistic historian. :

Tn his first years in power, Hezekiah had no choice but ro follow in the
footsteps of his father. But when' the great Sargon died on the battlefield
and Sennacherib came to power, Assyria faced rebellion in various parts of
the empire. All of a sudden, the “restoration” of a Pan-Israelite state looked
realistic, especially with the expected assistance from Egypt. Heze--
kiah launched a religious reform that served to justify the uprising and
rouse the population to support it. But the revolt against Assyna proved to
be a reckless decision that resulted in disaster. .

When Manasseh came to the throne, power in Jerusalem returhed to the
moderate camp. Since he was only rwelve years old at that time, there can
hardly be a doubt that the coup in Jerusalem was preplanned. Manasseh
turned the wheel back to the days of Ahaz. His long rule marks a complete
triumph of the pragmaric, syncretistic camp, He opted for cooperation
‘with Assyria and reintegrated Judah into the Assyrian regional economy:.
Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, Judah started to recover from the
trauma of Sennacherib’s campaign. ' _

The prophetsand sages of the YHWH-alone movement must have been.
terribly frustrated at this turn of events. All the former achievements of
their hero Hezekiah in destroying the sin of idolatry and challenging the
foreign empire were wiped out~—first by Sennacherib’s brutal armies and
then. by Hezekial's own son, If Hezekiah might have been considered
Israel’s potential savior, his son Manassch was the devil for them. There are
indications in the biblical narrative that civil unrest occasionally Hared up
in Judah. The specific incidents bebind the report that Manasseh “shed
very much innocent blood, till he had filled Jerusalem from one end to an- _
other” (2 Kings 21:16), are unknown, but we can imagine thar the king’s op-

‘ponents might have tried to seize power. Little wonder, then, that when the

- Deuteronomists won over the power in Judah a short while after Man-
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asseh’s death and set out to write the history of the kjngdom they setded
the account. They porerayed Manasseh as the w1ckedest of all kings and the
father of all apostares.

Nearing the Climax

Manassel’s success in transforming Judah from the wasteland left by Sen-
nacherib into a highly developed state in the Assyrian empire brought great

wealth to some and social dislocation and uncertainty to many. As Baruch

Halpern first pointed out, with the influx of refugees from the north afier

" the fall of Samaria, the reorganization of the countryside under Hezekiah,

and the second torrent of refugees from the desolation of the Shephelah by

Sennacherib, many of the traditional clan attachments to particular terri-

tories had been forever destroyed. In the countryside, economies of scale—

needed to produce the enormous quantities of olives for pressing and grain
for distribution—benefited those who could organize the machinery of
trade and agricultural production far more than those who labored in the
fields. To whatever extent the swrviving clans could claim an unbroken

- chain of inheritance on their fields, villages, and hilltops, the effects of war,

population change, and intensified royal economic planning may have en-

couraged many to dream of a past golden age—real or imagined—when
their ancestors were scttled securely in well-defined territories and enjoyed
the divine promise of eternal peace and prosperity on their land.

: Soon will come the climax of the story. Manasseh died in the year 642,
- BCE and was succeeded by his son Amon. According to the second book of
Kings, Amon “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, as Manassch his
tather had done” (2 Kings 21:20). Within two years a coup d’état broke our
in Jerusalem, during which Amon was assassinated. In horror, the “people

 of the land”—apparently the social and économic elite of Judah—slew the

" conspirators and placed Amon’s cight-year-old son Josiah on the throne.

“Josiah would reign in Jerusalem for thirty-one years and be praised as the

" most righteous king in the history of Judah, rivaling the reputation of even

“David himself. And during his reign the “YHWH-alone” camp would
once more come into power.

- This time, too, their passionate religious convicrions and single-minded
vision of the power of YHWH to protect Judah and the Davidic dynasty
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. against all earthly opponents would founder on the hard realities of history.

But this time they would Jeave behind them a brilliant testament that
would keep their ideas alive. Their great monument would be a timeless
collection of Hebrew texts expressing their view of history and their hopes
for the future. That collective saga would be the unshakable foundation for
the Hebrew Bible we know today. '




[ 11 ]

A Great Reformation

(639586 BCE)

The reign of King Josiah of Judah marks the climax of Israel’s monarchic
history—or at least it must have appeared that way at the time. For the au-
thor of the Deuteronomistic History, Josiah’s reign marked a metaphysical
moment hardly less important than those of God’s covenant with Abra-
ham, the Exodus from Egypt, or the divine promise to King David. Ir is
not just that King Josiah is seen in the Bible as a noble successor to Moses,
Joshia, and David: the very outlines of those great characters—as they ap-
pear in the biblical narrative—seem to be drawn with Josiah in mind. .
Josiah is the ideal toward which all of Istael’s history seemed to be heading.

“Before him there was no king like him, who turned to the Lorn with all
“ his heart and with all his soul and with alf his might, according to all the

faw of Moses; nor did any like him arise after him,” reports 2 Kings 23:25 in
a level of praise shown for no other biblical king.
A sixteenth-generation lineal descendant of King David, Josiah cameto
- the throne at age eight in the violent aftermath of his father’s assassination
.in Jerusalem. Of his early life, we know very little. Stories of his teenage re-
- ligious awakening reported in 2 Chronicles 34:3 are almost certainly biog-
.-\raphica]. idealizations after-the-fact. But during his thirty-one-year reign
- over the Kingdom of Judah, Josiah was recognized by many as the greatest
' ‘hope for national redemption, a genuine messiah who was-destined to re-
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store the fallen glories of the house of Israel. Because of—or in accordance

with-—the tenets of a law book miraculously “discovered” in the Temple in

- Jerusalem, he embarked on a campaign to root out every trace of foreign or
syncretistic worship, including the age-old high places in the countryside.
He and his puritan forces did not even stop at the traditional northern bor-
der of his kin.gdom bur continued northward to Bethel, where the hated

- Jeroboam had established a rival temple to that of Jerusalem--—and where
(so the prophecy of 1 Kings 13:2 related) a Davidic heir namcd Josiah Would
someday burn the bones of the north’s idolatrous priests.

Josiah’s messianic role arose from the theology of a new religious move-
ment that dramatically changed what it meant to be an Israclite and laid
the foundations for future Judaism and for Chrisdianity. Thar movement
ultimately produced the core documents of the Bible—chief among them,
4 book of the Law, discovered during renovations to the Jerusalem Temple
in 622 BCE, the eighteenth year of Josiah's reign. ‘That book, identified by
most scholars as an original form of the book of Deuteronomy, sparked a
revolution in ritual and a complete reformulation of Israelite identity. It
contained the central features of biblical monotheism: the exclusive wor-
ship of one God in one place; centralized, national observance of the main
festivals of the Jewish Year (Passover, Tabernacles); and a range of legisla-
tion dealing with social welfare, justice, and personal morality.

This was the formative moment in the crystallization of the biblical tra-
dition as we now know it. Yet the narrative of Josiah’s reign concentrates al-
most entirely on the nature of his religious reform and its reported
geographical extent. Litde is recorded of the larger historical events that
were unfolding in the areas around Judah and how they may have influ-
enced the rise of the Deuteronomistic ideology. An examindtion of the
contemporary historical sources and archaeological finds may help us to
understand how Josiah, this otherwise forgotten king, who ruled over a
tiny kingdom under the shadow of the world’s great powers, would—~con-
sciously or unwittingly—become the patron of the intellectual and spiri-
tual movement that produced some of the Bible’s major ethical teachings
and its unique vision of Israel’s history.
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. An Unexpected Discovery in the Temple

"This momentous chapter in the politicil and spirirual life of Judah began
with the accession of the young prince Josiah as king in 639 BCE. Ir seemed
to mark a turning point in the Bible’s view of the ups-and-downs of “evil”
and “righteous” kings'in the history of Judah. For Josiah was a faithful suc-
cessor of David, who “did what was right in the eyes of the Lorp, and
walked in all the way of David his father, and he did not turn aside to the
right hand or to the left” (2 Kings 22: 2).

According to the Bible, that righteousness led Josiah to decisive action.
In his eighteenth year of rule—-622 rce—7Josiah commanded the high
priest Hilkiah to use public funds to renovate the House of the God of Is-
- rael. The renovations led to the dramatic surfacing of a text, found by che
high priest in the Temple and read to the King by his secretary Shaphan. Its
impact was enormous, for it suddenly and shockingly revealed that the tra-
ditional practice of the cult of YHWH in Judah had been 1 Wrong

Josiah soon gathered all the people of Judah to conclude a solemn oath
to devote themselves entirely to the dwme comnandments detailed in the

newly dlscovered book.

And the king went up to the house of the Lorn, and with him all the men of
Judah and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and the pricsts and the prophets, all
the people, both small and great; and he redd in their hearing all the words
of the book of the covenant which had been found in the house of the Lorp.
And the king stood by the pillar and made a covenant before the Lorbp, to walk
after the Lorn and to keep his commandments and his testimonies and his
statutes, with all his heart and all his soul, to perform the words of this covenant
thar were written in this book; and all the people joined in the covenant.”

(2 Kinegs 23:2-3).

Then, in order to effect a thorough cleansing of the cult of YHWH,
Josiah launched the mostintense puritan reform in the history of Judah.
His first targets were the idolatrous rites being practiced in Jerusalem, even

within the Temple itself:

And the king commanded Hilldah, the high priest, and the priests of the second
order, and the keepers of the threshold, to bring out of the temple of the Lorp
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all the vessels made for Baal, for Asherah, and for all the host of heaven; he
burned them outside Jerusalem in the fields of the Kidron and carried their
ashes to Berhel. And he deposed the idolatrous priests whom the kings of Judah
had ordained to burn incense in the high places at the cities of Judah and round
abour Jerusalem; those also who burned incense to Baal, to the sun, and the
moon, and the constelladions, and all the host of the heavens. And he brought
out the Asherah from the house of the Lorg, ourside Jerusalem, to the brook
Kidron, and burned it at the brook Kidron, and beat it to dﬁst and cast the dust
of it upon the graves of the common people. And he broke down the houses of
the male cult prostitures, which were in the house of the Lorb, where women

wove hangings for the Asherah. (2 Kings 23: 4—7)

He eradicared the shrines of foreign cults, notably the shrmes that had re-
portedly been established under royal patronage in }erusalem as early as the
time of Solomonn:

And he deﬁ]fzd. Tophéch which is in rhe valley of the sons of H;nnom, that no -
one might burn his son or his daughter as an offering to Molech. And he re-
moved the horses that the kings of Judah had dedicated to the sun, ac the en-
trance to the house of the Lorn, by the chamber of MNachan-melech the
chambetlain, which was in the precincts; and he burned the chariots of the sun
with fire. And the altars on the roof of the upper chamber of Ahaz, which the
kings of judah had made, and the altars which Manasseh had made in the two "* '
courts of the house of the Lorn, he pulled down and broke in pieces, and cast
the dust of them into the brook of Kidron. And the king defiled the high places
that were east of Jerusalem, to the south of the mount of corruption, which
Solomon the king of Isracl had built for Ashroreth the abomination of the Sido-

pians, and for Chernosh the abomination of Moab, and for Milcom the abom- . 1
ination of the Ammonirtes. And he broke in pieces the pillars, and cut down the i

Asherim, and filled their place with the bones of men. (2 KiNgs 23: 10—14)

Jostah also putan end to the sacrificial rituals conducred by the rural priest?

hood who conducted their rites at the scattered high places and shrines

throughout the countryside. “And he broughe all the priests out of the

cities of Judah, and defiled the high places where the priests had burned in-
_cense, from Geba to Beersheba” (2 Kings 23:8)-

The old scores were being settled one by one. Next was the great “sin of
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Jeroboam” at the idolatrous alrar ar Bethel, where he fulfilled the biblical
prophecy that one day a righteous king named Josiah would see thar it was
destroyed: '

Moreover the alear ar Bethel, the high place erected by Jeroboam the son of
Nebar, who made Isracl to sin, that altar with the high place he pulled down and
he broke in pieces its stones, crushing them to dusr; also he burned the Asherah.
And as Josiah tarned, he saw the tombs there on the mount and he sent and
took the bones out of the tombs, and burned them upon the alrar, and defiled ir,
according to the word of the Lorp which the man of God proclaimed, who had
predictcd these things. Then he said, “What is yonder monument that I see?”
“And the men of the city told him, “It is the tomb of the man of God who came
from Judah and predicted these things which you have done against the alrar at
Bethel.” And he said, “Ler him be; let no man move his bones.” So they let his
bones alone, with the bones of the prophet who came outlofSamaxia. (z Kx NGS

.23:15——18)
Josiah did not stop at Bethel, and the purge continued farther north:

And all the shrines also of the high places that were in the cities of Samaria,
which kings of Isracl had made, provoking the Lo RD tQ anger, josiah removed;
he did to them according to all that he had done at Bethel. And he slew all the
prieses of the high places who were there, upon the alrars, and burned the bones

of men upon them, Then he returned to Jerusalem. (2 Kives 23:19-20)
Even as he battled idolatry, Josiah instituted national religious celebrations:

And the king commanded all the people, “Keep the passover to the Lorp your
God, as it is written in this book of the covenan:.” For no such passover had
been kept since the days of the judges! who judged Israel, or during all the days
of the kings of Israel or of the kings of Judah; but in the eighteench year of King

Josiah this passsover was kept to the Loz in Jerusalem. (2 Kings 23121-23)

In retrospect, the biblical descripti'on of the religious reform of Josiah in
2 Kings 23 is not a simple record of events. It is a carefully crafted narrative
thar contains allusions to all the great persc;nalitiés and evenrs of Israel’s
history. Josiah is implicitly compared to Moses, the great liberator and
leader of the first Passover. He is also modeled after Joshua and David the
great conquerors—and he follows the example of Solomon, the patron of
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the Temple in Jerusalem. The story of Josiah’s reformation also redresses
the evils of the past. The sins of the northern kingdom are also called to
mind as Josiah succeeds in destroying Jeroboam’s altar at Bethel, the cult
center of che kingdom of Israel, which had competed with Jerusalem forso
long. Samaria is there, with its high places, and the bitter memories of its
destruction are evoked. The entire history of Israel had now reached a turn-
ing point. After centuries of wrongdoing, Josiah had arisen to overturn the
sins of the past and lead the people of Israel to redemption through a
proper observance of the Law. :

What Was the “Book of the Law”?

“The discovery of the book of the Law was an event of paramount signifi-
cance to the subsequent history of the people of Isracl. It was regarded as
the definitive law code given by God to Moses at Sinai, whose observance
would ensure the survival of the people of Israel.

As early as the eighteenthi century, biblical scholars noted the clear simi-
larities between the description of the book of the Law found in the Tem-
ple and the book of Deuteronomy. The specific and direct parallels
berween the contents of Deuteronomy and the ideas expressed in the bib-
lical account of Josiah’s reform clearly suggest that both shared the same
ideology. Deuteronomy is the only book of the Pentateuch thart asserts it
contains the “words of the covenant” that all Israel must follow (29:9). It is
the only book that prohibits sacrifice outside “the place which the Lord

. your God will choose” (12:5), while the other books of the Pentateuch re-

peatedly refer, without objection, to worship at altars set up throughout
the land. Deuteronomy is the only book to describe the national Passover

" sacrifice in a national shrine (16:3-8). And while it is evident that there are

later additions included in the present text of the book of Deuteronomy, its
main outlines are precisely those thart are observed by Josiah in 622 8CE in
Jerusalem for the first time. : .

The very fact that a written law code suddenly appeared at this time
meshes well with the archaeological record of the spread of literacy in
Judah. Although the prophet Hosea and King Hezekiah were associated
with ideas that are similar to those contained in Deuteronomy, the report
of the appearance of a definitive written text and its public reading by the
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king accords with the evidence for the sudden, dramatic spread of literacy
in seventh-century Judah. The discovery of hundreds of personal signet
seals and seal impressions inscribed in Hebrew from this era attests to the
extensive use of writing and written documents. As we have mentioned,
such relatively widespread evidence of literacy is an important indication
that Judah reached the level of a fully developed staie in this period. It
hardly had the capability of producing extensive biblical texts before.

In addition, scholars have pointed out that the literary form of the
covenant between YHWEH and the people of Israel in Deuteronomy is
strikingly similar to that of early seventh-century Assyrian vassal treaties
that oudine the rights and obligations of a subject people to their sovereign
{in this case, Israel and YHVWH). Furthermore, as the biblical historian
Moshe Weinfeld has suggested, Deuteronomy shows similarities to early
Greek literature, inexpressions of ideology within programmatic speeches,
- in the genre of blessing and cursing, and in the ceremonies for the founda-
tion of new setdements. To sum’up, there is little doubt that an original
version of Deuteronomy is the book of the Law mentioned in 2 Kings.
Rather than being an old book that was suddenly discovered, it seems safe
to conclude that it was written in the seventh century BCE, just before or
during Josiah’s reign.

A Rising Pharaoh and a Dying Empire

In order to understand why the book of Deureronomy took the form it
did—and why it had such obvious emortional power—we need first to
look at the international scene of the fast decades in the history of Judah. A
‘review of the historical and archaeological sources will show how major
_ changes in the balance of power throughourt the entire region were central

- factors in the shaping of biblical history.
By the time the eight-year-old prince Josiah ascended to the throne of
- Judah in 639 BCE, Egypt was experiencing a great political renaissance in
which images of its remote past-—and of the great conquering founders—
were used as powerful symbols to enhance Egyptian power and prestige:
* throughout the region. Starting in 656 BCE, Psammetichus 1, the founder
of the Twenty-sixth Dynasty, had thrown off the imperial overlordship of
. the Assyrian empire and later expanded his rule over much of the area in
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the Levant that the grear pharaoh Ramesses 11 had controlled in the thir-
teenth century BCE. ] : _

The key to this Egyprian renaissance was, first of all, the sudden and
precipitous decline of Assyria in the closing decades of the seventh century -
sce. The precise date and cause of the collapse of Assyrian power, after,
more than a hundred years of unquestioned world dominance, are still de-
bated by scholars. Yetr Assyrian power clearly began to decline near the end
of the reign of the last great Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal (669—627 BCE),
due to the pressure of the mounted nomadic Scythian tribes on the north-
ern borders of the empire and from continuous conflicts with the subject

_peoples of Babylonia and Elam on the east. After the death of Ashurban-
ipal, Assyrian rule was further challenged by a revolr in Babylenia in
626 and by the eruption of a civil war in Assyria itself three years later, in
623 BCE. _ |

Egypt was an immediate beneficiary of Assyrian weakness. Pharaoh
Psammetichus 1, founder of the Twenty-sixth Dynasty, ruling from the
Nile Dela city of Sais, succeeded in uniting the local Egyptian aristocracy
under his leadership. During his reign from 664 to 610 BCE, the Assyrian
forces withdrew from Egypt and left much of the Levant o be controlled
by the Fgyprians. The Greek historian Herodotus, who is an important -
source for the events of this period, recounts (in a story embellished with
many legendary derails) how Psammetichus marched porth and laid a
twenty-nine-year-long siege to the city of Ashdod on the Mediterranean
coast. Whatever the truth of that report, archacological finds at sites along
.the coastal plain indeed seem to indicate a growing Egyptian influence in
the late seventh century. In addition, Psammerichus boasts in a contempo-
rary inscription that he controlled the Mediterranean coast as far north as
Phoenicia. _

The Assyrians’ retreat from their for}ncr possessions in the coastal piain.
and in the territory of the former northern kingdom of Israel appears to
have been peaccful. It is even possible that Egypt and Assyria reached some
sort of an understanding, according to which Egypt inherited the Assyrian
‘provinces to the west of the Euphrates in exchange for a commitment to

" provide Assyria with military support. In any case, the five-centuries-long
Egyptian dream to reestablish their Canaanite empire was fulfilled. The
Egyptians regained control of agricultural wealth and international routes
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of trade in the rich lowlands. Yer as in the time of the great conquering
pharachs of the New Kingdom, the relatively isolated inhabitants of the
highlands—now organized as the kingdom of Judah-—were relatively
unimportant to the Egyptians. And so, at least in the beginning, they were
largely left to themselves.

A New Conquest of the Promised Land

The withdrawal of the Assyrians from the northern tegions of the land of
Israel created a situation that must have seemed, in Judahite eyes, like a
- long-expected miracle. A century of Assyrian domination had come to an
end; Egypt was interested maihly in the coast; and the wicked northern -
kingdom of Israel was no more. The path seemed open for a final fulfill-
ment of Judahite ambitions. Finally it seemed possible for Judah to expand
to the north, take over the territories of the vanquished northern kingdom
in the highlands, centralize the Israelite cult and establish a great, Pan-
Israclite state. '

Such an ambitious plan would require active and powerful propaganda.
The book of Deuteronomy established the unity of the people of Israel and
* the centrality of their national cult place, but it was the Deuteronomistic
History and parts of the Pentateuch that would create an epic saga to ex-
press the power and passion of a resurgent Judah’s dreams. This is presum-
ably the reason why the aurthors and editors of the Deuteronomistic
History and parts of the Penirateuch gathered and reworked the most pre-
cious traditions of the people of Israel: to gird the nation for the great na- -
tional struggle that lay ahead. i

Embellishing and elaborating the stories contained in the first four
books of the Torah, they wove together regional variations of the stories of
the patriarchs, placing the adventures of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in a
world strangely reminiscent of the seventh century Bce and emphasizing
the dominance of Judah over all Israel. They fashioned a great national epic
- of liberation for all the tribes of Israel, against a grear and dominating
. pharach, whose realm was uncannily similar in ics geographical details ro
that of Psammetichus.

In the Deuteronomistic History, they created a single epic of the con-
quest of Canaan, with the scenes of the fiercest battles—in the Jordan val-
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ley, the area of Bethel, the Shephelah foothills, and the centers of former Is-
raelite (and lacely Assyrian) adminiseration in the north— precisely where
their new conquest of Canaan would have to be waged. The powerful and
prosperous northern kingdom, in whose shadow‘}udah had lived for more
than two centuries, was condemned as an historical aberration—a sinful
breakaway from the true Israelite heritage. The only righdful rulers of all Is-
raclite territories were kings from the lineage of David, especially the pious
Josiah. Bethel, the great cult center of the northern kingdom, which Josiah
took over, was strongly condemnped. “Canaanites,” that is, all non-Israelite
inhabitants, were also disparaged, with a serict prohibition against inter-
marriage of Israclites with foreign women, which, according to the
Deuteronomistic History and the Pentateuch, would only lure the people
into idolatry. Both those policies were probably related to the practical
challenge of expanding into parts of the Land of Israel where large numbers
of non-Israclites had been settled by the Assyrians, especially the southern
regions of the former northern kingdom, around Bethel.

It is impossible to know if earlier versions of the history of Israel were
composed in the time of Hezekiah or by dissident factions during the long
reign of Manasseh, or if the great epic was composed entirely during .
Josiahs reign. Yet it is clear that many of the characters described in the
Deuteronomistic Hisrory—such as the pious Joshua, Dz_ivid, and
‘Hezekiah and the apostate Ahaz and Manasseh—are portrayed as mirror
images, positive and negative, of Jostah. The Deuteronomistic History was
not history writing in the modern sense. It was a composition simultane-
" ously ideological and theological.

In the seventh century BCE, for the first time in the history of ancient '
Israel, there was a popular audience for such works. Judah had become a
highly centralized state in which literacy was spreading from the capital -
and the main towns to the countryside. It was a process that had apparentdy
started in the eighth century, but reached a culmination only in the time of
Josiah. Writing joined preaching as 2 medium for advancing a set of quite
revolutionary political, religious, and social ideas. Despite its tales of apos-
tasy and the disloyalty of Isracl and its monarchs, despite its cycles of sin,
retribution, and redemption, with all its calamities of the past, the Bible of-
fers a profoundly optimistic history. It promised its readers and listeners
they would be participants in the story’s happy ending—when their own
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King Jos.iah would purge Israel from the abominations of its neighbors, re-
deem its sins, institute general observance of the true laws of YHWH, and
take the first steps to make the legendary kingdom of David a realicy.

Revolution in the Countryside

. Josiah’s were clearly messianic times. The Deuteronomistic camp was win-
ning and the atmosphere in Jerusalem must have been one of excep.tional
exhilaration. But the lesson of the transition from the righteous Hezekiah
to the sinful Manassch had not been forgotten. Josial’s reformers surely
faced opposition. So the time would also have been one for education and
social reform. In that connection, it is important to note that the book of
Deuteronomy contains ethical laws and provisions for social welfare that
have no parallel anywhere else in the Bible. Deuteronomy calls for the pro-
tection of the individual, for the defense of what we would call today
human rights and human dignity. Its laws offer an unprecedented concern
for the weak and helpless within Judahite society: o

If there is among you a poor man, one of your brethren, in any of your towns
within your land which the Lorp your God gives you, vou shall not harden
your heart or shut your hand against your poor brother, bur you shall open your
hand to him, and lend him sufficient for his need, whatever it may be.

(DeuTERONOMY 15; 7—8)

You shall not pervert the justice due to the sojourner or to the fatherless, or take
a widow’s garment in pledge; but yvou shall remember that you were a slave in
Egyptrand the Lorp your God redeemed you from there; therefore I command

you to do this. (DEUTERONOMY 24: 17-18)

This was not to be a marter of mere charity, but a cénsciousness that grew
out of the shared perception of nationhood, now strongly reinforced by the
historical saga of Israel, codified in text. The rights of family land were to
be protected by prohibition against the moving of ancient boundary stones
(19:14) and the inheritance rights of wives rejected by their husbands were
secured (21:15—17). Farmers were instructed to give the tithe to the poor
every third year (14:28—29); resident aliens were protected from discrimina-
. tion (2.4:14-15). Slaves were 1o be freed after six years of servitude (15:12-15).

.
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These are only a few examples of the wide range of personal legislation that
was meant to override the traditional injustices and inequalities of every-
day life.

The functioning of government was also addressed, with a clear inten-
tion to limit the power of the leaders of Judahite society to exploit their po-
sitions for their own interest or oppress the population at large:

You. shall appoint judges and officers in all your towns which the Loro your
God gives you, according to your tribes; and they shall judge the people with
righteous judgment. You shall no¢ pervere justicé; you shall not show pariality;
and you shall not rake a bribe, for a bribe blinds the.eycs of the wise and subverts

the cause of the righteous. (16:18-19)

Even the king was to be subject to the laws of the covenant and it is clear
thar the authors of Deuteronomy had both the sins of the kings of Israel
and the righteousness of Josiah in mind:

One from among your brethren you shall set as king over yOU; you may not put
a foreigner over you, who is not your brother. Only he must not multiply horses
for himself, or cause the people to rerurn ro Egy?t in order to multiply horses,
since the LorD has said to you, “You shall never return that way again.” And he
shall not mubtiply wives for himself; lest his heart turn away; nor shall he greatly
muftiply for himself sitver and gold. And when he'sits on the throne of his king-
dom, he shall write for himself in a book a copy of this law, from that which is
in the charge of the Levitical priests; and it shali be with him, and he shail read”
in it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the L.orp his God, by keep-
ing all the words of this law and these statures, and doing them; that his heart
may not be lifeed up above his brethren, and that he may not turn aside from the
commandment, either to the right hand or to the left; so thar he may continue

long in his kingdom, he and his children, in Israel. (z7:15-20)

Perhaps the single most evocative archaeological artifact seemingly ex-
emplifying this new consciousness of individual rights was discovered in
1960 ar a fortress of the late seventh century BCE known to archacologists
as Mesad Hashavyahu, located on the Mediterrancan coast south of mod-
ern Tel Aviv (Figure 27, p. 258). Inside the ruins of this fortress were frag-
ments of imported Greek pottery that testify to the probable presence of
Greek mercenary soldiers there. To judge from the Yahwistic names that
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appear on ostraca found at the site, there were also Judahites at the foreress,
some of them working in the surrounding fields and some serving as sol-
diers and officers. One of the workers composed an outraged appeal to the
commander of the garrison, written in ink onra broken pottery sherd. This
precious Hebrew inscription is perhaps the earliest archaeological evidence
that we possess of the new attitude and the new rights offered by the

Deuteronomic law:

May the official, my lord, hear the plea of his servant. Your servant is working ac.
the harvese. Your servant was in Hasar-asam. Your servant did his reaping, fin-
ished and stored [the grain] 2 few days ago before stopping. When your servant
had finished his reaping and had stored it a few days ago, Hoshayahu son of
Shabay came and took your scrvant’s garment. When I had finished my reaping, .
at that time, a few days ago, he took your servanc’s garment. All my companions
will testify for me, all who were reaping with me in the heat of the sun—-they -
will testify for me that this is true. I am gﬁiltiess of an infraction. {So) please re-
turn my garment. If the official does not consider it an-obligation to return yéur
servant’s garment, ttlc-:n have pity upon him and return your servant’s garment.

You must not remain silent when your servant is without his garment.

Here was a personal demand that the law be observed, despite the differ-
ence in social rank between the addressee and the petitioner. A demand of
rights by one individual against another is a revolutionary step away from
. the waditional Near Eastern reliance solely on the power of the clan to en-
sure its members’ communal rights.

This is a single example, preserved by chance, in the ruins of a site far
from the center of Judah. Yer its significance is clear. The laws of Deuteron-
omy stand as a new code of individual rights and obligations for the people
of Israel. They also served as the foundation for a universal social code and
system of community values that endure—-even today.

Archaeology and the Josianic Reforms

Although archacology has proved invaluable in uncovering the long-term
social developments that underlie the historical evolution of Judah and the
birth of the Deuteronomistic movement, it has been far less successful in
providing evidence for Josiah’s specific accomplishments. The temple of
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‘Bethel—Josiah’s primary target in his campaign against idolatry—has not

yet been located and only one contemporary Judahite temple outside
Jerusalem has so far been discovered. Ies fate during Josiah’s program of re-
ligious centralization is unclear.”

Likewise, seals and seal impressions of late-monarchic Judahite officials
and dignirtaties provide only possible evidence for Josiah's reforms. Though
earlier Judahite seals had featured icons related to astral cult-—images of
stars and the moon that appear to be sacred symbols—in the late seventh
century most of the seals include only names (and sometimes floral decora-
tion), conspicuously lacking iconic decorations. Artistic styles in other re-
gions such as Ammon and Moab evidence a similar shift, which may be
related to the general spread of literacy throughout the region, but none is
as pronounced as Judah’s, which may possibly reflect the influence of
Josiah’s reform in insisting that the imageless YETWH was the only legiti-
mate focus of venerarion and in discouraglng the worship of the heavenly
powers in visible form.

Other evidence, however, seems to suggest that Josiah failed to stop the
veneration of graven images, since figurines of a standing woman support-
ing her breast with her hands (generally identified with the goddess
Asherah) have been found in abundance within private dwelling com-
pounds at all major late-seventh century sites in Judah. Thus, at least on a
household level, this popular cult seems to have continued despite the reli-

gious policy emanating from Jerusalem.

Fow Far Did ]osiah’s'Rﬁ_tvolution Go?

The extent of Josiah's territorial conquests has so far been only roughly de-
termined by archaeological and historical criteria (see Appendix F). Al-
_ though the sancruary at Bethel has not been discovered, typical
seventh-century Judahire artifacts have been found in the surrounding re-

* This temple was excavated at the fortress of Arad in the south. According to the excavaror Yohanan Aha-
roni, the temple went out of use in the late seventh/eady sixth century, when a new fortification wall was
builc over iz. This appasently significd the temple’s closure or abundosment, close to the time of Josials re-
forms. However, other scholars question this dating and ase not so cerrain thar the Arad temple ceased to
function in this peried, as Josiah apparently would have wished.
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gion. It is possible that Josiah expanded farther north in the direction of
Samaria (as suggested in 2 Kings 23:19), but as yet no dear archaeclogical
evidence has been found. _ :

In the west, the fact that Lachish was re-fortified and thar it again served
as a major Judahite fort is probably the best evidence that Josiah continued
to control the areas of the Shephelah revived by his grandfather Manasseh.
But Josiah could bardly expand farther west, into areas that were important
for Egyptian interests. In the south, continuous Judahite occupation sug-
gests that Josiah controlled the Beersheba valley and possibly the forts far-
ther south, which had been established a few decades earlier by Manasseh,
under Assyrian domination,

Basically, the kingdom under Josiah was a diréct continuadion of Judah
under Manasseh’s rule. Its population probably did not exceed seventy-five
thousand, with relatively dense occupation of the rural areas in the Judean
'hill country, a network of settlements in the arid zones of the east and
south, and a relatively sparse population in the Shephelah. It was in many

ways a densely settled city-state, as the capital held about 20 percent of the |

population. Urban life in Jerusalem reached a peak that would be equaled
only in Roman times. The state was well organized and highly centralized
asin the time of Manasseh. But in terms of its religious development-and
literary expression of national identity, the era of Josiah marked a dramatic
new stage in Judah's history.

Showdown at Megiddo

© Josiah’s life was cut short unexpectedly. In 610 BCE, Psammetichus 1, the
founder of the Egyptian Twenty-sixth Dynasty, died and was succeeded on
the throne by his son Necho II. In the course of a military expedition north-
ward, to help the crumbling Assyrian empire iight the Babylonians, a fate-
ful confrontation occurred. The second book of Kings describes the event
in laconic, almost telegraphic terms: “In his days Pharaoh Necho king of
Egypt went up to the king of Assyria to the river Euphrates. King Josiah
. went to meet him; and Pharaoh Necho slew him at Megiddo, when he saw

him” (2 Kings 23:29). The second book of Chronicles adds some detail,
transforming the account of the death of Josiah into a battlefield tragedy:

-
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Necho king of Egype went up to fighr at Carchemish on the Euphrates and
Josiah went out against him. But he [Necho] sent envoys to him, saying, “What
have we to do with each other, king of Judah? I am not coming against you this
day .. . Nevertheless Josiah would not turn away from him . . . but joined bat-
tle in the plain of Megiddo. And the archers shot King Josiah; and rhe king
said to-his servants, “Take me away, for I am badly wounded.” So his servants
took him out of the chariot and carried him in his second chatiot and brought
" him to Jerusalem. And be died, and was buried in the tombs of his fathers.”

{2 CHRONICLES 35:20—24)

Which of these accounts is more accurate? What do they say about the
success or failure of Josiah’s reforms? And what significance do the events at

Megiddo have for the evolution of the biblical faith? The answer lies, once -

again, in the unfolding political situation in the region. Assyria’s power
continued to dwindle, and the ongoing Babylonian pressure on the heart-
land of the dying empire threatened to unbalance the ancient world and to
endanger Egyptian interests in Asia. Egypt decided to intervene on the side
of the Assyrians, and in 616 its army marched to the north. Bur this move
did not stop the Assyrian collapse. The great Assyrian capital of Nineveh
. fell in 612, and the Assyrian court escaped to Haran in the west, an event
that was recorded by the prophet Zephaniah (2:13-15). Two years later, in
610, when Psammetichus died and his son Necho came to the throne, the
Egyptian forces in the north were forced o withdraw, and the Babyioniaﬁs
took Haran. In the following year, Necho decided to move and set off for
the north.

Many biblical historians have preferred the version of 2 Chronicles,
which describe a real battle between Necho and Josiah at Megiddo in 609.
According to their view, Josiah had expanded over the entire hill country
territories of the ex-northern kingdom, that is, he annexed the former As-
syrian province of Samaria. He then extended his rule farther north to
Megiddo, where he built a great fort on the east of the mound. He made
Megiddo a northern, strategic outpost of the growing Judahire state. Some
scholars proposed that his goal was to side with the Babylonians against As-
syria by blocking the advance of Necho in the narrow pass that leads to
Megiddo. Some even argued that the passage in 2 Chronicles 34:6 was reli-
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able, and that Josiah managed o expand farther to die north, into the ex-
Israelité territories in Galilee. '

Yet the idea thar Josiah arrived at Megiddo with an effective military
force to try to stop Necho and prevent him from marching to the north is
abit far-fetched. It is highly unlikely that Josiah had a large enough army to
risk a battle with the Egyptians. Until about 630 BcE, his kingdom was still
under Assyrian dominarion, and later, it is inconceivable that Psam-
metichus, who was strong enough to control the entire eastern Mediter-
ranean coast up to Phoenicia, would have let Judah develop a strong
military force. In any case, it would have been a great gamble for Josiah to
risk his army against the Egyptians so far from the heartland of his realm.
So the version of Kings is probably more reliable. '

Nadav Naaman has offered a very different explanat.ioh. He has sug-
gested that one of the reasons for Necho to march through Palestine
in 6oy, a year after the death of Psammetichus and his accession to the
throne of Egypt, was to obrtain a renewed oath of loyalty from his vassals.
According to custom, their previous oath to Psammetichus would have be-
come invalid with his death. Josiah, accordingly, would have been sum-
moned to the Egyptian stronghold at Megiddo to meet Necho and to
swear a new oath of loyalty. Yet for some reason, Necho decided to exe- -
cute him. '

What did Josiah do that infuriated the Egyptian monarch? Josiah’s drive
to the north, into the Samaria hill country, could have threatened the
Egyptian interests in the Jezreel valley, Or perhaps an atrempt by Josiah to
expand in the west, beyond his territories in the Shephelah, could have en-
dangered Egyptian interests in Philista. No less plausible is Baruch
Halpern’s suggestion that Necho could have been angered by independent
policies of Josiah in the south, along the sensitive routes of the Arabian
trade. ' .

One thing is clear. The Deuteronomistic historian, who saw Josiah as a
divinely anointed messiah destined to redeem Judah and lead it to glory
was clearly at a loss to explain how such a historical catastrophe could occur
and left only a. curt, enigmatic reference to Josiah’s death. The dreams of
this king and would-be messiah were brutally silenced ac the hill of
Megiddo. Decades of spiritual revival and visionary hopes seemingly col-
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lapsed overnight. Josiah was dead and the people of Israel were again en-
slaved by Egypt.

The Last of the Davidic Kings
If this was not devastating enough, the following years brought even
greater calamities. After the death of Josiah, the great reform movement
apparently crumbled. The last four kings of Judah— chrec of them sons of
Josiah——are negatively judged in the Bible, as apostates. Indeed, the last
two decades in the history of Judah are described by the Deuteronomistic
History as a period of continuous decline, leading to the destruction of the
Judahirce state. . ,

Josialis successor Jehodhaz, seemingly anti-Egypuian, ruled for only
three months and reverted to the idolatrous ways of the earlier kings of
Judah. Deposed and exiled by Pharaoh Necho, he was replaced by his
brother Jehoiakim, who also “did what was evil in the sight of the Lord,”
adding insult to impiety by exacting tribute from the people of the land in
order to hand it over to Pharaoh Nechao, his overlord.

There is clear documentation in the Bible (including the prophetic
works of the time), confirmed by extrabiblical sources, that describes the
tumultuous seruggle berween the rival great powers that took place in the
years that followed the death of Josiah. Egypt apparently maintained con-
trol of the western territories of the former Assyrian empire for several
more years, bringing to a new height the dreams of resurrecting the
pharaonic glory of old. But in Mesopotamia, the power of the Babylonians
steadily grew. In 605 BCE, the Babylonian crown prince later known as
- Nebuchadnezzar crushed the Egyptian army at Carchemish in Syria (an
event recorded in Jeremiah 46:2), causing the Egyptian forces to flee in N
panic back toward the Nile. With. that defeat, the Assyrian empire was fi-
nally and irrevocably dismembered, and Nebuchadnezzar, now king of
Babylon, sought to gain complete control over all the lands to the west.

The Babylonian forces soon marched down the Mediterranean coastal
plain, laying waste to the rich Philistine cities. In Judah, the pro-Egyptian
faction that had taken over the Jerusalem court a few months after the
death of Josiah was thrown into a panic—and their desperate appeals to
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Necho for military assistance against the Babylonians merely heightened
their political vulnerability in the terrible days that lay ahead.

And so the Babylonian noose around Jerusalem tightened. The Babylo-
nians were now intent on the phindcr and complete devastation of the Ju-
dahite state. After the sudden death of Jehoiakim, his son Jehoiachin faced
the might of the terrifying Babylonian army:

At that time the servants of Nebuchadnezzar king “of Babylon came up 1o
]erusalem, and the city was besieged. And Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon
came to the éity, while his servants were besieging it; and Jehotachin the king of
Judah gave himself up to the king of Babylon, himself, and his mother, and his
servants, and his princes, and his palace officials. The king of Babylon ook him -
prisoner in the eighth year of his reign, and carried off all the treasures of the
house of the Lorp, and the treasures of the king’s house, and cut in pieces all
the vessels of gold in the temple of the Lorp, which Soelomon king of Israel had
made, as the Lorp had forerold. He carried away all Jerusalem, and al} the
princes, and all the mighty men of valor, ren rhousand captives, and all the
ceaftstnen and the smiths; none remained, except the pootest people of the land.
And he carried away Jehoiachin to Babylon; the king’s mother, the king's wives,
his ‘officials, and the chief men of the land, he took into captivity from
Jerusalem to Babylon. And the king of Babylon brought captive to Babylon all
the men of valor, seven thousand, and the craftsmen and the smichs, one thou-

sand, all of them strong and fit for war. (2 Kinas 24:10-16)

These events that took place in 597 BCE are.also documented by the Baby-
lonian Chronicle: '

‘In the seventh year, the month of Kislev, the king of Aldcad mustered his troops,
marched to the Hatti-land, and encamped against the City of Judah and on the
second day of the month of Adar he seized the city and capiured the king, He
appointed there a king of his own choice and taking heavy tribure brought it
back into Babylon. .

The Jerusalem aristocracy and priesthood—among whom the
Deuteronomistic ideology burned most passionately—were taken off into
exile, to leave increasing conflict among those remaining factions of the
Davidic royal house and court who had no clear idea what to do.

AR
v
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Burt that was only the first step in the forcible dismantling of Judah.
Nebuchadnezzar imme&iately replaced the exiled Jehoiachin with his
uncle Zedekiah, apparently a more docile vassal. Ir was a mistake; a few
years later Zedekiah plotted with neighboring kings to rise up ag-a,in, and
like a character in a Greek tragedy, he doomed himself and his city. In 587
BCE Nebuchadnezzar arrived with his formidable army and laid s;ege o
Jerusalem. It was the beginning of the end.

With the Babylonian forces rampaging through the countryside, the
outlying cities of Judah fell one by one. Clear archacological evidence
for the last years of the southern kingdom has come from almost every
late-monarchic site excavated in Judah: in the Beersheba valley, in the
Shephelah, and in the Judahite highlands. At the fortress of Arad, a center
of Judahite control and military operations in the south, a group of ostraca,
or inscribed potsherds, were found in the rubble of the destruction con-
taining the frantic orders for the movements of troops and transportation
of foed suppiies. At Lachish in the Shépheiah, ostraca found in the ruins
of the last city gate offer a poignant glimpse of the last moments of the
independence of Judah as the signal fires from the neighboring towns
are snuffed out, one by one. Presumably written to the commander of
Lachish from an 1 outpost in the vicinity, it reveals an impending sense of

doom:

And may my lord know that we are watching for the signals of Lachish accord-

ing to all the signs that my lord gave. For we do not see Azckah . . .

This grim reporst is confirmed by a description in the book of Jeremiah
{(34:7), thar notes that Lachish and Azckah were indeed the last cities in
Judah to withstand the Babylonlan assault.

Finally, all that was left was Jerusalem. The biblical description of'its last
hours is nothing less than horrifying:

. the famine was so severe in the city that there was no food for the people of
the land. Then a breach was made in the city; the king with all the men of war
fled by night . . . And they went in the direcrion of the Arabah. Bur the army of
rhe Chaldeans pursucd.thc king, and overrook him in the plains of Jericho; and
all his army was scatrered from him. Then they caprured the king, and broughe -

“him up to the king of Babylon ar Riblah, who passed senrence upon lim. They
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slew the sons of Zedekiah before his cyés, and pue out the eyes of Zedekiah, and

bound him in fetrers, and took him o Babylon. (2 Kinags 25:3-7)
The last act in the tragedy ook place abouta month later:

Nebuzaradan, the caprain of the bodyguards, a servant of the king of B:{i‘;}rlon,
came to Jerusalem. And he burned the house of the Lorp and the king’s house
and all the houses of Jerusalem . . . And alf the army of the Chaldeans . . . broke
down the walls around Jerusalem. And the rest of the people who were left in
the city . . . Nebuzaradan the caprain of the guard carried into exile. (2 Kings

25:8~11)

The archacological finds convey only the last horrible moments of vio-
lence. Signs of a great conflagration have been traced almost everywhere
within the city walls. Arrowheads found in the houses and near the north-
ern fortifications attest to the intensity of the last battle for Jerusalem. The’
private houses, which were set alight and collapsed, burying all that was in
them, created the charred heaps of rubble that stood as a testament to the-
thoroughness of Jerusalern’s destrucrion by the Babylonians for the next
century and a half (Nehemiah 2:13). _

" And so it was all over. Four hundred years of Judah’s history came to an
end in fire and blood. The proud kingdom of Judah was utterly devastated,
its economy tuined, its socicty ripped apart. The last king in a dynasty that
had ruled for centuries was tortured and imprisoned in Babylon. His sons
were all killed. The Temple of Jerusalem — the only legitimate place for the
worship of YHWH -—was destroyed.

The religion and narional existence of the people of Israel could have
ended in this great disaster. Miraculously, both survived.
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Eii'ie and Return

(586%:. 440 BCE)

In order ro understand the full story of ancient Isracl and the making of
biblical history; we cannot stop at Josiah’s death, nor can we halt at the de-
struction of ]erusalerh and the Temple and the fall of the Davidic dynasty.
It is crucial to examine what happened in Judah in the decades thar fol-
lowed the Babylonian conquest, to survey the developments that occurred
among the exiles in Babylon, and to recount the events that took place in
post-exilic Jerusalem. In these times and places, the texts of both the Pen-
tateuch and the Deuteronomistic History underwent far-reaching addi-
tions and revisioné, arriving at what was substantially their final form.
Meanwhile the people of Israel developed new modes of communal organ-
izatioh and worship in Babylon and Jerusalem during the sixth and fifih
centuries BCE that formed the foundations of Second Temple Judaism and
thus of early Christianity. The events and processes that took place in
the century and half after the conquest of the kingdom of Judah—as we
can reconstruct them from the historical sources and archaeological
evidence—are therefore crucial for understanding how the Judeo-
Christian tradition emerged.

Before continuing with the biblical story we must take note of the
meaningful change in the biblical sources at our disposal. The Deutcrono-
mistic History, which narrated the history of Israel from the end of the

2006
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wandering in the wilderness to the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem, ends
abruptly. Other biblical authors take over. The situation in Judah after the
destruction is described in the book of Jeremiah, while the book of Fzekiel
(written by one of the exiles) provides information on the life and expecta-
tions of the Judahite deportees in Babylonia. Events that took place when
the successive waves of exiles returned to Jerusalem are reported in the
books of Ezra and Nehemiah and by the prophets Haggai and Zechariah.
This is also the moment in our story when we must change our terminol-
ogy: the kingdom of Judah becomeés Yehud-——the Aramaic name of the
provinee in the Persian empire—and the people of Judah, the Judahites,
will henceforth be khown as Yehudim, or Jews. )

From Destruction to Restorarion

This climactic phase of the history of Isracl begins with a scenc of utter dis-
aster and hopelessness. Jerusalem is destroyed, the Temple is in ruins, the
last reigning Davidic king, Zedekiah, is blinded and exiled, his sons
slaughtered. Many members of the Judahite elite are deported. The situa-
tion has reached a low point and it seems as if the history of the people of
Israel has reached a bitter and irreversible end.

Not quite so. From the concluding chapter of 2 Kings and from the
book of Jeremiah, we learn that part of the population of Judah had sur-
vived and was not deported. The Babylonian authorities even allowed
them a measure of autonomy, appointing an official named Gedaliah, the
son of Ahikam, to rule over the people who remained in Judah, admitredly
“the poorest of the land.” Mizpah, a modest town north of Jerusalem, be-
came the center of Gedaliah’s administration and a haven for other Ju-
dahites, like the prophet Jeremiah, who had opposed the ill-fated uprising
against Babylonia. Gedaliah tried to persuade the people of Judah to coop-
erate with the Babylonians and rebuild their lives and furure, despite the
destruction of the Temple and the city of Jerusalem. Bur soon Gedaliah was
assassinated by Ishmael, the son of Nethaniah, “of the royal family”—pos-
sibly because Gedaliah’s cooperation with the Babylontans was viewed as
~ posing a threat to the future hopes of the Davidic house. Other Judahite
officials and Babylonian imperial representatives present at Mizpah were
also killed. The surviving members of the local population decided to flee
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for their lives, leaving Judah virtually uninhabited. The people “both small
and great” went to Egypt, “for they were afraid of the Chaldeans” (as the
Babylonians were also known). The prophet Jeremiah fled with them,
bringing to an apparent end centuries of Israelite occupation of the
Promised Land (2 Kings 25:22-26; Jeremiah 40:7-43:7). '

The Bible provides few details about the life of the exiles during the next
fifty years. Qur only sources are the indirect and often obscure allusions in
various prophetic works. Ezekiel and Second Isaiah (chapters 4055 in the
book of Isaiah) tell us that the Judahite exiles lived both in the capital city
of Babylon and in the countryside. The priestly and royal deportees estab-
lished new lives for themselves, with the exiled Davidic king Jehoiachin-—
rather than the disgraced and blinded Zedekiah— possibly maintaining
some sort of authority over the comimuniry. From scattered references in
the book of Ezekiel, it seemns that the Judahite settlements were placed in
undeveloped areas of the Babylonian kingdom, near newly dug canals.
Fzekiel, himself an exiled priest of the Jerusalem Temple, lived for a while
in a settlement on an ancient mound named Tel-abib (in Hebrew, Tel Aviv;
Ezekiel 3:15).

Of the nature of their life, the biblical texts reveal little except to note that |
the exiles settled in for a long stay, following the advice of Jeremiah: “Build
houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives
and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daugh-
ters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and
do nor decrease” (Jeremiah 29:5—6). But history would soon take a sudden
and dramatic turn that would bring many of the exiles back to Jerusalem.’

The mighty Neo-Babylonian empire crumbled and was conquered by
the Persians in 539 BCE. In the first year of his reign, Cyrus, the founder
of the Persian empire, issued a royal decree for the restoration of Judah and

- the Temple:

Thus says Cyrus king of Persia: The Lorp, the God of heaven, has given me all
the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a house at
Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whoever is among you of all his people, may his
God be with him, and let him go up to Jerusalem, which is in Judah, and re-
build the house of the Lorp, the God of Isracl—he is the God who is in
Jerusalem. (Fzra 1:2-3) ‘
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A leader of the exiles named Sheshbazzar, described in Ezra 1:8 as “the
prince of Judah” (probably indicating that he was a son of the exiled Da-
vidic king Jehoiachin), led the first group of returnees to Zion. They re-
portedly carried with them the Temple treasures thar Nebuchadnezzar had
taken from Jerusalem half a century earlier. A list of returnees by rown of
origin, family, and number follows, about fifty thousand altogether. They
settled in their old homeland and laid the foundations for a new Temple. A
few years later another wave of returnees gathered in Jerusalem. Led by
Jeshua the son of Jozadak and an apparent grandson of Jehoiachin named
Zerubbabel, they built an altar and celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles. In
a moving scene they began to rebuild the Temple:

And all the people shouted with a great shout, when they praised the Lorp, be-
cause the foundation of the house of the Lorp was faid. But many of the priests
and Levites and heads of fathers’ houses, old men who had seen the first house,
wept with a loud veice when they saw the foundatdion of this house being laid,
thougﬁ many shouted aloud for joy; so that the people could not distinguish the
sound of the joyful shout from the sound of the people’s weeping, for the people

shouted with a great shoue, an_d the sound was heard afar. (Ezra 3:11-13)

The people of Samaria— the ex-citizens of the northern kingdom and
the deportees who were brought there by the Assyrians— heard about the
beginning of the construction of the second Témplc; came to Zerubbabel,
and asked to join the work. But Jeshua the priest and Zerubbabel sent the
norcherners away, bluntly saying that “you have nothing to do with us in
building a house to our God” (Ezra 4:3). The faction that had preserved it-
self in exile now believed that it had the divine right to determine the char-
acter of Judahite orthodoxy.

In resentment, “the people of the land” hindered the work, and even
wrote to the Persian king, accusing the Jews of “rebuilding that rebellious
and wicked city” and predicting thar “if this city is rebuilt and the walls fin-
ished, they will not pay tribute, custom, or toll, and the royal revenue will
be impaired. . . . you will then have no possession in the province Beyond
the River.” (Ezra 4:12—16). Receiving this letter, the Persian king ordered a
halt to the construction work in Jerusalem.

But Zerubbabel and Jeshua nevertheless continued the work. And when
the Persian governor of the province learned about it and came to inspect
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the site, he demanded to know who gave the permission to start rebuilding,
He was referred to the original decree of Cyrus. According to the book of
Ezra, the governor then wrote to the new king, Darius, for a royal decision.
Darius instructed him not only to let the work continue, bur also to defray
all expenses from the revenue of the state, to supply the Temple with ani-
mals for sacrifice, and to punish whoever tries to prevent the implementa-
tion of the royal edict. The construction of the Temple was then finished in
the year 516 BCE. Thus began the era of Second Temple Judaism.

Another dark period of over half a century passed until Ezra the scribe,
from the family of the chief priest Aaron, came to Jerusalem from Babylo-
nia (probably in 458 BcE). “He was a scribe skilled in the faw of Moses
© which the Lorp the God of Israel had given . . . For Ezra had set his heart
o study the law of the Lord” (Ezra 7:6,10). Ezra was sent to make inguiries
“about Judah and Jerusalem” by Artaxerxes king of Persia, who authorized
him to take with him an additional group of Jewish exiles from Babylon
who wanted to go there. The Persian king provided Ezra with funds and ju-
dicial authority. Arriving in Jerusalem with the latest wave of returnees,
Fzra was shocked ro find ourt that the people of Israel, including priests and
Levites, did not separate themselves from the abominations of their neigh-
bots. They inrermarried and freely mixed with the people of the land.

Ezra tinmediately ordered all the returnees to gather in Jerusalem:

Then all the men of Judah and Benjamin assembled at Jerusalem. . . . And all
the people sat in the open square before the house of God. . . . And Ezra the
priest stood up and said to them, "You have respassed and married foreign
women, and so increased the guilt of Israel. Now then make confession to the
Lorp the God of your fathers, and do his will; separate yourselves from zhg
peoples of the land and from the foreign wives.” Then all the assembly answered
with a loud voice, ‘It is s0; we must do as you have said. . . . “Then the returned

exiles did so” (Fzra 10:9-16).

Ezra——one of the most influential figures of biblical times—then disap-
peared from the scene. . .
The other hero of that time was Nehemiah, the cupbearer, or high court
official, of the Persian king. Nehemiah heard about the poor state of the in-
habitants of Judah and about Jerusalen'’s terrible condition of disrepair.
Deeply affecred at this news, he asked the Persian king Artaxerxes to go to
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Jerusalem to rebuilt the city of his fathers. The king granted Nehemiah
permission and appointed him to the post of governor. Soon after arriving,
in Jerusalem (around 445 BCE), Nehemiah set out on a nighttime inspec-
tion rour of the city and then summoned the people to join in a great,
communal effort to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem, so thar “we may no
longer suffer disgrace.” ‘But when the neighbors of Judih— the leaders of”
Samaria and Ammon, and the Arabs of the south—heard about Ne-
hemiah’s plans to fortify Jerusalem; they accused the Jews of planning an
uprising against the Persian authérities and plotied to attack the city. Work
on the wall continued to completion nonetheless. Nehemiah was also ac-
tive in implementing social legislation, condemning those who extracted
interest, and urging restitution of land ro the poor. At the same time, he
too prohibited Jewish intermarriage with foreign wives.

‘These rulings by Ezra and Nehemiah in Jerusalem in the fifth centiry
8CE laid the foundations for Second Temple Judaism in the establishment
of clear boundaries between the Jewish people and their neighbors and in
the strict enforcement of the Deuteronomic Law. Their efforts—and che
efforts of other Judean priests and scribes which toolk . place over the one
hundred and fifty years of exile, suffering, soul-searching, and political re-
habifitation—led to the birth of the Hebrew Bible in its substantially final

form.

From Catastrophe to Historical Revisionism

The great scriptural saga woven together during the reign of Josiah, which
told the story of Istael from God’s promise to the patriarchs, through Exo-
dus, conquest, united monarchy, the divided states— ultimately to the dis-
covery of the book of the Law in the Jerusalem Temple—was a brilliant
- and passionate composition. It aimed at explaining why past evenrs sug-
gested future triumphs, at justifying the nced for the religious reforms of
Deuteronomy, and most practically, at backing the rerritorial ambitions of
“the Davidic dynasty. But at the very moment when Josiah was abour to re-
deem Judah, he was struck down by the pharaoh. His successors backslid
into idolatry and small-minded scheming. Egypt reclaimed possession of
the coast, and the Babylonians soon arrived to put an end to the national
existence of Judah. Where was the God who promised redemption? While
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most other nations of the ancient Near East would have been content to
accept the verdict of history, shrug their collective shoulders, and transfer
their reverence to the god of the victor, the later editors of the Deuterono-
mistic History went back to the drawing board.

Jehoiachin, the king exiled from Jerusalem in 597 B¢k and the leader of
the Judahite communirty in Babylon, could have represented the last best
hope for the eventual restoration of the Davidic dynasty. But the previ-
ously unchallenged belief that a Davidic heir would fulfill the divine prom-
ises could no longer be taken for granted in light of the catastrophe that
had just occurred. Indeed, the desperate need to reinterpret the histor-
ical events of the preceding decades led to a reworking of the original

‘Deuteronomistic History—in order to explain how the long-awaited mo-
ment of redemption, so perfectly keyed to the reign of Jehoiachin’s grand—
father Josiah, had failed to marerialize.
" The American biblical scholar Frank Moore Cross long ago identi-
fied what he believed to be two distinct redactions, or editions, of the
Deuteronomistic History, reflecting the difference in historical awareness
before and after the exile. The earlier version, which is known in biblical
scholarship as Dtr!, was presumably written during the reign of Josiah and
was, as we have argued, entirely devoted to furthering that monarch’s reli-
gious and political aims. According to Cross and the many scholars who
have followed him, the first Deuteronomistic Hisfory, D!, ended with
the passages describiﬁg the great destruction of idolatrous high places
throughout the country and the celebration of the first national Passover in
Jerusalem. Thar celebration was a symbolic replay of the great Passover of
Moses, a feast commemorating deliverance from slavery to freedom under
YHWH and anticipating Judahs liberation from the new yoke of Egypt
under Pharaoh Necho. Indeed, the original Deuteronomistic History re-
counts the story of Israel from the last speech of Moses to the conquest of
Canaan led by Joshua ro the giving of a new Law and a renewed conq;uest
of the Promised Land by Josiah. It was a story with an ending of divine re-
demption and eternal bliss.
But catastrophe stiuck. Centuries of efforts and hopes proved to be in
vain. Judah was again enslaved by Egypt—rthe same Egypt from which
the Israelites had been liberated. Then came the destruction of Jerusalem,

and with it a terrible theological blow: the unconditional :'promise of
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YHWH to David of the eternal rule of his dynasty in Jerusalemn—the basis
for the Deuteronomistic faith—was broken. The death of Josiah and the
destrucrion of Jerusalem must have thrown the authors of the Deuterono-
mistic History into despair. How could the sacred history be maintained in
this tirne of darkness? What could its meaning possibly be?

With time, new explanations emerged. The aristocracy of Judah—
including perhaps the very people who had composed the original
Deuteronomistic History—were resettled in far-off Babylon. As the shock
of displacement began ro wear off, there was still a need for a history; in
fact, the urgency for a history of Israel was even greater. The Judahites in
exile lost everything, including everything that was dear to the Deuterono-
mistic ideas. They had lost their homes, their villages, their land, their
ancestral tombs, their capital, their Temple, and even the political inde-
pendence of their four-centuries old Davidic dynasty. A rewritten history
of Israel was the best way for the exiles to reassert their identity. It could
provide them with a link to the land of their forefathers, ro their ruined
capital, to their burned Temple, to the great history of their dynasty.

So the Deuteronomistic History had to be updated. This second version
was based substantially on the first, but with two new goals in mind.: First,
it had briefly o tell the end of the story, from the death of Josiah to de-
struction and exile. Second, it had to make sense of the whole story, to ex-
plain how it was possible to reconcile God’s unconditional, eternal promise
to David with the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple and the ouster
of the Davidic kings. And there was an even more specific theological ques-
tion: how was it possible thar the great righteousness and piety of Josiah
had been powerless to avert Jerusalem’s violent and bloody conquest?

Thus arose the distinctive edition known o scholars as Dtr?, whose clos-
ing verses {2 Kings 25:27~30) report the release of Jehoiachin from prison
in Babylon in s6o sce (that means, of course that 560 BCE is the earliest
possible date for the composition of Drtr?). Its treatment of the death
of Josiah, the reigns of the four last Davidic kings, the destruction of
Jerusalem, and the exile displays almost telegraphic brevity (2 Kings
23:26—25:21}. The most conspicuous changes are those that explain why

Jerusalem’s destruction was inevitable, despite the great hopes invested
in King Josiah. In insertions into D!, a second Deuteronomistic histo-
rian added a condition to the previously unconditional promise to David
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(x Kings 2:4, 8:25, 9:4~-9) and inserted ominous references to the inevitabil-
ity of destruction and the exile throughout the earlier rext (for example,
2 Kings 201r7-18). More important, he placed the blame on Manasseh, the
archenemy of the Deuteronomistic movement, who ruled between the
righteous kings Hezekiah and Josiah and who came to be portrayed as
the wickedest of all Judahite kings:

And the L.orp said by his servancs the prophets, “Because Manasseh king of
Judah has committed these abominations, and has done things more wicked
than ali that the Amorites did, who were before him, énd has made Judah also
to sin with his idols; cherefore thus says the Lorn, the God of Israel; Behold, 1
am briniging upon Jerusalem and Judah such evil that the cars of every one who
hears of it will tingle. And 1 will stretch over Jerusalem the measuring line of
Samaria, and the plummer of the house of Ahab; and 1 will wipe Jerusalem as
one wipes a dish, wiping it and rurning it upside down. And I will cast off the
remnant of my hericage, and give them into the hand of their enemies, and they
shall become a prey and a spoil to all their enemies, because they have done
what is evil in my sight and have provoked me to anger, since the day their fa-

thers came out of Egypt, even to this day.” (2 KinGs 2ITFOI5)

In addition, Du? presents a theological twist, Josiah's righteousness was
now described as only delaying the inevitable destruction of Jetusalem,
rather than bringing about the final redemption of Israel. A chilling oracle
was placed in the mouth of Huldah the prophetess, to whom Josiah dis-
patched some of his courtiers to inquire: 7

“...as to the king of Judah, who sent you to inquire of the Lorp, thus shall
you say to him, Thus says the LorD, the God of Tsrael: Regarding the words
which vou have heard, because your heart was penitent, and you humbled your-
self before the Loap, when you heard how 1 spoke against this place, and
against its inhabitanes, that they should become a desolation and a curse, and
you have rent your clothes and wept before me, T also have heard you, says the
Lorp. Therefore, behold, I will gather you to your fathers, and you shall be
gathered to your grave in peace, and your eyes shall nor see all the evil which 1

will bring upon this place.” (2 KingGs 22: 18-20)

- The righreousness of a single Davidic monarch was no longer enough to

secure Israel’s destiny. Josiah was pious and so was spared seeing Jerusalem’s
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fall. But the righteousness of all the people—given their individual rights
and obligations in the book of Deuteronomy—was now the determining
factor in the futare of the people of Israel. Thus the rewritten Deuterono-
mistic History brilliantly subordinated the covenant with David to the ful-
fillment of the covenant betweert God and the people of Israel at Sinai.
Israel would henceforth have a purpose and an identity, even in the absence
ofa E{lng _

But even with all his ewists and explanartions, the second Deuteroniomist
could not end the story with a hopeless future. So he ended the seven-book
compilation of the history of Israel with a faconic chronicle of the release of
Jehoiachin from prison in Babylbn:

And In the thirty-seventh year of the exile of Jehoiaéhin king of Judah . . . Evil-
merodach king of Babylon, in the year chat he began to reign, graciously freed
Jehoiachin king of Judah from prison; and he spoke kindly to him, and gave’
him a sear above the seats of the kings who were with him in Babylon. So Je-
hotachin put off his prison garments. And every day of his life he dined regu-
larly at the king’s table; and for his allowance, a regular allowance was given him

by the king, every day a portion, as fong as he lived. (2 Kinas 25:27—30).

The last king from the lineage of David, from the dynasty that made
the connection to the land, the capiral and the Temple, was still alive. If
the people of Isracl adhered to YH'WH, the promise to David could still be

revived.

Those Who Remained

In the early days of archacological rescarch there was a notion that the
Babylonian exile was nearly total and that much of the population of Judah
was carried away. It was thought that Judah was emptied of its population
and the countryside was left devastated. Many scholars accepted the bibli-
cal report that the entire aristocracy of Judah—the royal family, Temple
priests, ministers, and prominent merchants—was carried away, and that
sthe people who remained in Judah were only the poorest peasantry.

Now that we know more about Judah’s population, this historical re-
construction has proved to be mistaken. Let us first consider the numbers
involved. Second Kings 24:14 gives the number of exiles in the first Baby-
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lonian campaign (in 597 BCE in the days of Jehoiachin) at ten thousand,
while verse 16 in the same chapter counts cight thousand exiles. Although
the account in Kings does not provide a precise number of exiles taken
away from Judah at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE, it
does state that after the murder of Gedaliah and the massacre of the Baby-
lonian garrison at Mizpah “all the people” fled to Egyprt (2 Kings 25:26),
presumably leaving the countryside of Tudah virtually deserted.

A sharply different estimate of the number of exiles is ascribed o the
prophet Jeremiah—who reportedly remained with Gedaliah in Mizpah
until flecing to Egypt and would therefore have been an eyewitness to the
events. The book of Jeremiah 5.2:?.8#30 reports that the total of the Baby-
lonian depo;ta.tions amounted to forty-six hundred. Though this figure is
also quite round, most scholars believe it to be basically plausible, because
its subtotals are quite specific and are probably more precise than the
rounded numbers in 2 Kings. Yet in neither Kings nor Jeremiah do we
know whether the figures represent the zofal number of deportees or just
male heads of households (a system of counting quite common in.the an-
cient world). Given these compounded uncertainties, the most that can
reasonably be said is that we are dealing with a total number of exiles rang-
ing berween a few thousand and perhaps fifteen or twenty thousand at
most. '

When we compare this number to the total population of Judah in the
late seventh century, before the destruction of Jerusalem, we can gain an
idea of the scale of the deportations. Judal's population can be quite accu-
rately estimated from data collected during intensive surveys and excava-
tions at about seventy-five thousand (with Jerusalem comprising at feast zo
percent of this number—/fifteen thousand—with another fiftcen thou-
sand probably inhabiting its nearby agriculeural hinterland). Thus even if
we accept the highest possible figures for exiles (rwenty thousand), it would
seem that they comprised af most a quarter of the population of the Ju-
dahite state. That would mean that at least seventy five percent of the pop-
ulation remained on the land.

What do we know about this vast majority of the Judahites, who did not
2o into exile? Scattered references in prophetic texts suggest that they con-
tinued their agricultural way of life much as before. Mizpah, north of
Jerusalem, was one of several towns that remained. The rains of the Temple
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‘in Jerusalem were also frequented, and some sort of cultic activity contin-

ued ro take place there (Jeremiah 41:5). And it should be noted thar this
community included not only poor villagers but also artisans, scribes,
priests, and prophets. An important part of the prophetic work of the tme,
particularly the books of Haggai and Zechariah, was compiled in Judah.

Intensive excavations throughout Jerusalem have shown that the city
was indeed systematically destroyed by the Babylonians. The conflagration
seems to have been general: When activity on the ridge of the City of
David resumed in the Persian period, the new suburbs on the western hill
that had flourished since at least the time of Hezekiah wete not reoccupied.
A single sixth-century 8cE burial cave found to the west of the city may
represent a family who moved to a nearby sertlement but continued to
bury its dead in its ancestral tomb.

Yer there is evidence of continued occupation both to the north and to
the south of Jerusalem. Some measure of self-government seems to have
continued at Mizpah on the plateau of Benjamin, about eight miles to the
north of Jerusalem. The soon-to-be-assassinared governor who served
there, Gedaliah, was probably a high official in the Judahire administration
before the destruction. There are several indications (Jeremiah 37:12-13;
38:19) that the area to the north of Jerusalem surrendered to the Babyloni-
ans without a fight, and archaeological evidence supports this hypothesis.

The most thorough research on the setdement of Judah in the Babylon-
ian period, conducted by Oded Lipschits of Tel Aviv University, has shown
that the site of Tell en-Nasbeh near modern Ramallah-—identified as the
location of biblical Mizpah—was not destroyed in the Babylonian cam-
paign, and that it was indeed the most important settlement in the region
in the sixth century Bcg. Other sites north of Jerusalem such as Bethel and
Gibeon continued to be inhabited in the same era. In the area to the south
of Jerusalem, around Bethlehem, there seems to have been significant con-
tinuity from the late monarchic to the Babylonian period. Thus, to both
the north and south of Jerusalem, life continued almost uninterrupted.

Both text and archaeology contradict the idea that between the destruc-
tion of Jerusalem it 586 8CE and the return of the exiles after the procla-
mation of Cyrus in 538 Bce Judah was in total ruin and uninhabited. The
Persian takeover and the return of a certain number of exiles who were sup-

-ported by rhe Persian government changed the settlement situation there.
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Urban life in Jerusalem began to revive and many returnees sertled in the
Judean hills. The lists of repatriates in Fzra 2 and Nehemiah 7 amount to
almost fifty thousand people. It is unclear whether this significant number
represents the cumulative figure of the successive waves of exiles who came
back over more than a hundred years, or the total population of the
province of Yehud, including those who remained. In either case, archaeo-
logical research has shown that this figure is wildly exaggerated. Survey
data from all the settddements in Yehud in the fifth-fourth cencuries BCE
yields a population of approximately thirty thousand people (on the
boundaries of Yehud, see Appendix G and Figure 29). This small nurmber
constituted the post-exilic community of the time of Ezra and Nehemiah
so formative in shaping later Judaism.

From Kings to Priests .

The edict of Cyrus the Great allowing a group of Judahite exiles to return
to Jerusalem could hardly have been prompted by sympathy for the people
remaining in Judah or for the suffering of the exiles. Rather, it should be
seen as a well-calculared policy that aimed to serve the interests of the Per-
sian ernpire. The Persians tolerated and even promoted local cules as a way
to ensure the loyalty of local groups to the wider empire; both Cyrus and
his son Cambyses supported the building of temples and encouraged the
return of displaced populations elsewhere in their vast empire. Their policy
was to grant autonomy to loyal local elites.

Many scholars agree that the Persian kings encouraged the rise of a loyal
elite in Yehud, because of the province’s strategic and sensitive location on
the border of Egypt. This loyal elite was recruited from the Jewish exile
community in Babylonia and was led by dignitaries who were closely con-
aected to the Persian administration. They were mainly individuals of high
social and economic status, families who had resisted assimilation and who
were most probably close to the Deuteronomistic ideas. Though the ré-
rurnees were a minority in Yehud, their religious, socioeconomic, and polit-
ical status, and their concentration in and around Jetusalem, gave them
power far beyond their number. They were probably also supported by the
local people who were sympathetic to the Deuteronomic law code promul-
gared a century before. With the help of 2 rich collection of literature—
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Figure 29: The province of Yehud in the Persian period.

historical compositions and prophetic works—and with the popularicy
of the Temple, which they controlled, the returnees were able to establish
their authority over the population of the province of Yehud. What saved
the day for them and made possible the future development of Judaism was
the facr thar (unlike the Assyrians’ policy in the northern kingdom a cen-
tury before) the Babylonians had not reseriled vanqmshed Judah with for-
eign deportees.

Bur how is it that the Davidic dynasty suddenly dlsclppeared from the
scene? Why wasn't the monarchy reestablished, with a figure from the royal
family as a king? According to the book of Ezra, the first two figures who
led the repatriates were Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel - both are described
as “governor” of Yehud (Ezra s:14; Haggai 1:1). Sheshbazzar, the one who
brought back the treasures of the old Temiple and who laid the fotindations
of the new Temple, is an enigmatic figure. He is called “the prince of
Judah” (Ezra 1:8), hence many scholars identified him with Shenazzar of
1 Chronicles 3:18, who was one of the heirs to the Davidic throne, maybe
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even the son of Jehoiachin. Zerubbabel, who completed the construction
of the Temple in 516 BCE, also apparendy came from the Davidic lineage.
Yet he did not function alone, but together with the priest Jeshua. And it is
significant that Zerubbabel disappears from the biblical accounts after the
completion of the Temple. It is possible that his origin from the house of
David stirred messianic hopes in Judah (Haggai 2:20-23), which led the
Persian authorities ro recall him on political grounds. .

From this point onward, the Davidic family played no role in the his-
tory of Yehud. At the same time, the priesthood, which rose to a position of
leadership in exile, and which also played an important role among those
who had remained in Yehud, maintained its prominence because of its
ability to preserve group identity. So in the following decades the people
of Yehud were led by a dual system: politically, by governors who were
appointéd by the Persian authority and who had no connection to the Da-
vidic royal family; religiously, by priests. Lacking the institution of king-
ship, the Temple now became the center of identify of the people of Yehud.
This was one of the most crucial turning points in Jewish history.

Refashioniﬁg Israel’s History

One of the main functions of the priestly elite in post-exilic Jerusalem —
beyond the conduct of the renewed sacrifices and purification rituals——
was the continuing production of literature and scriptuse to bind the
community together and determine its norms against the peoples all
around. Scholars have long noted thart the Priestly source (P) in the Penta-
teuch is, in the main, post-exilic—it is related to the rise of the priests to
prominence in the Temple community in Jerusalem. No less important,
the final redaction of the Pentateuch also dates to this period. The biblical
scholar Richard Friedman went one step further and suggested that the
redacror who gave the final shape to the “Law of Moses” was Fzra, who is
specifically described as “the scribe of the law of the God of heaven™ (Ezra
7z} '

The post-exilic writers, back in Jerusalem, needed not only o explain
the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem, but also to reunite the commu-
nity of Yehud around the new Temple. They needed 1o give the people
hope for a betrer, more prosperous future; to address the problem of the re-
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lationship with the neighboring groups, especially in the north and south;
and to deal with questions related to domestic problems in the community.
In those respects the needs of the post-exilic Yehud community were simi-
lar to the necessities of the late-monarchic Judahite state. Both were small
communities, inhabiting a limited territory that was only a small part of
the Promised Land, but of great importance as the spiritual and political
center of the Israelites. ' :

Both were surrounded by alien, hostile neighbors. Both claimed nearby
territories that were outside their realm. Both faced problems with foreign-
ers from within and without and were concerned with the questions of the
purity of the community-and assimilation. Fence, many of the teachings
of Judah in the lare monarchic period were not alien to the ears of the peo-
ple in Jerusalem in post-exilic times. The idea of the cenrrality of Judah and
its superiority to its neighbors certainly resonated in the consciousness of

-the Jerusalern community in the late sixth and fifth centuries scE. Bur
other circurnstances—such as the decline of the house of David and life
under an empire—forced the early post-exilic wrirers to reshape the old

_ideas. - 7

The Exodus story took on pointed significance in Exilic and post-exilic
times. The story of the great liberation must have had a strong appeal to the
exiles in Babylon. As the biblical scholar David Clines pointed out, “the
bondage in Egypt is cheir own bondage in Babylon, and the exodus past
becomes the exodus that is yet to be.” Indeed, the swiking similarity of
themes in the story of the Exodus from Egypt and the memories of the re-
nurn from exile may have influenced the shaping of bosh narratives. Read-
ing the saga of the Exodus, the returnees found a mirror of their own
plight. According to Yair Hoffiman, a biblical scholar from Tel Aviv Uni-
versity, both stories tell us how the Israclites left their land for a foreign
country; how the land of Israel was considered as belonging to those who
left and were expected to come back because of a divine promise; how after
a difficult period in exile the people who left came back to their homeland;
how on the way back the returnees had to cross a dangerous desert; how the
return to the homeland evoked conflicts with the local population; how
the returnees managed to settle only part of their promised homeland; and

~how measures were taken by the leaders of the returnees to avoid assimila-
tion between the Israelites and the population of the land.
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Likewise, the story of Abraham migrating from Mesopotamiia to the
promised land of Canaan, to become a great man and establish a prosper-
ous nation there, no doubt appealed to the people of exilic and post-exilic
times. The strong message about the separation of Israelites from Canaan-
ites in the patriarchal narratives also fit the actitudes of the people of post-

exilic Yehud. .

Yet, from both the political and the ethnic points of view, the most
severe problem of the post-exilic community lay in the south. After the
destruction of Judah, Edomites settled in the southern parts of the van-
quished kiﬁgdom, in the Beersheba valley and in the Hebron hills, a region
that would soon be known as Idumea-—the land of the Edomites. Draw-
ing a boundary between “us” (the post-exilic community in the province of
Yehud) and “them” (the Edomites in the southern hill country) was of ut-
most importance. Demonstrating, as in the story of Jacob and Esau, that
Judah was the superior center and that Edom was secondary and uncivi-
lized was therefore essential.

The tradition of the rombs of the pat:iafchs in the cave at Hebron,
‘which belongs to the Priestly source, should also be understood on this
background. The Yehud community controlled only part of the tesrito-
ries of the destroyed Judahite kingdom, and now the southern border of
Yehiid ran berween the towns of Beth-zur and Hebron, the latter remain-
ing outside its boundaries. Remembering the importance of Hebron in the
time of the monarchy, the people of Yehud must have bitterly regretted the
fact that in their own days it did not belong to them. A tradition placing
the tombs of the pacriarchs, the founders of the nation, at Hebron, would
deepen their strong attachment to the southern hill country. Whether or
not the story was old, and the tradition real, it was highly appealing to the
authors of the Priestly source and was emphasized by them in the patriar-
chal narratives. -

" The latest editors of Genesis were not content with mere metaphors; -
however. They wanted to show how the origins of the people of Israel lay at
the very heart of the civilized world. Thus unlike the lesser peoples that
arose in undeveloped, uncultured regions around them, they hint that the
grear father of the people of Israel came from the cosmopolitan, famed city
of Ur. Abraham’s origins in Ur are mentioned only in two isolated verses
(Genesis 17:28 and 31, a P document) while his story secms much more cen-~
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tered on the north Syrian— Aramean—city of Haran. But even that brief
mention was enough. Ur as Abraham’s birthplace would have bestowed
enormous prestige as the homeland of a putative national ancestor. Not
only was Ur renowned as a place of extreme antiquity and learning, it
gained great prestige throughout the entire region during the period of its
reestablishment as a religious center by the Babylonian, or Chaldean, king

~ Nabonidus in the mid-sixth century Bce. Thus, the reference to Abrahany’s
origin in “Ur of the Chaldeans” would have offered the Jews a distin-
guished and ancient cultural pedigree.

In short, the post-exilic stage of the editing of the Bible recapitulated.
many of the key themes of the earlier seventh-century stage that we have
discussed in much of this book. This was due to the similar realities and
needs of the two eras. Once again the Israclites were centered in Jertisalem,
amid great uncertainty, without controlling most of the land rhat they con-
sidered theirs by divine promise. Once again a central authority needed ro
unite the population. And once again they did it by brilliantly reshaping
the historical core of the Bible in such a way thar it was able 1o serve as the
main source of identity and spiritual anchor for the people of Israel as they
faced the many disasters, religious challenges, and political twists of fate
thar lay ahead. '






EPILOGUE

The Future of Biblical Israel |

Yehud remained in the hands of the Persians for two centiries, until the
conquest of Alexander the Great in 332 BCE. It then was incorporared
into the empires established by Alexander’s successors, first that of the
Prolemies of Egypt, then that of the Seleucids of Syria. For more than 150
years after Alexander’s conquest the priestly leaders of the province now
known as Judea maintained the customns and observed the laws that had
first been formulated in the time of King Josiah and that had been furcher
codified and refined in the exilic and post-exilic periods. Indeed, it is from
the Hellenistic period, around 300 BCE, that we gain the first extensive de-
scription of biblical laws and customs from an outside observer. The Greek
writer Hecataeus of Abdera, who traveled to the Near East not long after
the death of Alexander, provides a glimpse of a stage of the Jewish tradition
in which the prestige of the priesthood and the power of Deuteronomy’s
social legislation had completely overshadowed the tradition of the monar-
chy. Speaking of the laws established by “a man named Moses, outstanding

for both his wisdom and his courage,” Hecataeus noted:
Fe picked out men of most refinement and with the greatest ability to head the

entire nation, and appointed them priests; and he ordained thar they should oc-

cupy themselves with the temple and che honors and sacrifices offered eo their

315
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God. These same men he appointed to be judges in all major disputes, and en-
trusted them ro the guardianship of the laws and customs. For this reason, thf_:

Jews never have a king.

" The Judeans, or Jews, became known throughout the Mediterranean as
a community with a unique devotion to their God. At its heart were not
only the shared law codes and rules of sacrifice, but the saga of national his-
tory that began with the call of Abraham in distant Ur and ended with the
restoration of the Temple community by Ezra and Nehemiah in the post-
exilic period. With the abandonment of the monarchy and the scattering
of Jews throughout the Greco-Roman world, the sacred text of the Hebrew -
Bible was gradually translated into Greek in the third and second centuries
sce and became the chief source of community identity and guidance
for all those members of the house of Israel who lived beyond the immedi-
ate vicinity of the Temple of Jerusalem. Its saga of the Exodus and the con-
quest of the Promised Land offered a shared vision of solidarity and hope
for every individual in the community—in a way that royal or heroic
mythologies could not.

Diamartic changes would occur in the confrontation of the priestly lead-
ership of Judea with Hellenistic culture and religion in the second century
BCE. The Maccabees’ radical movement of resistance—in many ways rem-
iniscent in ideology of the Deuteronomistic movement of the days of
Jostah—-succeeded in conquering a great part of the tradirional land of Is-
rael and enforcing the Law on its inhabitants. Yet the greatest power of the
Bible would not be as a guide to military conquest or political triumphs,
intended only to boost the fortunes of a particular ruler or dynasty.

In the first century BCE, as the Flasmonean kings, of the Maccabean lin-
eage, eventually declined into dynastic squabbling and the Roman client--
king Herod took power in Judea, the Bible emerged as the uniting force
and scripiural heare of a hard-pressed community. The stories of liberation
and Joshua’s conquest gave special emotional pdwer to the popular move-
ments of resistance against local tyrants and Roman overlords throughout
the first century BCE and the first and second centuries ce. Nowhere else in
the ancient world had such a powerful, shared saga been crafted: the Greek
epics and myths spoke only by metaphor and example; Mesopotamian and
Persian religious epics offered cosmic secrets but neither earthly history nor
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a practical guide to life. The Hebrew Bible offered both, providing a narra-
tive framework in which every Jew could identify both family and national
history. In short, the saga of Israel that had first crystallized in the time of
Josiah became the world’s first fully articulated national and social com-
pact, encompassing the men, women, and children, the rich, the poor, and
the destiture of an entire community.

With the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 c& and the rise of
Christianity, the independent power of the Bible as a formative constitu-
tion—mneot just a brilliant work of literature or a collection of ancient law
and wisdom—:proved itself. It was the basis for ever-expanding elabora-
tion in the Mishnah and Talmud of Rabbinic Judaisin and was recognized
as the “Old Testament” of formative Christianity. The consciousness of
spiritual descent from Abraham and the common experience of the Exo-
dus from bondage became a shared mindset for ever-growing networks
of communities throughout the Roman empire and the Mediterrancan
world. The hope of future redemption, though no longer artached wo the
extinguished earthly dynasty of David, was kept alive in Judaism’s pro-
phetic and messianic expecrations; and in Christianity’s belief that Jesus
belonged to the Davidic line. The poignant death of the would-be messiah
Josiah so many centuries before had set the pattern that would survive
throughout history. _ . '
~ The Hebrew Bible would offer an unparalleled source of solidarity and -
identity to countless communities in the centuries that followed. The de-
tails of its stories, drawn from a treasury of ancient memories, fragmentary
histories, and rewritten legends, posféessed power not as an objective chron-
icle of events in a tiny land on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean bur
as a timeless expression of what a people’s divine destiny might be. Just as
" the subjects of Charlemagne paid homage to him as a new, conquering
David-—and the followers of the Ottoman sultan Suleiman saw in him the
wisdom of Solomon-——other communities in very different culrural con-
texts would identify their own struggles with the struggles of biblical Israel.
Medieval European peasant communities rose up in apocalyptic rebellions
with the images and heroes of the Hebrew Bible as their battle banners.
The Puritan settlers of New England went so far in imagining themselves
as Israclites wandering in the wilderness that they recreated the Promised
Land—with its Salem, Hebron, Goshen, and New Canaan-—in their
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ound meadows and woods. And none of them doubred that the bibli-
cal cpic was true.

It was only when the Hebrew Blble began to be dissected and studied in
isolation from its powerful function in community life that theologians
and biblical scholars began to demand of it something that it was not.
From the cighteenth century, in the Enligheenment quest for thoroughly
accurate, verifiable history, the historical factuality of the Bible became—
" as it remains—-a marter of bitter debate. Realizing that a seven-day cre-
ation and sponfaneous miracles could not be satisfactorily explained by
science and reason, the scholars began to pick and choose whar they found
to be “historical” in the Bible and what they did not. Theories arose about
the various sources contained in the text of the Bible, and archaceologists ar-
gued over the evidence that proved or disproved the historical reliabilicy of
a given biblical passage.

Yer the Bible's integrity and, in fact, its historicity, do not depend on du-
tiful hisrorical “proof ” of any of its particular events or personalities, such
as the parting of the Red Sea, the trumpet blasts that toppled the walls of
Jericho, or David’s slaying of Goliath with a single shot of his sling. The
power of the biblical saga stems from its being a compelling and coherent
narrative expression of the timeless themes of a people’s liberation, contin-
uing resistance to oppressioﬁ, and quest for social equality. It eloquently
expresses the deeply rooted sense of shared origins, experiences, and des-
tiny that every human community needs in order to survive.

In specific historical terms, we now know that the Bible’s epic saga firse
emerged as a response to the pressures, difficuldies, challenges, and hopes
faced by the people of the tiny kingdom of Judah in the decades before its
destruction and by the even rinier Temple community in Jerusalem in the
post-exilic period. Indeed, archaeology’s greatest contribution to our un-
derstanding of the Bible may be the realization that such small, refatively
poor, and remote societies as late monarchic Judah and post-exilic Yehud
could have produced the main outlines of this enduring epic in such a
short period of time. Such a realization is crucial, for it is only when we rec-
ognize when and why the ideas, images, and events described in the Bible
- came to be so skillfully woven together that we can at last begin to appreci-
ate the true genius and continuing power of this single most influential lie-

erary and spiritual credtion in the history of humanity.
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Theories of the Historicity
of the Patriarchal Age

The Amorite Hypothesis

With the development of modern archaeology in the land of the Bible, it
became clear that Canaan of the third millennium Bce—the Early Bronze
Age-—was characterized by fully developed urban life. This was obviously
inappropriate as an historical background to the stories of the wanderings
of the patrtarchs, who had few urban encounters. In this first urban period
of the Bronze Age, large cities, some of them reaching an area of fifty acres
and accommodating several thousand people, developed in the lowlands.
They were surrounded by formidable fortifications and conrained palaces
and temples. Though there are no texts from this period, a comparison of
the situation in the third millennium Bce to that of the second urban pe-
riod (in the second millennium BCE, when we do have texts) suggests that
the major cities served as capitals of ciry-states, and that the tural popula-
tion was subordinate to these centers. The marerial culture was that of
highly organized sedentary people. But in the late third millennium sce,
this flourishing urban system collapsed. The cities were destroyed, and
many of them became ruins, never to recover from the shock. And many of
the rural settlements around them were abandoned. What followed was a
period of a few centuries, in the late third millennium and‘possibly in the
early second millennium, of a very different culture, with no big cities, thar
is, with no urban life. Most of the population of Palestine— as archaéolo-

irg
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pists believed in the 1950s and 1960s—was practicing a pastoral nomadic
mode of subsistence before urban life gradually recovered and Canaan en-
tered a second urban period, that of the Middle Bronze Age, in the early
second millennium BCE.

The American scholar William E. Albright beheved thar he had identi-
fied the historical background of the patriarchs in this nomadic interlude

between two periods of developed urban life in Canaan, an interlude that

* fell during the period 2100-1800 BCE, close to the time of the patriarchs, as
indicated by biblical chronology. Albright called this period the Middle
Bronze [ (other scholars called it, more propetly, the Intermediate Bronze
Age, because it was an interval between two urban eras). Albright and other
scholars of the time argued that the collapse of the Early Bronze urban cul-
" ture was sudden and that it was the outcome of an invasion, or migration,
* of pastoral nomads from the northeast. He identified the invaders with
the people called Amurru-the Amorites (literally, “westerners™) of the
Mesopotamian texts. Albright and his followers went a step further and
~ identified the patriarchs as Amorites, and dated the Abraham episode in
the Genesis stories to this phase in the history of Canaan. According to this
reconstruction, Abraham was an Amorite, 2 merchant, who mlgrated from
the north and wandered throughout the central highlands of Canaan as
well as in the Negev.

And whar was the historical cause of Abraham’s migration? Albright
suggested that Abraham, “a caravaneer of high repure,” took part in the
greatr trade nerwork of the nineteenth century BCE. Texts of that time
found near Kayseri in central Turkey attest to a prosperous trade relation
between Meso?otamia and north Syria (thus paralleling the Ur-to-Haran
movement of Abraham in Genesis), and a tomb painting from Egypt at the
same period provides evidence for caravan trade between Transjordan and
Egypr (as described in the Joseph story in Genesis). In both cases, donkeys
were used as the beasts of burden. Thus Albright made a link between
the two phenomena— thé pastoral nature of the age of the patriarchs and
the donkey caravan trade of the nineteenth century-—by arguing that the
. Middle Bronze Age I continued until around 1800 BCE. The American ar-
chacologist Nelson Glueck supplied apparent substantiation for this the-
ory. His surveys in southern Transjordan and the Negev desert revealed

e Cp et




Appendix A 3271

hundreds of sites from the same period. Albright believed that these sites
provided the historical background for the stories about Abraham’s activicy
in the Negev and the destruction of the cities of the Dead Sea.

Yer the Amorite hypothesis did nort last long. With additional excava-
tions of sites throughout the country, most scholars came to the conclusion
that the Early Bronze urban system did not collapse overnight but declined
gradually over many decades, due more to local economic and social up-
heavals within Canaan than to a wave of outside invaders. In the mean-
time, the Amorite hypothesis took a blow from another direction, for it
became clear that the term Amorite was not restricred to pastoral people.
Village communiries in northern Syria in the early second millennium
were also termed Amorite. Thus it was unlikely that Abraham came into
the country as part of a wave of invasion from outside. _

Morcover, the apparentsimilarity between the pastoral way of life in the
next phase in the hiscory of the country and the descriptions of Abraham’s
nomadic lifestyle also proved to be an illusion. It is now clear that the In-
termediate Bronze Age was not a completely nomadic period. True, there
were no large cities at that time, and the ratio of the pastoral nomads to the
general population grew significantly. Bur much of the population re-
mained sedentary, living in villages and hamlets. In sharp contradiction to
the theory of a great migration of nomads from the north, the costinuity
of architecture, pottery styles, and settlement parterns suggests thar the
population of Canaan in this interurban phase was predominantly indige-
nous. The population was descended from the people who had lived in the
big cities a few generations before. And the same people would reestablish
urban life in Canaan in the ciries of the Middle Bronze Age.

No less important was the fact that some of the main sites mentioned in
the patriarchal stories—such as Shechem, Beersheba, and Hebron—did
notyield finds from the Intermediate Bronze Age; these sites were simply
not inhabired at that time. '

The Patriarchs in the Middle Bronze Age

Another theory linked the age of the patriarchs with the Middle Bronze I1,
the peak of urban life in the first half of the second millennium BcE. Schol-
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ars advocatmg this view, such as the French biblical scholar Roland de
Vaux, argued that the nature of the Middle Bronze Age, as it emerges from
both text and archacology, better fits the biblical description, mainly be-
cause the patriarchs are sometimies depicted as living in tents next to cities.
Archaeologically, all the major sites mentioned in Genesis—Shechem,
Bechel, Hebron, and Gerar—were fortified strongholds in the Middle
Bronze Age. Textually, this tent-city relationship is strongly attested in the
archive found in the ruins of the famous early second millennium city of
Mari on the Euphrates in Syria. In addition, the supporters of a Middle
Bronze date for the patriarchal period argued that the personal names of
the patriarchs resemble Amorite names of the early second millennium
pcx, while they are distinct from the names commeonly used in the jater
eras, when the biblical material was put in writing. The best example put
forward was that of Jacob, a name that occurs se:veral times in the eariy sec-
ond millennium BCE.

The American scholars Cyrus Gordon and Epiualm Speiser also re-
ferred to similarities between social and legal practices in-the biblical de-
scription of the patriarchal period and social and legal practices in second
millennium BcE Near Eastern texts. Parallels like this, they argued, cannot
be found in later periods in the history of the ancient Near East. The
most important of these texts are the Nuzi tablets from northern Iraqg,
which date to the fifteenth century Bcr. The Nuzi tablets—rmost of them
come from family archives-— portray the customs of the Hurrians, a non-
Semitic people who established the powerful state of Mitanni in'northern
Mesopotamia in the mid-second millennium pce. To cite a few examples,
in Nuzi a barren wife was required to provide a slave woman for her hus-
band to bear his children——a clear parallel to the biblical story of Sarai and
THagar in Genesis 16. At Nuzi, slaves were adopted by childless couples; this
is similar to the adoption of Fliezer by Abraham as his heir (Genesis
15:2—-3). Jacob’s arrangements with Laban in return for his marriage with
Rachel and Leah also find parallels in the Nuzi tablets. The similarities
between the Nuzi texts and the biblical material on the age of the paeri-
archs were understood on the background of the strong cuftural influence
_ of the Hurrians, who spread as far south as Canaan. In order to bridge the
gap between Nuzi and the Middle Bronze Age, the Nuzi customs were
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interpreted’ as reflecting older Flurrian practices of the early second
millennium.

But soon the Middle Bronze IT/Nuzi solution also disintegrated. From
the point of view of the archacology of Palestine, the difficulty came
mainly from what we do not see or hear about in the biblical rext. The
Middle Bronze was a period of advanced urban life. Canaan was domi-
nated by a group of powerful city-states, ruled from such capitals as Hazor
and Megiddo. These cities were strongly fortified by huge earthen ramparts
with massive gates. They had great palaces and towering temples. Bur in
the biblical text we do not see this ac all. True, a few cities are mentioned,
but not necessarily the most important ones. Shechem (as a city) is not
there, nor are Bethel and Jerusalem-—all three were massive Middle
Bronze strongholds. And in the plains we should have heard about Hazor,
Megiddo, and Gezer, not Gerar. The biblical story of the patriarchs is-
clearly not the story of Middle Bronze Canaan. And the phenomenon of
nomads living near city dwellers was not restricted to this era. And as for
the names of the patriarchs, they have subsequently been found in later pe-
riods as well, in the Late Bronze and in the Iron Age. The name Jacob, for
instance, which is indeed common m the Middle Bronze, is also found in
the Late Bronze, in the fifth century BCE, and later.

As for the Nuzi texrs, fater scudies have proven thar the social and legal
practices that show similarities to the biblical narratives cannot be re-
stricted to a single period. They were common in the ancient Near East
throughout the second and first millennia scEe. In fact, in some cases first
millennium materials may offer berter parallels. For instance, the responsi-
bility of a barren wife to provide her husband with a servant to bear him
children appeared in later periods, such as in a seventh century marriage

contract from Assyria.

The Patriarchs in the Early Iron Age

Just when a second millennium solution seemed to be a lost case, the Israeli
biblical scholar Benjarnin Mazar rook a different path, utilizing archaco-
logical data to suggest that the c{escupmon of the age of the patriarchs
should be studied on the background of the early Iron Age. Mazar pointed
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mainly to the anachronisms in the text; such as the mention of a Philistine
king (of Geras). and of the Aramieans. Needless to say, there were no
Philistines in Canaan in either the Middle or Late Bronze Ages. Both
Egyptian texts and archacology have proved beyond doubt that they setcled
on the southern coast of Palestine in the twelfth century sCE. Instead of
secing their appearance here as a late insertion (in the time of the compila-
tion) into an earlier cradition, Mazar argued thar the wext reflects an inrti-
mate knowledgé of the Philistine kingdoms in a period just prior to the
establishment of the monarchy in Israel. The Arameans also figure promi-
nently in the patriarchal stories, but they too did notappear on the ancient
Near Eastern stage before the eatly Iron Age, and their kingdoms emerged
even later, mainly in the ninth century nce. Mazar thought that the de-
scription of the Arameans as pastoral people reflects an early phase in their
history, before they organized their first states. Thus he concluded that the
wandering of the patriarchs in the ceneral hill country between Shechem
and Hebron fits the geographical framework of the early: Israelite settle-
ment in the Iron Age 1.-Some of these traditions, such as the one about
Jacob building an altar at Bethel, can be understood on the background of
the period of the judges, while other traditions, such as the centrality of
Hebron, fit the early days of the monarchy, under David. The American
biblical schiolar Kyle McCarter took a somewhat similar view;, though he
was a bit more cautious. He saw in the patriarchal narratives differentstrata
of composition and argued that some of them may go back to the Bronze
Age. But on themes related to the special place given to Judah in the stories
of the patriarchs—-the prominence given to the figure of Abraham and to
the tombs of the patriarchs at Hebron——McCarter took a point of view
similar to the one suggested by Mazar. He argued that the prominence of
Hebron in the patriarchal stories can best be understood against the back-
ground of the establishment of the monarchy under David.

Mazar was right in his claim that the reality behind the stories in the
book of Genesis cannot be understood on the background of the Middle
Bronze Age burt should rather be tracked along the realities of the Iron Age.
Yet he was wrong because his preferred date in the Iron Age was much too
early. Modern archacological research has shown that Judah, where the im-
poreant J source was apparently written, was very sparsely inhabired until

the late eighth century BcE. Likewise, a century of archaeological excava-
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tions in Jerusalem has indicated that the capital of Judah grew to become a
significant city at abour the same timne; in the tenth century BCE, Jerusalem
was no more than a small village. And the results of decades of excavations
have shown that Judah did not reach a significant level of literacy before the
late eight century sCE. Finally, and no less important, the patriarchal nar-
ratives are filled with references to late monarchic realities, mainly from the

seventh century BCE.
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Searching for Sinai

At least on the basis of modern tourist maps of the Sinai peninsula, there
seems to be no special difficulty in identifying the most important places
mentioned in the biblical stories of the wandering and the giving of the
Law. Mount Sinai and other biblical places have been readily idenuified
and visited since medieval times and even earlier, in the Byzantine period.
In fact, the first fuﬂ—ﬂedged archaeological theory on the route of the
wandering in the desert and the location of Mount Sinai is about fifteen
hundred years old. It goes back to early Christian traditions related to
the monastic movement, and to pilgrimage to the holy sites in the deserr,
in the fourth-sixth centuries cE. These traditions are still venerated voday
by rtourists and pilgrims to Mount Sinai and the site of the burning
bush.

In the heart of the mountainous region of southern Sinai, surrounded
by awe-inspiring granite peaks, stands the Saint Catherine Monastery.
Built in the sixth century CE by the Byzantine emperor Justinian to memo-
rialize the supposed site of the burning bush (which is still shown today to
visitors), the monastery acquired its present name in medieval times. Sur-
rounded by high walls to protect it from marauders, the monastery evokes
images of bygone ages. Its magnificent church and much of its fortifica-
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tions belong ro the original sixth century construction. Towering over the
monastery is the peak of Jebel Musa (“the Mountin of Moses” in Arabic),
which was identified, as early as the Byzantine period, with Mount Sinai.
On this peak, which commands one of the most specracular views of the
desert, one can still identify the ruins of a sixth century chapel. And in the
mountains around Jebel Musa and the Saint Catherine monastery there are
other remains, of ancient, isolated monasteries with churches, hermir cells,
and water installations.
References to some of these sites can be found in contemporary texts.
A relatively large number of Byzanrtine sources describe the life of the
Sinai monks and the construction of the monastery of the burning
bush. No less interesting are texts related to the pilgrimage to the mount
‘of God. The most detailed of these is the description of a late fourth
century pilgrim named Egeria, who relates how she and her compan-
ions climbed the mount of God and how the monks living there showed
her each of the places mentioned in the biblical accounts of Mounr Sinai.
The historical reliability of these traditions, however, is open to ques-
ton. While it is possible that the Byzantine monks preserved even more
ancient traditions, there is no way to verify them, since there are absolutely
no early remains from biblical times in this region. The most plausible ex-
planation for the origins of the early Christian traditions in southern Sinai
is their general location and environmental characteristics. The monastery
of the burning bush and Mount Sinai of the Byzantine monks are located
in 2 region of exceptional beauty, in the midst of great mountain scenery
that could easily trigger veneration by monks and pilgrims. Moreover, con-
tinuous occupation of these sites was possible. The area around the
monastery presented the monks with unique advantages, due to the partic-
ular combination of microclimate and geological formarions: The high
mountains of southern Sinai receive substantially more precipitation than '
the surrounding areas, and the red granite of the region is impermeable.
The runoff of rainwater can therefore be collected in pools and cisterns. In
addition, the wadis contain a large quantity of water in their subsoil, which
can be reached in shallow wells. As a result, the Byzantine monks were able
to cultivate fields and orchards in the small wadis between the mountains

(as bedouin groups have continued to do up o present times).
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It seems, therefore, that this combination of awe-inspiring scenery and
relatively friendly environmental conditions encouraged pilgrimage and
continuous veneration of sites in this part of the Sinai Peninsula. The
power of the biblical story of Mount Sinai has always encouraged attempts
to identify particular localities. Yer these remain in the realm of folklore
and geographical speculation— not archacology.
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Alternative Theories of the

Israelite Conquest

Peaceful Infilcration

In the 19205 and the 1930s; while Albright and his students were becoming
increasingly convinced that they had found archaeological evidence for
" Joshua’s conquest, a German biblical scholar named: Albrecht Ale devel-
oped a very different hypothesis. Alt, a professor ar the University of
Leipzig, was highly skeptical thar the book of Joshua could be read as his-
tory; like many of his German academic colleagues, he was a strong sup-
porter of a critical approach ‘to the Bible. He was convinced that the
biblical account was compiled centuries after the alleged events took place
and must be regarded as a Heroic national myth. Yet Alc was not ready ro
conclude that an historical explanation of the origins of the Israelites was
utterly beyond reach. While he discounted the narrative in Joshua, he was
ready to accept the possibility,of historical realities in the competing
source—the first chapter of the book of Judges. In the course of his travels
through Palestine in the early years of the twentieth century, Alt became
fascinated with the lifeways and settlement patterns of the bedouin in the
“steppe regions of the Negev and in the Judean desert. And on the basis of
his knowledge of ancient texts'and his extensive éthnograp’hic observations
of bedouin life, especially their relationship with rural communities, he
+ formulated a dramatic new theory of Istaelite origins.
At the core of this new theory was the understanding that Middle East-
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ern pastoral nomads do not wander aimlessly but move with their herds
in a fixed seasonal routine. Their complex movements are based on a
precise understanding of seasonal climatic change. Since rain comes only
in the winter and green pasture is a scarce resource through the long, dry
summer, bedouin shepherds are forced to manage their flocks in a very
careful way.

Alt observed that during the rainy winter seasons, when there was cx-
tensive pastureland even in relatively arid areas of steppe and desert, the
bedouin moved far from the seciled areas, establishing camps on desert
fringe. When the dry season arrived and the winter pasturelands vanished,
the bedouin groups moved their flocks closer to the greener, sertled agri--
culeural regions of the country, where grazing land could be found. The
bedouin were hardly strangers to this region. Over the centuries they
had established a customary and mutually beneficial arrangement with the
inhabitants of the farming communities. They were allowed to let their an-
imals roam in the recentdy harvested fields of the permanent villages, to
graze in the stubble and manure the land. Yet at the height of summer, even
this source of pasture was exhausted, with several months remaining until
the arrival of the first winter rain. This was the most crucial dme for the
survival of the herds. And art this point the bedouin turned to the green
pasture of the highlands, moving with their focks berween and among set-
tled villages until the rainy season finally came and they moved out to the
desert fringe again.

This annual routine was dependent on fluctuations in the timing and
- gquantity of winter rainfall, and Alr also noted how drastic changes in cli-
mate or political conditions could influence the bedouin to give up their
old way of life and settle down. This was a change in lifestyle thar took a-
long time to accomplish; the pastoral way of life, with its customs,
rhythms, and enormous flexibility, is in many ways a safer strategy for sur-
vival than farming a single plot of land. But the process was nevertheless
observable as small seasonal plots began to appear in certain specific areas -
of summer pasture where bedouin groups had become accustomed 1o re-
turn year after year. After sowing wheat or barley in the small plots, they
left with their flocks, to rerurn late the following spring, in time to harvest
the crop. _ ' -

At first, small groups culrivated isolated plots, while they still continued
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1o herd their Hocks. Part of the family could stay behind near the fields,
while the rest continued to move with the animals. These seasonal plots
gradually grew larger and the bedouin cultivarors became more dependent
on them for grain, which they would otherwise have to obtain in trade
from villagers. And as the time and effort devoted to farming gradually in~
creased, the size of their flocks decreased, since they were compelled o stay
near their fields and could no longer engage in long-range migration. The
last stage in the process was permanent settlement, with the construction
of permanent houses and the abandonment of herding except in the im-

- mediate vicinity of the fields. Alt noted that this was a gradual and largely

peaceful process-—at least in the beginning—since the bedouin inidally
settled in sparsely inhabited regions, where land and water were in relative
abundance and ownership of the land was not carefully controlled. It was
only ar a larer stage, when the newly secded bedouin began to compete for

land and water with the inhabitants of nearby villages, that conflict—

sometimes violent conflict—began.

In his observations of this process of settling down, or sedentarization,
of pastoral nomads, Alt believed that he understood the situation described
in the book of Judges. In time, he formulated what came to be known as
the peaccful-infiltration theory of Israclite origins. According to Alf, the Ts-
raelites were originally pastoral nomads who foutincly wandered with their
flocks berween the steppe regions in the cast in the winter and, in the sum-
mer, in the highlands of western Canaan. Both areas were described by an-
cient Egyprian sources as sparsely settled. Even though the heavily wooded
land was difficult to clear and the topography rugged, there was much free
land for cultivation. Hence Alt believed thar at the end of the Lare Bronze
Age, certain groups of pastoral nomads began to practice seasonal farming
near their summer pasturelands in the highlands of Canaan. And the
process of permanent settlement began. '

As in modern times, this process was gradual and peaceful at the begin-
ning, Yet Alr suggested char when the new settlers’ numbers grew and their
need of ever more land and water increased, they started having problems
with their Canaanite neighbors, especially those who lived in the remote
and isolated owns in the highlands, such as Jerusalem and Luz {Bethel).
These conflicts over land and water rights—Ale hypothesized—eventu-
ally led to the local skirmishes and prolonged conflict that were the back-
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ground to the struggles between Israelites and their Canaanite and Philis-
tine neighbors in the book of Judges.

Though the peaceful-infiltration hypothesis was completely theoretical,
it was a tempting proposal. It was logical, it fit the demographic and eco-
nomic background of the country, and it fit the stories in Judges, which in
any case looked more historical than the epic battle accounts of the book of
Joshua. It had one more big advantage: it seemed to be backed by the an-
cient Egyptian texts. An Egyprian papyrus from the days of Ramesses Il in
the thirteenth century BCE, which recorded a contest between two scribes
‘on the geography of Canaan, described the hill country as a rugged,
wooded, almost empry region, inhabited by Shosu bedouin. Thus Alt be-
lieved that the Israclites could indeed be identified with these Shosu. Their
initial stages of sedentarization in the highlands did not attract Egyptian
hostility, because Egypt was concerned mainly with the fertile areas along
the coast and in the northern valleys, close to the strategic international
overland routes of rade. '

In the early 19505, Yohanan Aharoni, one of the most fervent supporters
of Alt among Istaeli archaeologists, believed that he had found conclusive
evidence in upper Galilee. Aharoni explored this hilly and heavily wooded
region in the north of the country to find that in the Late Bronze Age the
area was almost empty of Canaanite settlements. In the succeeding pe-
riod—Iron Age I-—a relatively large number of small, isolated, poor set-
tlements were established there. Aharoni identified the setders with the
early Israclites, more precisely with the people of the tribes of Naphtali and
Asher, who were reported in the geographic chaprers of the book of Joshua
to have settled in mountainous Galilee. '

Not unexpectedly, Aharoni’s conclusions were bitterly contested by
Yigael Yadin, who believed that the evidence of a massive conflagration
of the Late Bronze city at Hazor—the city described by the book of Joshua
as “the head of all those kingdoms™— precluded any theory of peaceful in-
fileration of any kind. Yadin, who adhered-to the unified conquesttheory,
argued that as long as the city of Hazor was still powerful, the Israclites
could not have settled in Galitee. In his view, the first act in this story must
have been the destruction of Hazor by the Israelites in the late thirteenth

- century Bce. Only when Hazor lay in ruins did the door open for the 1s-
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raelites to settle in upper Galilee and, in fact, also on the ruins of Hazor
itself. A
Aharoni’s reconstruction of the events was less heroic, though no less ro-
mantic. In his opinion, the Israelites appeared in the region when Hazor
was still a powerful city: But they did not opt for confrontation. Rather
than settle in the vicinity of Hazor and attract the hostility of its inhabi-
tants, the arriving Israclites gradually and peacefully settled in isolated,
empty, wooded upper Galilee. There they chose a struggle with the harsh
environment and the risks of highland farming rather than a conflict with
mighty Hazor. The final showdown came later, according to Aharoni,
when the Israclites gained enough strength to mount an attack on Hazor.
Only after the city was destroyed did the Israelites expand into the richer
and more fertile areas of the north, including the northern tip of the Jordan
valley. -
The peaceful-infiltration theory started gaining the upper hand two
decades later, as a result of Aharoni’s explorations in the Beersheba valley,
an arid zone south of rhe Judean hill country. In the 1960s and 19705 Aha-
roni excavated some of the most important sites in the valley: the fortress of
Arad, the ancient town of Beersheba, and the exceptionally large Farly Iron
Age site of Tel Masos, located near freshwater wells in the middle of the val-
ley. Aharoni discovered that the settlement history of the Beersheba valley
was similar to that of upper Galilee. While there were no permanent settle-
ments in the valley in the Late Bronze Age, a number of small setdements
were established there in the Iron Age I. Aharoni identified these fron
Age I sectlers with the people of the tribe of Simeon. And though the uibe
~was different, Aharoni was convinced that the story was the same: peaceful
settlement by Israelites in frontier territories that were empty of Canaanite

cities.

Peasant Revolt

Despite their divergent backgrounds, religious faiths, and conflicting opin-
ions, there was one fervent belief that Albright, ‘Alt, Yadin, and Aharoni all
shared. Both the military-conquest and peaceful-infiltration theories pre-
sumed that the Israclites were a new group that had entered the country at
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the end of the Late Bronze Age. And regardless of their differences regard-
ing the understanding of the biblical text, all believed thar this ethnic '
group lived at a far lower level of civilization than the native Canaanites.
Borth Yadin and Abaroni characterized these early Israclites as seminomads
and both believed that the conquest of Canaan, whether by invasion or by
infiltration, was a chapter in the tmeless conflict between Middle Eastern
farmers and nomads—between the desert and the sown. '

This implicit belief was profoundly shaken in the 1960s and 1970s,
when anthropologists and archaeologists working in other parts of the
Middle East realized that the timeworn assumptions about clear distine-
tions between the worlds of wandering shepherds and settled villagers were
simplistic, rofnantic, naive, and wrong. The first-and most important of
these assumptions was the nincteenth century belief that throughour an-
‘tiquity the Syrian and Arabian deserts contained vast numbers of turbulent
nomads who periodically invaded the settled land. This assumption was
overturiied by a growing consensus among anthropologists in the 1960s
that the great deserts had not been able to support more than a handful of
“pure” nomads before the widespread domestication of the camel as a herd
animal in the late second millennium BCE, if not later. Since this develop-
ment took place afver the Israclites had already emerged in Canaan, it was
eﬁc.tremf:ly unlikely that the example of a bedouin invasion could be applied
to them. Accordingly, certain scholars concluded that the Israelites were
1ntot pure camel nomads but primarily sheep and goart herders, of a type
known to roam with their flocks not in the desert but on the fringes of the
arable land.

- As Albreche Alc bad noted, che summer grain harvest coincides with the
drying up of the grazing lands on the edges of the desert, and the natural
movement of pastoralists and their flocks back toward the well-watered
agricultural regions encourages and even necessitates cooperation between
the two groups. Acthe least, the pastoralists may be hired as seasonal agri-
cultural workers and their Hocks may be allowed to graze in the scubble of
the harvested fields. Bur in many cases the pastoralists and the farmers may
be members of a single community, whose nomadic members wander off
to the desert steppe in the winter, while the sedentary members stay behind
to prepare and plant the village fields.

Research into the nature of pastoral nomadism suggested that the old
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a;ssumptions about the ancient Israelites’ gradual transformation from no-
mads to farmers should be rurned upside down. From an anthropologicai
standpoint, Israclite pastoralists and Canaanite farmers belonged to the
same economic system. If there had been any significant movements of
population, its source could only have been in the sertled regions, and it
would have been, in the words of the historian John Luke, “toward the
steppe and desert, not out of the desert toward the sown.”

Then came George Mendenhall, a feisty biblical scholar at the Univer-
sity of Michigan, who rejected both the immigration and congquest theo- -
ries of Israelite settlement with equal disdain. For years, Mendenhall had’
been a voice in the wilderness of biblical scholarship, claiming that the rise
of the Israelite religion and tribal confederacy could be explained solely on
the basis of internal social developments in Canaan during the Late Bronze
Age. As early as 1947, he reviewed the evidence of the Tell el-Amarna letters
and was one of the first to conclude that the Apiru, identified by some
scholars as Hebrews, were not an ethnic group at all, bur a well-defined so-
cial class, ‘ '

Mendenhall argued that the city-states of Late Bronze Age Canaan were
organized as highly stratified societies, with the king or mayor at the top of
the pyramid, the princes, court officials, and chariot warriors right below.
him, and the rural peasants at the base. The Apiru were apparently outside
this scheme of organization, and they seem to have threatened the social
order in a number of ways. Mendenhall and others pointed out that the
Apiru, though originally sedentary, withdrew from the urban—rural sys-
tem, sometimes to serve as mercenaries for the highest bidder, and when
that work was not forthcoming, some Apiru actively encouraged the peas-
ants to rebel. ‘ '

The context for this social unrest, Mendenhall asserted, was a conflict
not between nomads and a settled population, but berween the rural pop-
ulation and the rulers of the city-states. The Tell el-Amarna letters provide
evidence of hardship and the increasingly onerous exactions, by the kings
and by their Egyptian overlords, of agricultural and pastoral produce. It
was no wonder that the Apiru had great success in stitring up the peasants
and that many Canaanite cities were destroyed at that time. The Late
Bronze Age cities of Canaan were little more than administrative cenrers of

regional feudal regimes. Their destruction was not a military victory alone.
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It was also the effective termination of the economic system thar the city
had maintained.

“Both the Amarna materials and the biblical events represent the same
political process,” Mendenhall wrote in 1970,

namely, the withdrawal, not physically and geographically, but politically and
subjectively, of large population groups from any obligation to existing political
regimes, and therefore the renunciation of any protection from these sources. In
other words, thete was no statistically impartane invasion of Palestine at the be-
ginning of the twelve-tribe systemn of Israel. There was no radical displacement
of population, there was no genocide, there was no large scale driving our of
population, only of royal administrators (of necessity!). In summary, there was
no real conquest of Palestine in the sense chat has usually been understood; whart
happened instead may be termed, from the point of view of the secular historian
’ interested only in socio-political processes, a peasants’ fevolr againse the net-

work of inrerlocking Canaanite city-states.

At the heart of the peasant revolt theory was a novel explanation of how
the Israelite religion began. Mendenhall maintained that the Apiru and
their peasant supporters could never have united and overcome Canaanite
feudal domination without a compelling idecﬂogy And he believed that
their ideology— the worship of a single, transcendent God, YHWH—was
a brilliant response to the religion of the Canaanite kings. Instead of rely-
ing on a pantheon of divinities and elaborate fertility rituals (which could
be performed only by the king and his official priesthood), the new reli-
gious movement placed its faith in a single God who established egalitarian
taws of social conduct and who communicated them directly to each mem-
ber of the community. The hold of the kings over the people was therefore
effectively broken by the spread of this new faith. And for the supporters of
the peasarit revolt theory, the true Israclite conquest was accomplished
without invasion or immigration—-when large numbers of Canaanite
peasants overthrew their masters and became “Israelites.”

In 1979, Norman K. Gotrwald, another American biblical scholar, ac-
cepted and expanded Mendenhall’s theories in his book The Tribes of
Yabweh. Bur he also went a step further; he attacked the archaeological
evidence head-on. While Mendenhall had merely dismissed all the alk of

the settlement of seminomads in the hill country and on the fringes of the




Appendix C _ . 337

desert, Gotrwald believed that those sites were, in fact, Israelite. But he
made this identification for completely different reasons. He theorized that
the remote frontier and forest regions were naturally attractive to the mem-
bers of an independence movement who had fled from the more heavily
populated (and more closely controlled) plains and valleys to establish a
new way of life. Gottwald suggested that their serdement in this rocky and
poorly watered region was possible pnmaﬁly because of technolegical de-
velopments: iron tools for hewing cisteérns in the bedrock, and waterproof
plaster for sealing the cistern walls and terracing hilly slopes.

On the social front, Gotrwald added that in. their new homes the Is-

raelites established a more equal society, with access to the means of produc- - -

tion open to all. And on the cognitive level, he suggested that the new ideas
of equality were imported to Canaan by a small group of people who came
from Egypr and settled in the highlands. This group may have been influ-
-enced by unorthodox Egyptian ideas on religion, such as the ones that stim-
ulated the revolution of Akhenaten in the fourteenth century, ideas that
were closer to the much later concept of monotheism. So this new group
was the nucleus around which the new settlers in the hightands crystallized.

The American archaeologist William Dever provided an explicitly ar-
chaeologxcai context for the peasant revolt theory. Proposing a new inter-
pretation of finds from earlier excavations, he argued that the pottery and
architecture of the new settlements in the highlands in Iron Age I resem-
bled the ceramic and building traditions of the inhabirants of the lowlands
in the Late Bronze Age—thus suggesting that the carly Israelites came
from the sedentary communities of Canaan. Agreeing with Gottwald,
Dever suggestéd that the Iron Age I was the first time that the hill country
was densely settled, due in large measure to two technological inf}ovations.
These were the knowledge of hewing and plastering water storage cisterns
in the bedrock {which enabled the new population to establish settlements
away from perennial springs and wells) and the techniques of constructing
agricultural terraces on steep hillsides (which opened the way for a more
intense exploitation of the hill country, including specialization in vines
and olive groves, which in turn led to the mass production of wine and
olive oil). According to Dever both “inventions” must have originated in a
technically sophisticated, complex society— namely that of the sedentary
population of Canaan.
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The peasant revolt or “social revolution™ hypothesis was very attractive
and gained the support of a large number of biblical scholars and archaeol-
ogisis. It seemed to fit the social realities of Late Bronze Age Canaan, it
seemed to explain the decline of the Late Bronze settdement system in the
lowlands and the rise of the Iron Age I system in the highlands, and it was
very much in tupe with the radical political orientation of American and
European academic life at the eime. Ir also meshed with the mounting
skepeicism in biblical research regarding dhie historical value of both Joshua
and Judges. But it was wrong. Indeed, it was abandoned with almost the
same speed that it had emerged. The reason? It was highly speculative and
theoretical, and had litde real support from archaeology. In fact, archaeol-
ogy testified against it..

It also came at the wrong time. By the 1980s, anthropologists and ar-
chaeologists were becoming more and more skeptical about the possibility
that potrery and architectural styles could reveal the ethnicity or geograph-
ical origin of ancient people. Such elements of material culture could easily
be imitated or borrowed by one society from another. In fact, most of the
finds mentioned by Dever were uncovered in villages representing the sec-
ond phase of settlement in the highlands. Therefore, the similarities to Late
Bronze Age finds might indicate trade ot economic connections of the Iron
Age I settlers with the people of the lowlands rather than erigin, since there
was clear cultural continuity in the lowlands from the Late Bronze Age to
the Iron Age . More important, in the 1970s and early 1980s, hard data on
the Iron T'villages of the highlands started p;)uring in from the field, and
the new evidence clearly contradicred the social revolution theory.

First and foremost; the new data showed that the Iron Age I was not the
first period of intensive serdement activity in the highlands, and that the -
two “technological innovations”™ were known—and used— centuries be-
fore the rise of early Israel. In other words, the use of rock-cut, plastered
cisterns and the construction of hillside terraces were characteristic out-
comes of strong settlement activity in the hill country, not the prime
movers behind it. The archaeological evidence from the lowlands also does
not support the social revelution theory. It has become clear in recent years
that by the Late Bronze Age, the rural sector of the Canaanite society had
already been depleted and could not have supplied cither the energy or the
manpower behind the new wave of highland settlement. Moreover, the ar-
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chagological work in the highlands in the 1980s and 1990s produced some
striking indications that most of the settlers there in Iron Age I came from
a pastoral— rather than sedentary— background.

All chree theories of the Israclite conquest—unified invasion, peaceful
‘infiltration, and social revolution—endorsed the pivotal biblical notion
that the rise of early Israel was a unique, singular phenomenon in the his-
tory of the country. New discoveries of recent decades have shartered that
idea.
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Why thé Traditional Archaeology
of the Davidic and Solomonic

Period Is Wrong

The Davidic Conquests: A Ceramic Mirage

The most important archacological evidence used to link destruction levels
with the Davidic conquests was the decorated Philistine pottery, which was
dated by scholars from the beginning of the twelfth century sce until
about 1000 BCE. The first strata that did not contain chis distinctive style
were dated to the tenth century, that is, to che time of the united monarchy.
But this dating was based entirely on biblical chronology and was thus a
circular argument because the lower darte for the levels with this potery
was fixed according to the presumed era of the Davidic conquests around
1000 BCE. In fact, there was no clear evidence for the precise date of the
transition from the Philistine style to later types.

Moreover, recent studies have revolutionized the dating of Philistine
pottery. In recent decades, many major sites have been excavated in the
southern coastal plain of Israel, the area of strong Egyptian presence in the
. twelfth century BCE, and the region where the Philistines settled. These
sites included three of the cities mentioned in the Bible as the hub of Philis-
tine life—Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Ekron (Tel Migne) as well as several
sites that served as Egypuian forts. The latter disclosed information about
the Egypto-Canaanite marerial culture in the last decades of Egyptian
hegemony in Canaan. Their finds included Egyptian inscriptions related
to the imperial administration of Canaan as well as large quantities of

340
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locally made Egyptian vessels. Some of the inscriptions date from the reign
of Ramesses I1[—-the pharaoh who fought the Philistines and supposedly
settled them in his forts in southern Canaan.

The surprise was that the strata that represent the last phases of Egyptian
domination in Canaan under Ramesses 11 did not reveal the early types of
the decorated Philistine vessels, and the eatliest Philistine levels did not re-
veal any sign of Egyptian presence, not even a single Egyprtian vessel. In-
stead, they were cdmpletely séparated. Moreover, in a few sites, Egyptian
forts of the time of Ramesses 111 were succeeded by the first Philistine sertle-
ments. In chronological terms this could not have happened before the col-
lapse of Egyptian dominartion in Canaan in the mid-twelfth cencury BCE.
. The implications of this revelation for the archacology of the unired
monarchy create a sort of domino effect: the whole set of pottery styles is
pushed forward by about half a century, and that includes the transition
from Philistine to the post-Philistine styles. -

Another kind of evidence comes from stratuim VIA at Megiddo, which
represents the last phase of Canaanite material cultufe in the north. This
stratum has always been dared to the eleventh century Bck and was be- -
lieved to have been destroyed by King David. This assumption fitted the
biblical ideology perfectly: the pious King David annihilated the fast re-
maining stronghold of Canaanite culture. Since this scratum was violently
destroyed by fire, hundreds of complete potrery vessels were crushed by the
collapse of the walls and roofs. Indeed, a large number of vessels were un-
covered by the Oriental Institute excavations and more recent Tel Aviv
University dig at Megiddo. Yet no examples of the decorated Philistine
style were found: It is therefore impossible to date this city to the eleventh
century, a period of time in which the decorated Philistine pottery is com-
mon all over the country, including neighboring sites in the Jezreel valley.
Indeed, there are Philistine vessels ar Megiddo itself, but they all come
from the previous stratum. This means that the last city at Megiddo featur-
ing remnants of Canaanite material culture cannot have been destroyed by
King David around 1000 Bck. Both the ceramic and carbon-i14 evidence
suggests it was still in existence several decades later—well into the tench

century BCE.
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Rethinking Megiddo: Dates, Poﬁtery, and Architectural Styles

Yigael Yadin argued that the identification of the Solomonic cities was -
based on stratigraphy, pottery, and the Bible. But stratigraphy and pottery
provide only relative chronology. It is clear, thetefore, that the whole idea
of the archaeology of the united monarchy, of the blueprint city planning
of Solomon’s architects, and of the grandéur of the Solomonic palaces, rests
on one verse in the Bible— 1 Kings 9:15. We must repeat this again: the en-
tire traditional reconstruction of the nature of the united monarchy of Is-
rael —its territorial expansion, its material culture, its relationship with the
neighboring countries—depends on the interpretation of a single biblical
verse! And this verse is quite problematic, because we do not know if it is
based on authentic sources from the time of Solomon or later realities. We
do not even understand its exact meaning: Does “built” mean that
Solomon founded new cities? Did he only fortify existing ones? Do the
three cities mentioned—Megiddo, Gezer, and Hazor—merely symbolize,
for the author of Kings, the three main administrative cities of northern Is-
rael? Did the author of Kings project the great construction in these cities
in later years back to the days of Solomon? - '

Let us start with the six-chambered gates. First, the idea that the
Megiddo gate dates to the time of the ashlar palaces has been challenged,
mainty because the gate is connected to the massive wall that runs ever the
two palaces. In other words, since the wall is later than the palaces and
since it connects to the gate, there is good reason wo believe thart the gave is
also later than the palaces. Moreover, recent excavations have shown that
this type of gate was used outside the borders of the united monarchy and
that similar gates were built in later phases of the Iron Age, until the sev-
enth century BCE. So the single peg on which the whole structure hangs
has also proved to be shaky. But this is not all. '

The next clue comes fram the nearby site of Jezreel, located less than ten
miles to the cast of Megiddo. The site was excavated in the 1990s by David
Ussishkin of Tel Aviv Universicy and John Woodhiead of the British School
of Archaeology in Jerusalem. They uncovered a large fortified enclosure,
which they identified with the palace built by Ahab in the first half of the
ninth century Bci. This palatial acropolis was destroyed a short while after
it was built. This presumably happened either in the course of the revolt
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~against the Omride dynasty led by the future Israclite king Jehu or as a re-
sult of the military campaign of Hazael, king of Damascus, in northern Is-
rael. In either case, the date of abandonment of the Jezreel enclosure would
be around the middle of the ninth century Bce. The surprise was that the
pottery found in the Jezreel enclosure is identical to the pottery of the city
of palaces at Megiddo. But the latter was supposed to have been destroyed
by Pharaoh Shishak almost a century earlier! How can we bridge this gap?
There are only two possibilities here: either we pull the building of Jezreel
back to the time of Solomon, or we push the Megiddo palaces ahead to the
time of the dynasty of Ahab. It goes without saying that in this case, there
is only ofie solution, since there is no record of Solomonic occupation of
Jezreel and since the Jezreel compound is similar in layout to the acropolis
of Samaria, the éapital of the northern kingdom, which was no doubt built
by the Omrides. The city of ashlar palaces at Megiddo was destroyed in the
mid-ninth century, probably by Hazael, and not in 926 pcE by Shishak.
- But is there any other direct evidence about the date of Megiddo’s city of
palaces in addition to the domine effect we described above? In other
words, is it still possible that it was built in the time of Solomon in the
tenth century BCE, and only destroyed in the ninth century? The answer is
apparently negative, for two reasons. The first clue comes from Samaria®
the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel, which was built in the early
ninth century. There are clear similarities in the building methods of the
Samaria palace and the two Megiddo palaces and it seems, therefore, that
they were builr at the same time. Here too we face two options: either to
argue that the Samaria palace and royal acropolis were both built by
Solomon or to argue that the Megiddo palaces were built later than
Solomon. The first option cannot be accepted, because there is hardly a
doubt thar the Samaria palace and the entire acropolis were built by Omzi
and Ahab in the early ninch century. _

A word should be said here about the treatment of the biblical materials.
Some of our colleagues wonder how we can dismiss the historicity of one,
verse in the Bible (1 Kings 9:15) and accept the historicity of others—relat-
ing to Ahab’s construction of the palace ar Jezreel (1 Kings 21:1) and to the
construction of the palace at Samaria by Omri (1 Kings 16:24). The answer
has to do with methodology. The biblical material cannot be treated as a
monolithic block. It does not require a take-all-or-leave-all atticude. Two
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centuries of modern biblical scholarship have shown us that the biblical
material must be evaluated chapter by chapter and sometimes verse by
verse. The Bible includes historical, nonhistorical, and quasi-historical ma-
terials, which sometimes appear very close to one another in the text. The
whole essence of biblical scholarship is to separate the historical parts from
the rest of the text according to linguistic, literary, and extrabiblical histor-
ical considerations. So, yes, one may doubt the historicity of one verse and
accept the validity of another, especially in the case of Omri and Ahab,
whose kingdom is described in contemporary Assyrian, Moabite, and

Aramean texts.
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Iden‘tifying the Era of Manasseh
in the Archaeological Record

~Irisnot easy to pinpoint Manassch archacologically, that is, to identify the
specific city levels built during his reign in sites throughout Judah. Al-
.though the pottery of the Late Iron II in Judah is known better than that of
any other phase of the Iron Age, its dating is not yet precise enough to dis-
tinguish the styles of a specific generation. The main reason for this less-
than-desired situation is that in order to date pottery assemblages in a
precise way, we need to uncover destruction layers that can safely be as-
signed to a particular historical event. The entire pottery chro nology of the
last phase of the history of Judah after the fall of Israel is therefore based on
one site, Lachish in the Shephelah, which twice provides this combination
of an unambiguous archaeological destruction layer with rich finds and a
reliable historical source. First, the Assyrian annals, the Nineveh relief, and
the Bible leave no doubt thar the city was devastated by Sennacherib in yor
BCE. Second, the biblical reference to Azekah and Lachish as the last
strongholds to withstand the Babylonian assaule (Jeremiah 34:7), con-
firmed by an ostracon found at the site, provides clear evidence that
Lachish was annihilated by the Babylonians in 587/6 sck.

These two destructions of Lachish were linked to the end of strara IIT
and IT at the site. Comparing Late Iron II assemblages that were exposed in
other Judean sites to the two rich, well-dated potrery assemblages of
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Lachish, scholars were able to distinguish two horizons in eighth—seventh
centuries BGE Judah: sites that were destroyed by the Assyrians in the late
eighth century BCE and those the Babylonians destroyed in the beginning
of the sixth century. -

The reign of Manasseh falls berween these two horizons. Smce Man-
asseh was a loyal vassal of Assyria there were no wars in his time; no great
destructions took place. His days were peaceful times for Judah. Yet what
was good for the people of Judah is, ironically, bad for archacologists. We
do not have even one stratum that can safely be dated to his days. Cides es-

" tablished by Manasseh survived until the final fall of Judah and therefore
destruction layers feature the material culture of their last years rather chan
that of their early days. Hence the only way to pinpoint Manasseh is to our-
line the general settlement and demographic trends in Judah berween 7o1
BCE and the late seventh century. Bearing in mind thar the reign of Man-
asseh comes right after Sennacherib’s campaign, and represents a signifi-
cant period of economic recovery, even this very general information is of

much value
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How Vast Was the Kingdom
of Josiah?

The book of Chronicles suggests that Josiah’s campaign of cultic purifica-
tion and territorial conquest reached far to the north and south, into “the
~ cities of Manassch, Ephraim, and Simeon, and as far as Naphrali” (2
Chronicles 34:6). Accordingly, many biblical archaeologists have long
taken the Chronicler’s report at face value and have believed that Josiah's
kingdom extended over most of the territory of western Palestine, from
the Negev highlands in the south to the Galilee in the north. According to
this view, Josiah took over large parts of the territories of the former north-
ern kingdom, also expanding to the sourh and west, into areas which
had never before been controlled by Jerusalem. Yet a new archaedlogicai
analysis suggests that the territorial advances of Josiah were much more
limited. ' .
The older, maximalist view regarding the northern border of Judah in
the time of Josiah was based on the finds ac Megiddo. With the fall of the
northern kingdom, the Assyrians made Megiddo the capital of their
province in the northern valleys and Galilee. They rebuilt the city ina com-
pletely new layour, with two typical Assyrian palaces and a new concept of
an orthogonal city with sets of parallel streets crossing one another at right
angles. This city—stratum IIl—is the best archacological example of an
Assyrian government center in the western provinces of their empire. It
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functioned until the Assyrian withdrawal from Palestine toward the end of
the seventh century BCE. '

The following layer ar Megidcfo, stratum 11, 15, i many pzirts of the
mound, simply a continuation of the previous city wirth minimal rebuild-
ing and additions. But there are two main differences between the cities of
stracum IH and stratum 11t in che later level, the city wall went out of use
and a massive building, which was identified by the team of the University
of Chicago as a fort, was erected on the eastern side of the mound. There
it dominates the valley and the international highway from Egypt to
Mesopotamia. Stratum II was actributed by the same excavators to Josiah
“in his efforts to unite the two kingdoms,” and its pardal destruction was
attributed to the encounter that would ultimately end Josiah’s life.

The Megiddo fort, therefore, presumably provided the missing link to
explain the showdown with Necho. It was suggested that Josiah took over
the entire hill country territories of the ex-northern kingdom and then ex-
‘panded farther north to Megiddo and made it his strategic northern out-
post. The control over the entire region from Jerusalem to the Jezreel valley
made it possible for Josiah to advance to Megiddo with his army, possibly
in an attempt to stop Necho from assisting the Assyrian army against the
Babylonians. -

As to the presumed western border of the kingdom of Judah at the rime
of Josiah, the prize find for the maximalists was Mesad Hashavyahu-—a
small site on the coast about fifteen miles south of Tel Aviv. This modest
building, which has been identified as a fort (hence thc\ name in Hebrew,
mesad, or “fort™}, yielded rtwo exciting finds. First, the pottery assernblage,
which is well dated to the seventh century BcE, included imported Greek
pottery. Second, a number of ostraca found at the site were written in bib-
lical Hebrew. They mention Yahwistic names. with the ending yahu:
Hoshayahu, Obadiahu, Hashavyahu: The site was therefore interpreted as
a fore built by Josiah on the coast, with the aim to give Judah access to the
sea. It was staffed with a Judahite commander and Greek mercenaries who
served in the Judahite army, in a capacity similar to their role in the Egypt-
ian army of the time. Contempaorary ostraca found at the Judahite fort of
Arad in the Beersheba valley seemed to support this idea. They mention al-
location of food provisions to people named Kittim, a term that was inter-




Appendix F ’ : 349

preted as meaning “Greeks”—that is, a Greek mercenary contingent in the
Judahire army. E _

The discussion of the border of the kingdom of Josiah in the south con-
centrated on the two great seventh century forts— Kadesh-barnea and Ha-
seva—-excavated by the Isracli archacologist Rudolph Cohen in the desert
far to the south of the southern line of Judahite cities in the Beersheba val-
ley. Kadesh-barnea commands the largest oasis on the important trade road
from southern Palestine to the head of the Gulf of Aqabaand, farther south,
to Arabia. According to the excavator, a series of Judahite forts was built at
the site. The last of the series was built in the days of Josiah and destroyed by

“thie Babylonians in 586 Bce. This last structure was identified as a Judahice
fort because of a certain resemblance to the Judahite forts in the Beersheba
valley, because a few Hebrew ostraca were found there, and because the gen-
eral historical evaluation of Josiah’s reign suggested the likelihood of Ju-
dahite expansion into this area. At Haseva, about twenty miles to the south -
of the Dead Sea, a massive sqﬁare casernate structure, about two and a half
acres in size, with an elaborate fouf-chambered gate, was dated to the
ninth—eighth centuries BCE. It was succeeded by a somewhar smaller forrin

_the late seventh century BCE, related to the activities of Josiah. A hoard of
smashed Edomite cult vessels buried in a pit near the fort was also ascribed

-to the seventh century and connected with the cult reform of Josiah.

Despite these seeming archaeological indications of Josianic expansion,
there were some scholars who believed that certain geographical marcerial
in. the Bible clearly indicates that Josiah's territorial gains were minimal.
The most important source is the lists of tribal towns in Joshua 15-19, sev-
eral of which the German biblical scholar Albrecht Alr suggested should be
dated to the seventh century. In particular, he suggested that the vown lists
of Judah, Benjamin, Dan, and Simeon reflect the administrative division
of Judah in the time of']osiah. At that time the kingdom was divided into
twelve districts, which encompassed the area from the Beersheba valley in

- the south to the plateau of Benjamin in the north, including the eastern

Shephelah. Another indication came from the lists of those who returned

from the Babylonian exile, which appear in the books of Ezra and Ne-
hemiah. These lists appatently include places that were within the borders
of Judah before the destruction of 586 BCE.



350 Appendix F -

The Isvacli biblical historian Benjamin Mazar added that the descrip-
tion of the geographical limits of the religious reform of Josiah in 2 Kings
23:8 also discloses the borders of his state: “And he brought all the priests
out of the cities of Judah, and defiled the high places where the priests had
burned incense, from Geba to Beersheba.” Mazar identified this Geba with
a site located about fifreen miles north of Jerusalem. The meaning of all
this was apparently that Josiah’s expansion in the north was minimal and
included only the area of the much-hated cult center of Bethel.

Indeed, the archaeological finds that were used by the maximalists may
be interpreted in a very different way. To start with Megiddo in the north,
there is no evidence whatsoever to attribute the fort of stratum II to Josiah.
Not a single Judahite item of the seventh century (which we shall describe
below) has ever Been found at Megiddo. We can safely accept the alternative
view, that stratum I at Megiddo represents a peaceful takeover by the Egyp-
tians. The Assyrian palaces probably continued to serve the Egyptian ad-
. ministration, and a fort was constructed on the eastern edge of the mound.
This interpretation raises a somewhat sirnilar problem, in that stratum 1T ar
Megiddo did not produce Egyptian finds. But the Egyptian rule in Pales-
tine in the seventh century was very short—Dbetween ten and cwenty
years—and did not leave many finds even in the southern coastal plain.

As for Mesad Hashavyahu on the west, the Greek pottery that was
found there is now known from a number of sites in the southern coastal
plain and the Beersheba valley. The question is, should this pottery be un-
derstood as representing the physical presence of Greek merchants or mer-
cenaries, or just the product of trade relations with the West? In general,
the answer to a question like this depends, among other factors, on the
quantity of this pottery found ar a given site. The relatively high ratio of
this pottery at Mesad Hashavyahu may indecd indicate the presence of
Greeks. And if the site was indeed a fort, then we may be dealing with mer-
cenaries. The next question would be, in which army did they serve? The
Greek historian Herodotus tells us that Greek mercenaries served in the
army of Psammetichus I, king of Egypt, and that they were stationed in his
border foriresses, This has been confirmed in excavations in Egypt, includ-
ing a dig of one of the places specifically mentioned by Herodotus. We can
therefore quite safely accept the theory thar Mesad Hashavyahu was an
Egyptian coastal outpost staffed by, among others, Greek mercenaries.




Appendi-x F 35

But is it not possible that Greek mercenaries served also in the Judahite
“army? It is worth noting again in this connection the Kittim, who are men-
tioned in some of the late seventh century ostraca that were found in the
southern Judahite fort of Arad. The commander of the fort was instructed
to supply them with food provisions. Based on the Bible, which identifies
Kictim with Greeks or Cypriots, and on the Greek pottery found in Mesad
Hashavyahu (which was supposed to have been a Judahite foreress from the
titne of Josiah), Aharoni, the excavator of Arad, proposed that the Kittim
were Greek or Cypriot mercenaries who served in the Judahite army. But
other explanations are no less logical. Nadav Naaman suggested that the
Arad ostraca should be understood as orders given to the Judahite com-
manders to provide supplies 1o Greek mercenaries in the Egyptian army,
which at that time dominated Judah. Another biblical historian, Anson
Rainey, proposed that the Kittim were not mercenaries but, rather, mer-
chants who originated from the town of Kition in Cyprus. In any event, re-
garding Mesad Hashavyahu, there can be littde doubs that Egypr, which -
expanded in the late seventh century along the coast of the Levant, was
strong enough to prevent Josiah from building an isolated fort in the mid-
dle of an area in which Egypt had strong strategic interests.

If Mesad Hashavyahu was an Egyptian fort, we should ask what Ju-
dahites—that is, people carrying Yahwistic names—were doing there.
The book of Jeremiah (44:1; 46:14) tells us that in his time Judahites lived
in several places in Egypt, and from the finds at the island of Elephantine
in the Nile, in Upper Egypt, combined with the references in the Bible
to Syene (Aswan), we may assume that Judahites served as mercenaries in
the Egyptian army as early as the late monarchic period. It is therefore
quite reasonable that the unit stationed in the Egyptian fort of Mesad
Hashavyahu included Judahite mercenaries. Naaman suggested that some
of these Judahites may have been corvée workers who were sent there as
part of Judal’s obligation as a subordinate of Egypt. There is thus no reason
to stretch the tertitory of Josiah as far west as the coast.

Now to the south. The two seventh century forts in the deep south—
Kadesh-barnea in the west and Haseva in the east—were identified as Ju-

- dahite according to some pottery types and (in the case of the former) a few
Hebrew ostraca, but mainly according to the idea of the great expansion of
Judah in the dme of Jostah: But there is a no less appealing alternative,
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which was proposed by Naaman, that both were built in the early seventh
century under Assyrian auspices with the assistance of the local vassal
states—— Judah (of Manasseh) and Edom-—and that they were manned
with local vassal troops. He further proposed that the ostraca written in
Egyptian hieratic script found at Kadesh-barnea hint that in the late sev-
enth century the site passed to the Egyptians. Indeed, the two forts, espe-
cially the huge fort of Haseva (which probably dates to the seventh
century), look somewhat different from the Judahite forts in the Beersheba
valley. &

So far for the negative evidence. But do we have positive clues, that 1s,
archacological finds that can help us delineate the borders of Judah at the
time of Josiah? The material culture of Judah in the late seventh century
had several clear characteristics that are relatively easy o trace in the ar-
chaeological record: They represent various aspects of seventh century life
in Judah—rtrade, cult, adminiseration, and daily life. If we plot their distri-
bution on a map we may be able to identify the borders of Judah. Though
some of them appeared for the first time a few decades before Josial's reign,
- they must have continued to be in use, and their popularity peaked in the
late seventh century. In other words, we may speculate that if Josiah ex-
~ tended the borders of Judah, the typical Judahite finds must also have grad-
ually expanded to the new territories.

The first characteristic of the archaeology of Judah in the seventh cen-
tury is small inscribed weights made of limestone. They were apparendy
used for daily, private commercial activity. They appear mainly in the
heartland of Judah, from the Beersheba valley in the south to the area just
to the north of Jerusalem. They were also found in large quantities in the
eastern Shephelah. Outside of these traditional borders of Judah they are
found in meaningful quantities only in the west, that is, in the lower Shep-
helah and the coastal plain. But this can be a result of stlong trade activity
berween Judah and this area. .

Another typical seventh century find in Judah is seal impressions in the
shape of a rosette, found on the handles of storage jars. These seals proba-
bly played some role, which is not yet fully understood, in the administra-
tion of Judah at that time. Their distribution encompasses the highlands of
Judah, from the Beersheba valley in the south to the area a bit to the north
of Jerusalem, with the main concentration in the area of the capital.
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Figurines of a standing woman supporting her breasts with her hands
are also found in Iargé quantities in late monarchic Judah. They can be dis-
tinguished from similar figurines that appear in neighboring regions. Al-
most all of them were found in the heartland of Judah, between Beersheba

‘and Bethel. In the west they appear in large numbers as far west as the
Lachish-Beth-shemesh line. Another type of figurine, depicting a horse
- and a rider, is also popular in the Late Iron Il in the region. In this case, 100,
a Judahite version can’be isolated. Almost all figurines of the latrer type
were found within the borders of Judah proper.

At any rate, these objects and typical Judahite pottery types of the late
seventh century are found mainly in the heartland of the southern king-
dom. Their numbers decline when one goes west and north. They still ap-
pear in meaningful quantity on the plateau of Bethel, but farther norch
their share in the assemblages declines.

When all these items are individually plotted on a map, their distribu-
tion is quire similar. It extends from the Beersheba valley to the plateau of
Bethel north of Jerusalem, and from the Dead Sea and Jordan valley to the
upper Shephelah. The question is, were these the borders of Judah, and do
they indicate that there was no expansion farther to the north? Or do they.
represent only the core territory of the kingdom? In this case too, we must
remember that if the drive to the north was short-lived, it could be under-
represented in the archaeological record. But a permanent and far-reaching
annexation of new territories into the kingdom of Judah is simply not sug-

gested by the archacological finds.
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.The Boundaries of the
Province of Yehud

The Persian kings retained the general administrative division of the Near
East that had been instituted by the earlier Assyrian and Babylonian em-
_ pires. Under the Persians, the vast territories of the region were divided
into satrapies, and each satirapy was further subdivided into provinces that
were administered by governors. Palestine belonged to the satrapy called
Beyond the River (that is, west of the Fuphrates), which, according to
Herodotis—the great Greek historian of the time—included the areas of
Syria, Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Palestine. .

The most detailed territorial data on the post-exilic province of Yehud
come from the biblical text, from the list of exiles who returned from Baby-
lonia (Ezra 2; Nehemiah 7) and from the list of the builders of the walls of
Jerusalem (Nehemiah 3). In the south, the boundary between Yehud and -
the Edomite territory passed just to the south of Beth-zur, leaving He-
bron— the second-most-important town in the highlands in late monar-
chic times and the location of the tombs of the patriatchs—outside the
territory of the repatriates. In the north, the border of Yehud conformed to
the late seventh century border of late monarchic Judah, passing to the
north of Mizpah and Bethel. In the east, Jericho was included in Yehud. In
the west, the area of Lod in the northern Shephelah is mentioned in the list
of the exiles returning from Babylon, burt there is no consensus among
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scholars as to whether it was included in the province. Yehud was therefore
a small province, covering mainly the Judean hills approximately fifteen
miles to the north and south of Jerusalem, an area nor much bigger than
eight hundred square miles. This was a much smaller territory even than
the limited arca of Judah in the late seventh century BCE. Unlike the lateer,
it did not include the southern Hebron hills, the Beersheba valley, and
much of the Shephelah. The province was apparently subdivided into dis-
ericts; the list of the builders of the wall (Nehemiah 3) mentions a few
towns, among them Mizpah in the norch and Beth-zur in the south, that
served as district centers within the province of Yehud.

This textual reconstruction of the boundaries of the province of Ye-
hud is confirmed by archacological fiids. The most indicative of these are
various seal impressions found on pottery vessels from t.h_e Persian period,
bearing Aramaic or Hebrew characters that spell out the Aramaic name
of the province—Yehud. A few hundred examples have so far been found.
Their distribution, ar least in meaningful quantities, is identical to the .
boundaries of the province of Yehud as described above: from the area
of Mizpah in the north to Beth-zur in the south, and from Jericho in the
east to Gezer (near Lod) in the west, In fact, almost all the impressions
were found in Jerusalem and in the sites immediately to its north and
south. One type of these impressions carries, in addition to the name of
the province, a personal name and the title “the governor.” Such personal
names are identified by most scholars as otherwise unknown governors
of the province of Yehud, that is to say, officials who held the same post as
Nehemiah.
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