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Preface 

"T HERE is properly no history; only biography" (Ralph Waldo 
Emerson) is a dictum which holds a very large grain of truth 

when applied to the historical books of the Old Testament; and if the 
quantity of biographical detail is any guide to relative importance, 
there can be no doubt that David is t4e key figure in the history of 
Israel during the period of the monarchy, a~d indeed of the whole of 
the first millennium B.C. The next biblical character to attract equal 
or greater coverage is none other than Jesus of Nazareth - "great 
David's greater son". 

This book is a survey of the history of ancient Israel from the end 
of the era of the Judges till the beginning of the Babylonian exile. 
The political history of Israel is recounted in Part I, ":hilL :!:la. ~ 1j 
gives detailed attention to the poEtical environmcTlt of ~he period, in 
a study of Israel's e!!emi~3. The prophets are here studied in two 
ways; in Part I their contribution to Israel's history is assessed, while 
in Part III the emphasis is rather on the effect which historical events 
had upon them. Part IV, in a survey of Israel's faith during the 
relevant period, inevitably looks at the prophetic literature yet 
again; even so, there is much to be said about the prophets which 
this book does not attempt to discuss. For introductions to the 
prophets and commentary upon them, the reader must turn 
elsewhere. 

The reader will find scant attention paid to such questions as the 
date and authorship of the Old Testament books. These issues tend 
to be controversial· and the arguments about them inconclusive; 
interested readers must be referred to standard Old Testament 
introductions and Bible dictionaries. In any case, it is surprising 
how rarely the answers to historical questions depend on the answers 
to literary ones. 



XVlll 

Bible quotations are taken from the New English Bible except 
where otherwise stated. 

My thanks are due to the writers of many books (not least those of 
the Old Testament). One is inevitably indebted to standard works 
such as John Bright's History of Israel to a greater degree than one 
consciously appreciates. My special gratitude is due to my sister, 
Mrs. R. Z. E. Woods, who typed the whole work from a virtually 
illegible manuscript; to Mr. B. H . Mudditt of The Paternoster Press 
for practical guidance and patient· encouragement; and last but not 
least to my wife for her unselfish encouragement at every stage of the 
work. 

D. F. PAYNE 



Part One 

The Kings 



CHAPTER 1 

Israel Before the Monarchy 

IT was Moses who made Israel a nation; but a nation needs a 
territory, and it was Joshua who played the leading role in 

providing that for them. Then, his work done, he died, and the 
period of the "Judges" began. To some extent, God's promises to 
Abraham of old had been fulfilled; Israel was potentially the 
strongest nation in the immediate area, and her people were to be 
found in varying strengths, in every region allotted to the Israelite 
tribes. However, much remained to be done to master and to 
consolidate the territory, and to transform "Israel" into a land as 
opposed to a people resident in that land. The era of the Judges was 
therefore to be anything but peaceful; much fighting lay ahead. The 
Book of Judges suggests, however, that much of the fighting was 
forced upon the Israelites, who were quite prepared for the most part 
to settle down as peasants and farmers, and let the political situation 
find its own level. This rather complacent attitude was in itself 
almost fatal, as events very Sulln proved. Various features and 
factors militated against the political strength and coherence of 
Israel. 

First of all, it is clear that the Israelites were not united. Numbers 
32 r~lates that in ~arlier days the Reubenites and Gadites had laid 
claim to territory east of the Jordan before ever Palestine proper had 
been invaded; but Moses had insisted that they were to give the 
other tribes full military support in the struggle in Palestine. The 
situation was different now; each tribe had its own area, and there it 
rema,ined. Tribal elders were the administrators of the day, and 
were no doubt jealous oftheir position, with the result that the tribes 
were independent of one another. Nor was there any standing army. 
During the days of the conquest, every able-bodied man had been a 
soldier; but now they had all dispersed to their farms and small-
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holdings, and could ill'be spared to spend their tim.e fighting. The 
pruning-hook and the plough-share had displaced the sword and the 
spear. Thus the Israelite tribes had not the machinery for c()ncerted 
and effective military action. , ' 

A second factor was simply the fact of difficulty of communica
tion. Palestine is no very big country, to be sure; from D,m to Beer
Sheba, the traditional northern and southern limits of Palestine' 
proper, is some 150 miles as the crow flies, while the full east~west 
extent of the country does not reach half that figure at any point. 
And there were certainly some reasonably good roads; two famous 
highways were the King's Highway (cf. Numbers 20:17) and "the 
Way of the Sea" (cf. Isaiah 9:1), both running south from Damascus, 
the former through Transjordan, the latter via Palestine proper, 
leading to Arabia and Egypt respecdvely. And there were many 
lesser roads~l But speed of travel was very slow; the Gospels give 
some impression of the time it took to make the journey from Galilee 
to Jerusalem. It is estimated that the 75-milejourney from Nazareth 
would have taken, something like five days. ' 

'It is also probable th-a:t the Israelites during the period of the 
Judges allowed the roads to fall into a state of disrepair. Hitherto 
they ha9 been properly cared for; in the fourteenth century B. C., a 
local Palestinian prince had written to his Egyptian overlord, to the 
effect that he had' 'made ready all the ways of the king". 2 But the 
Israelites were new to the ways of settled life, and it took them no 
little time to catch up with their predecessors in many of the civilized 
arts. Judges 5: 6 testifies that in the early days of the Judges 
"caravans plied no longer; men who had followed the high roads 
went round by devious paths" . ' 

Presumably messengers were able to make their way reasonably 
swiftly from one part of the country to another. But in times of 
emergency, it will have taken an inordinately long while to collect 
together a body of troops, and then to dispatch it across the difficult 
terrain of Palestine. When Deborah and Barak had to meet a 
Canaanite coalition, they mustered as rnany tribal forces as they 
could. Evidently some of the tribes they appealed to failed to 
respond: "What made you linger by the cattle-pens?" Reuben was 
asked; and other tribes were tacitly rebuked - "Gilead stayed 
beyond Jordan; and Dan, why did he tarry by the ships? Asher 
lingered by the sea-shore, by its creeks he stayed" Oudges 5:16f.). 
Many of, the tribes responded nobly; but it is noteworthy that 
nothing whatever is said about Judah and Simeon, the two most 
southerly tribes. We must conclude that it was recognised that they 

1. See MBA, map 10. 
2. Cf. Tell eI-Armarna Letter 199: 10-13. 
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were too far away to be of any assistance, and that no appeal was 
made to them. 3 

But it was more than distances that separated Judah and Simeon 
from the more northerly tribes. Immediately north of Judah's 
territory l~y the city of Jerusalem and its environs, still inhabited by 
the Jebusites, a Canaanite clan (cf. Genesis 10:16). Judges 1:21 
mentions this fact, and also shows that theJebusites and Benjaminites 
could live amicably side by side most of the time. But when further 
north Canaanites and Israelites were in conflict, there is little doubt 
as to where Jebusite loyalties would lie, and their stronghold will 
have constituted a formidable barrier, effectively preventing the two 
southern tribes from· helping their kinsmen to the north. Nor was 
Jerusalem the only city of strategic position still in Canaanite hands. 

The most formidable barrier separating Israelites from Israelites 
was the Plain ofJezreel, alon~ the northern boundary oft.he territory 
of western Manasseh. The Israelites as yet possessed no chariotry, as 
did the Canaanites, and this meant that they were rarely a match for 
the latter once they descended from the hills. As a result, few 
lowland cities were in Israelite hands during the period of the 
Judges. So while the tribe of Manasseh held the northern part of the 
hill-country of Ephraim securely, and the tribes ofZebulun and 
Issachar had consolidated their position in the hills of Galilee, the 
Plain of Jezreel in between remained largely Canaanite, though 
allocated to Manasseh. 

It is clear, then, that during the period of the Judges the Israelites 
had no few problems to face. But as if the natural hazards we have 
listed were not enough, the Israelites made things very much worse 
for themselves, in several respects. In the first place, inter-tribal 
jealousies were a constant feature of the Judges period, and indeed 
beyond, for it was the. mutual jealousy and suspicion of Judah and 
Ephraim that split the Hebrew kingdom into two after Solomon's 
death. The Ephraimites seem to have been a particularly quarrel
some tribe; they tried to pick a quarrel with Gideon Oudges 8:1ff.), 
whose soft answer turned away wrath, and they succeeded in 
provokingJephthahOudges 12:1ff.), to their sorrow. The last-two 
chapters of Judges relate howthe little tribe of Benjamin fell out with 
the other tribes, and was almo!!t wiped out in thew:arfare that· 
followed. On this occasion, fortunately, the other tribes belatedly 
realized the danger, and declared: "Heirs there must be for the 
remnant of Benjamin who have escaped! Then Israel will not see one 
of its tribes blotted out" Oudges21: 17). Such incidents show that· 
while the tribes never quite forgot their kinship and mutual 
responsibilities, they came very near to doing so at times. 

3. For a detailed study ofthe possible reasons for the absence of mention ofJudah 
and SiIileon see A. D. H. Mayes, Israel in the Period oftheJudges (SBT ii, 29: London 
1974) pp. 98-103. . 
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Ringed about as they were by potential foes, such deliberate 
disunity was the height of folly. But there was a much more insidious 
danger, which might well have proved disastrous to Israel. We have 
already referred to the presence of Canaanite cities in the middle of 
Israelite territory, a matter of no little military moment; but in the 
event it was not the ~ilitary danger posed by the Canaanites that 
proved a major problem, but the attraction of the Canaanite 
customs and religion. The Israelites were thrown into continuous 
contact with the Canaanites, and they learned a great deal from 
them. It is all too easy to condemn the Israelites sweepingly for their 
apostasy, but one ought to have a certain sympathy with thein·. 
Manyof us in the Western world of today have inherited a settled, 
highly developed culture of many centuries' standing; not so the 
Israelites in 1200 B. C. Of late their only professional training had 
been as builders, the slave workmen for the Egyptian kings, and the 
use even of that skill lay a long time in the past. Bezalel, the architect 
of the tabernacle and its furniture, had been specially endued with 
skill for such a work, Exodus 31: 1 ff. relates; for Israel had no trained 
craftsmen in wood and metal as yet. The arts of war they had 
learned through dire necessity, under God-given leadership; but 
who was to teach them the arts of peace? Even where building was 
concerned they had much to learn; archaeologists have brought to 
light the fact that the cities destroyed by the invading Israelites were 
far better built than the Israelite cities erected over fheir ruins. 
Solomon, some centuries after the conquest, turned to the 
Phoenicians for an architect. ' 

We can well believe that as the Israelites turned to farming, they 
were often grateful for the advice and practical skill of their 
Canaanite neighbours. Others were less interested in the land, and 
adopted other trades and professions which brought them into even 
closer contact with the Canaanites. Maritime trade is a good 
example of a Canaanite interest adopted on a . large scale by 
Israelit.es. Deborah's complaint about Dan and Asher noted that 
they were too busy with their shipping concerns to lend a hand to 
their fellows 0 udges 5: 17). Were they perhaps too busy, or simply 
too indolent? It is perhaps even more probable that they were so 
enmeshed in trade alliances with the Canaanites that they found it 
neither politic nor convenient to. join in an attack on other 
Canaanites. 

There were relatively few occasions when Israelites and 
Canaanites found themselves at war, or the commercial and marital 
alliances formed between them might have .proved fatal to Israel's 
unity . (On the other hand, these same alliances might have 
undermined Canaanite solidarity too, thus evening things out for 
both sides.) But there were various other enemies, and against them 
Israel needed to be united; the friendships with Canaanites were a 
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hindrance to any such communal feeling, for the Israelites found 
themselves with divided loyalties. 

Since they learned so much from the Canaanites, it is not really 
particularly surprising that many Israelites felt drawn to Canaanite 
religion as well. Some may have reasoned that Yahweh was the God 
of the desert, and Baal the god of Palestine. Others may have 
intended no disrespect to their own faith, but failing to understand 
that Yahweh was a jealous God, wished to combine both faiths. We 
may be sure that the spiritual leaders of the nation did ~heir best to 
disabuse their people of this notion; emphasizing the exclusive 
demands of Yahweh: "You shall have no other god to set against 
me" (Exodus 20:3). But the common people had no Bibles , nor any 
synagogues where they could get frequent instruction, and one 
wonders how often they heard the accurate facts about their faith. 
Probably much of the religious knowledge was handed down from 
father to son - a pattern of behaviour laid down in Exodus 13: 8 -
and one can well imagine the errors that would creep into such . 
tuition. There . is plenty · of folk-religion, embodying pagan 
superstitions, still prevalent within Christendom despite the 
availability of churches and copies of Scripture. 

Thus the merging of · the two faiths (technically known as 
syncretism) was a very natural, if regrettable, development. Another 
unfortunate factor was that there was considerable superficial 
similarity between Israel's faith and the worship of the Canaanites. 
The worship of both peoples centred around sanctuaries; animal 
sacrifice, with very similar ritual, figured in both faiths; both had 
their annual agricultural festivals. The two people also used similar 
sacdficial technical terms, and even the same title for their (chief) 
deity. The Israelites had but one God, of course, Yahweh by name; 
but they often referred to him as Baal, which was not primarily a 
name but the ordinary Hebrew word for "owner" , "lord" or 
"husband". The term Baal was therefore very suitable for 
describing the relationship in which Yahweh stood to his people; but 
of course its use led to endless confusion with Canaanite worship. 
Centuries later the problem was still so acute that the prophet Hosea 
spoke of a different Hebrew word to denote God's relationship to 
Israel: "On that day she shall call me 'My husband' and shall no 
more call me 'My Baal'" (Hosea 2:16). This other word for 
husband, in Hebrew ish, could lead to no such confusion. 
. One can appreciate something- of the ease with which the Israelites 
fell into Baal worship. For all that, it was to this single factor that the 
wtiter of Judges attributed all the disasters that befell Israel at this 
time: 

Then the Israelites did what was wrong in the eyes of the Lord, and 
worshipped the Baalim. They forsook the Lord, their fathers' God who 
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had broughttliem out of Egypt, and went after other g~ds, gods of th~ 
races among whom they lived; they bowed down before thein and 
provoked the LORD to anger; they forsook the LORD and worshipped the 
Baal and the Ashtaroth. The LORD in his anger made them the prey of 
bands of raiders and plunderers; he sold them to their enemies all 
around them, and they could no longer make a stand. Every time they 
went out to battle the LORD brought disaster upon them, as he had said 
when he gave them his solemn warning, . and they were in dire straits. 

. . Oudges2:11-15) 

This was the philosophy of the writer of judges regarding the 
Israelite vicissitudes during a couple of centuries . .Two questions 
arise; in the first place, does his philosophy m@et the facts, or has he 
imposed a pattern on the events? And · secondly, . wily was he, . in 
common with other Old Testament writers, so vehemently opposed 
to Baalworship? . . 

. There is good reason to believe that the philosophy of judges does 
inqeed meet the facts. As we have noted already ,alliance of any sort 
with the Canaanites led to divided Israelite loyalties, and so caused 
lack of cohesion in the face of various enemies. But religious agree
ment with them was even more serious, for it struck at the very roots 
of Israelite unity, which was based on · their covenant relationship 

. with their God. So long as they remained faithful to the worship of 
Yahweh, they remembered their covenant bonds to their fellows; but 
when they gave theirdevoti6n to local Baals, all such ties were 

. weakened, to breaking point. 4 Disaster was not only divine punish-
ment for apostasy; it was indeed the inevitable result of it. But at 
least disaster had the effeCt of making the Israelites examine 
themselves, and ask the pertinent question, "Why are we 
suffering?" A little thought would reveal that it was Yahweh who 
had given them the land of Promise, and it was entirely jn his hands. 
whether they would keep it. And so time and again they "cried to 
the LORD" ,and he "raised up for them a deliverer" . In returning -
to their own sanctuaries, they would rediscover the solidarity they 
had lost, and the situation would be immediately improved. 

The hostility of the biblical' writers to Canaanite ·worship needs no 
more justification than thatYahweh's demands were exclusive. But 
they viewed the Canaanite religion with more than disdain, they 
viewed it witll horror. So far we have mentioned only its similarities 
to the Israelite faith, and said nothing of its clear differences. Even 
from the Bible, we could wprk out some of the differences, but of 
course the Old Testament is not intt!rested in giving posterity a full 

4. While not .all scholar~ would date the covenant concept so early there is in 
rec~nt ~chola~s~llp a strong tendency to explain Israel's unity during the Judges 
penod In rehglous rather than political terms. See A. D .. H. Mayes, op. cit., 
especially p. 109. 
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picture of Canaanite ideas and practices; nowadays, however, it is 
possible to turn to some documents which give much fuller details of 
the lif<~ngthoughtof these ancient neighbours of Israel,. They are 
the RasShamra tablets. 

There was very little material . to bring us into direct contact with 
theCanaanites up till in8 . . In that year a Syrian ploughman 
accidentally unearthed a tombstone in the vicinity ofa mound, 
called Ras<. Shamra, .on the north coast of Syria (opposite the 
"finger" of Cyprus) and this find led to a thorough excavation of the 
mound from 1929 onwards . The mound of Ras Shamra, investiga
tion proved; covereg the remains of an important city of antiquity 
riamed Ugarit,acentre bfCanaanitecivilization which flourished in . 
the second millennium B. C. All manner of valuable articles and 
objects came · to light, ·· among them a large quantity of inscriptions 
and tablets · of the fourteenth centuryB.C. Some of the latter are in 
languages and scripts which were already known tb scholars, but a: 
ne\,\, language andnewalphabetfigure among the discovered texts, 
and they have naturally been called "Ugaritic". The Ugaritic 
language, once it was deciphered and translated, proved to be 
reniarkablysimilar to Old Testament Hebrew, and has already been 
useful in . clearing up one or two difficulties of meaning in the Old 
Testament;' Two names familiar to readers of the Bible which also 
appear in the Ras·Shamr.a texts are Leviathan and Danel (not the 
hero of the Book of Daniel, but quite conceivably the Dane! or 
Daniel ·. of·Ezekiel .14:14). 

These. tablets '. give us .aml.lch ftIller · picture of Canaanite worship 
than .we had. before . Ras ShaI:Ql'awas excavated; As we are well 
aware from the Old Te~tarnent ; the Canaaniteswerepolyth(,:ists, 
worshippingavarietY9fgodsand goddesses. The senior god was not 
Baal, but El; this mime seems to have been the common noun for 

. "god" inthe Semitic languages, including Old Testament Hebrew. 
He was thought of as the creator, andsqmetimes sYnibolised bya 
bull. But by the fourteenth century El did not figure very largely in 
Canaanite .worship, for all his seniority, andBaal was the most 
impqrtartt deity. (Thismav explain why the Israelite prophets 
objected to the title "baal"; lord, being given toYahweh, but 
accept(!d without protest the word "el", . god, for him.) Baal's 
father, the texts tell us, was the god Dagan (Hebrew "Dagon") the 
god of cam, who was adopted by the Philistineswhen theyovertan 
part" of Canaan;Ashdod, where a temple t9Dagon stood in 
Samu(!I'sti~e(lSamuel5:2) (and long before and 'aftetwards),was 
located on thec()astaI plain of falestine where much of the corn was 
grown. There were also temples to Dagon at Beth-shan, at the 
south-east endofthePlain of Jezreel,and atUgarit itself. 

Baa.l, properly the title of Hadad, the god of thunder, . was the 
most widely .veneratedofthe Canaanite pantheon. · Whereas El was a 
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god of quiet majesty, Baal was the deity who was always actively 
engaged in warfare against his foes, as befits the god of thunder; His 
foes were the forces of disorder. Buthe was also the god of vegetation 
(which explains ·his relationship in mythology with Dagon); · it was 
because of this aspect of his nature that he was so important to the 
Canaanites, dependent as they were on the · fertility . of the ground. 
Nowadays, when the preservation and storage offood are relatively 
simple, we tend to forget how dependent ancient peoples were on 
good harvests, which could spell the difference between life and 
death, between prosperity and slavery. Small wonder that the 
Canaanites revered Baal, and tried by every means to induce him to 
promote the fruit of the ground year after year. The Canaanite 
worship, says Professor Gray, represents "man's efforts to enlist 
Providence in supplying his primary need, his daily breadal1.dthe 
propagation of his kind."5 This ql,lotation draws attention to the fact 
that with the fertility oftheground the Canaanites linked the fertility 
of the womb as well, and attributed both to Baa.L Ba.alworshipwas 
in many respects a fertility cult. . 

The fertility of the ground is of course a seasonal matter. Why was 
it that Baal produced vegetation every spring and summer,butnot 
in the winter season? The reason for this, the Canaanites a:verred, 
Was that Baal died every autumn -and came to life again every 
spring. Baal's resurrection was brought about by a goddess, his 
consort Anat. After his annual detease,she would go looking for 
him. He was to be found in the realm of the deity Mot ("death"), 
and Anat had to defeat Mot before ever Baal could revive; brought 
back to life, he in turn defeated Mot, showing himself as the god 
victorious in warfare. And so it came about that Baal was restored to 
his thz:one in triumph, and the fertility of the land was secured · for 
another year . 

It should be evident by now that the Canaanite conception of their 
leading deity differed totally from the OM Testament portrait of the 
Israelites' Ood~. The latter ruled alone, sovereign over all the forces 
of nature; death was no foe of his, but was his subject. Yahwehwas 

. God of nature, but he was noito be identified with it; and the 
Israelites recognized too that he was Lord overamuth wider sphere 
than just nature, he was the Controller of history as well.· Clearly the 
Israelites had a much superior theolOgy; but One feature of their 
theology had very important practical results, and that is the fact 
that Yahweh had no consort, no goddess associated with him. Baal 
had a consort, Anat - not to mention another one, Athirat (Old 
Testament Asherah6

), originally the consort of El - and the 

. 5. J. Gray, The Canaaniles, (London, 1964), p.138. 
6: The AV; following LXX and Vulgate, translates the word Asherah as 

"grove", quite wrongly. Cf 1 Kings 16:33 in AV and RSV. orNEB. 
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marriage of these two was an important feature of the Canaanite 
mythology, since it was thought to promote the fertility of the , 
ground and its inhabitants. This belief, so different from anything in 
the worship ofYahweh, expressed itself in an emphasis on sexual 
relationships; the elaborate temple cult of the Canaanites 
incorporated "sacred" prostitution. It is certain, that the fertility cult 
practised by Israel's neighbours was a degrading, immoral affair, 
which proved harmful and demoralizing to its devotees; 

Discussing the Ras Shamra tablets, Professor Gray remarks: 
"These myths give the impression that the Canaanites were very 
liberal in their religion, seeking by imitative magic in rite and myth , 
to predispose Providence in nature. Their gods were like the Greek 
gods, glorified human beings, contentious, jealous, vindictive, 
lustful, and even, like El, lazy ... there was no moral purpose in the 
fertility cult. ll7 The Canaanites, in fact, created their gods in the 
image of man, literally and figuratively; the contrast with Yahweh
worship is patent. The God of the Old Testament is wholly moral in 
character, and action, not arbitrary and whimsical, and moreover he 
demands morality from his worshippers. 

Baal worship, then, tended to be degrading, with an abnormal 
emphasis on warfare and sensuous love, promoting in its adherents 
hatred and lust, to which types oflack of self-control man is only too 
prone in any case. Perhaps the readiness of the Israelites to accept 
Canaanite ways led to some of the mutual jealousies between 
Israelite tribes which we have already mentioned. It is certain that 
those of weaker moral fibre will have found the Baal cult a more 
pleasant and comfortable religion. The last five chapters of Judges, 
which do not make very pleasant re~ding, may serve to demonstrate 
how thoroughly the defects of quarrelsomeness and lust had 
permeated Israelite society before the era of the Judges ended. The 
writer's final comment, "Every man did what was right in his own 
eyes", is a very apt description, summing up neatly both the 
political and the moral situation. 

Can nothing be said on the credit side? To get an accurate 
impression of the situation one must study the other side of the coin. 
In the first place, it does seem that the Israelites never lost 
completely their sense of mutual relationship; the covenant bond 
was a reality to which they were prepared to return when reminded 
of their obligations. Secondly, we may well believe that the 
custodians of many of the sanctuaries (even if some of the latter were 
tainted by Canaanite customs and concepts) will have reminded 
their fellow-tribes of their duties at the annual festivals, when all 
were to present themselves \lefore the Lord. Thirdly, we may 
surmise that there were'faithful souls, not very vocal and not seeking 

7, [bid, p, 136. 
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the limelight, who ~teadfastly refused to lose or to modify their belief 
in Yahweh and their loyalty to him. In a similarly black situation a 
century or two later the prophet Elijah, thoroughly despondent and 
pessimistic, was assured by God himself that no less than 7000 in 
Israel would refuse to bow to Baal (1 Kings 19: 18). 

Even so, it is safe to say that Israel did nothjng during this period 
to deserve its election, which is a mystery indeed~ 

The forces tending towards weakness and disintegration were thus 
very strong indeed, and it is something of a miracle that Israel sur
vived. The attacks of various enemies might well have meantthe end 
of the new nation; yet I~rael did survive, and not long after her 
lowest ebb became for a short while the strongest nation in the Near 
East. How is this to be explained? Did a military genius arise from 
somewhere, and change the whole pattern of history? Did a group of . 
fanaties, patriotic or religious, get control of the nation's affairs? 
Some of the "Judges" were doubtless able generals, and some of 
them were clearly devout; but the Book of Judges lays no stress on 
either of these facts. The salvation of Israel was due to the fact that 
God raised up men and clothed them with his Spirit; lie and he alone 
was the :real Deliverer of Israel. 



CHAPTER 2 

Prelude· to Monarchy 

THE problems of Isnlel's own making were very real, as we ·have 
. seen, but the immediate dangers were due to the ·pressure of her 
neighbours on all sides. Archaeology hasshciwn clearly that between 
1200 and 1000 B.C. many Palestinian cities were burned and 
ravaged, some of them more than once; Bethel, for instance, was 
severely damaged at least three times. So even without the evidence· 
of the Book of Judges, it is plain that the promised land was the 
scene of no few battles between the days of Joshua and David. The 
Book of Judges, however, goes further than excavations do, and · 
reveals the names of the enemies of Israel, and gives some account of 
the reason for their hostility. There were three main causes, in fact: 
the Canaanites, as the dispossessed people, tried on occasion to put 
back the clock and recover lost territory; the Philistines were 
imperialists, and wanted to extend their control, making their 
neighbours their vassals; and the Midianites and others were 
nomadic raiders who had no aims beyond emptying the barns of' 
other people in order to feed themselves. 

One of the early narratives of the Book of Judges (3: 12ft'.) throws 
light on the situation which developed in south Transjordan. The 
Israelites' predicament was occasioned by the territorial expansion 
oftheMoabites, who were ably marshalled by their king Eglon. The 
Moabites were distant relatives of the Israelites and were their 
neighbours throughout their history. I Immediately east of the north 
end of the Dead Sea was located the tribe of Reuben, occupying ter
ritory·onceowned by Moab (although it was not the Israelites who 
had dispossessed them), and no doubt the Moabites, south of them, 
eyed the Reuhf"nite land covetously. Also bordering on the 

1. See below, chapter 14. 
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Reubenites were the Ammonites, closely akin to the Moabites, and 
the Israelite tribe found itself the victim of a pincer movement from 
the south and north-east. Without a king and without support from 
other tribes, Reuben was overrun. 

Eglon found himself master of the land between the Dead Sea and 
the great desert to the east. Most of it is a plateau some 3000 feet in 
altitude; the mountains rise steeply from the Dead Sea well over 
4000 feet below. The plateau is cut by occasional streams and 
gorges; the most notable river is the Arnon (modern Wadi Mojib), 
which had formed the boundary between Moab and Reuben. · The 
soil is reasonably fertile, but the region has always been devoted 
chiefly to sheep farming; Deborah was soon to chide Reuben with 
tarrying among the sheep-folds (cf. Judges 5:16, RSV). The Dead 
Sea is a natural, well-named barrier to the west; by overrunning 
Reuben, Eglon gave himself the opportunity for further expansion 
westwards, just north of the Dead Sea. Just across the Jordan from 
here lies the city of Jericho; though the city itselflay in ruins, the oasis 
which had created the city was a valuable prize for Eglon. By now he 
was expanding at the expense of the Benj~inites; and not only did he 
take some of their territory, he took tribute from them. 

But it was his greed for tribute that indirectly led to his downfall. 
The very man who brought it one year was able to assassinate him. 
This man was Ehud, who swiftly rounded up a small army of his 
fellow-tribesmen, who then came down from the hills west oftheJor
dan and stationed themselves at the fords across the river. The death 
of their king threw the Moabites into a panic, and they obeyed the 
natural' impulse to make their escape homewards - straight into the 
hands of the waiting Israelite force, who were not slow to take 
advantage of the situation. 

This exploit by Ehud effectively put an end to Moabite domina
tion of Benjaminite territory, but the biblical record leaves us to . 
guess what happened to Reuben, east of the Jordan. The Moabites 
may have left them alone for the moment, but the former' were not 
long inactive, and it is certain that the Reubenites were never a force 
in Israelite affairs hereafter. . 

This whole episode had clear political implications, for those who 
had eyes to see. The Moabites' success revealed plainly the value of 
effective leadership; it was not until Ehud took matters into his own 
hands and showed himself an able leader that the Israelites had any 
hope of ejecting the Moabites . .It is. also noteworthy that the closely 
related Moabites and Ammonites joined forces to achieve their ends; 
whereas Reuben and Benjamin took liO concerted action whatever, 
from first to last, apparently. 

The Moabites were a small nation, and could never have 
dominated the whole of Israel; at best they could only have whittled 
away a peripheral piece of territory. In due course Israel was to lose 
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much of its original domain, without losing its own identity, so it is 
clear that the Moabites could have done little lasting damage. But 
had the Canaanites ever really combined to attack Israel, the 
Israelites would have been hard put to it to defeat them. The nearest 
approach to a full-scale Canaanite attack was the campaign headed 
by Sisera, and had it proved successful, the very heart of Israel 
would have been subjugated, and Israel as a whole might well have 
disintegrated. , 

The story of this campaign is told in ordinary historical n'arrative 
in Judges 4, and in a triumphant poem in the foliowiJ?g chapter; 
naturally the approach of the two accounts is quite different,and it is 
not easy to piece together all the details. At times the compiler of the 
Book of Judges has, for brevity, telescoped events, giving the 
imp~ession that two campaigns were one; and Judges 4 may be one 
such abbreviated narrative. However, assuming that there was one 
campaign and not a series, We gather that the man who set it afoot 
was J abin, king of Hazor, a great Canaanite stronghold north of the 
Sea of Galilee. This , city had been destroyed and burnt down by 
Joshua not so long before Ooshua 11:10f.), but evidently the 
Canaanites had retaken the site: It lay within Naphtali, not far from 
the north-east boundary of Israelite territory; and its strategic 
importance was later recognised by Solomon, who fortified it afresh 
(1 Kings 9: 15). The site is now an uninhabited mound, which has 
recently been excavated by Israeli archaeologists. 

The tribe ofNaphtali was, inevitably involved in the fighting that 
eventually took place; like neighbouring Zebulun, we read, they 
"risked, their very lives" Oudges 5:18). ButifJabin was the moving 
spirit behind the confederacy, therrian wh() led it iilt6battle was 
Sisera, and the scene of conflict was not Hazor, but the Plain of 
Jezreel away to the south. As we have seen, the Plain was not 
commanded by the Israelites, but . formed a barrier between 
Manasseh to the south and Zebulun and Issachar to the north. Here 
Sisera;" with his nine hundred iron chariots, was long unassailable 
and "oppressed Israel harshly" (4:3). (Tlie Iron Age was just ' 
beginning in Palestine, and the Philistines' use of this metal, . and 
their determined effortstofiold the monopoly of it, gave them a. 
great advantage in warfare .) It is evident that the confederacy was 
not limited to the Canaanites, for the name Sisera is notCanaanite, 
and the city of which he was king was called Harosheth-ha-goiim, 
"Harosheth of the (foreign) nations". His people were probably 
distantly related to the Philistines. From thePlain ofJezreel, Sisera 
w~s able to impose his will on the Israelites south of him, as well as 

. north; it is noteworthy that not only Manasseh but Ephraim and 
even Benjamin, far to the south, responded to the call to arms when 
it came; 

This grave threat . to ,Israel's indep,endence was eventually met, 
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fittingly enough, by united action on the part of Israelite tribes north 
and south of the Plain . The leading figures were the , prophetess 
Deborah, who hailed from Ephraim, and Barak, whose home was in 
Naphtalr; north and south indeed! The battle was pitched in Sisera's 
territory, and the Israelites were obliged to muster a huge army in 
order to counteract the enemy's chariotry. As long as he could, 
Barak kept to the hills, where the chariots would be of little use; his 
final camp was on Mount Tabor/ the highest hill rising ih the Plain 
itself. However, he need have had no anxiety about the fearsome 
chariots, for nature itself rendered them useless; the battle took place 
beside the Ki&hon, and a sudden downpour caused the' river to run 
high, with theresult that Sisera's chariots were bogged down in the 
mud. His army was routed, and he himself fled, finding it quiCker to 
travel by foot, apparently. He, soon suffered the indignity of meeting 
death at a woman's hand. 

It is considered likely that Sisera's defeat took place c. 1125 B.C. 3 

Thereafter the northern tribes were untroubled for some time. The 
next danger was of a different sort, although once again Manasseh 
figured largely in the story. This time the aggressors were the 
Midianites, aided and abetted by the Amalekites and other nomadic 
groups; coming from the fringes ofthe desert to the east of Palestine, 
they travelled swiftly on their camels into more fertile country,and 
took what plunder lay to hand. Shrewd and cunning as desert 
raiders have always been, they knew precisely when the various 
fruits and crops were harvested, and timed their raids to perfection. 
The live&tock, t'oo, fell prey to them. 

Once again, the Transjordanian tribes were conspicuous by their 
inaction. The people of Gad and eastern Manasseh must have been 
the first victims of the Midianites, and the fact that the raiders 
moved in force into the Plain ofJezreel, west oftheJordan, indicates 
that the Israelites east of the river were no da,nger to them. It also 
suggests that the Midianites had already made the most of the 
pickings in Transjordan, and were looking for more fruitful fields to 
plunder. 

The situation at the home of Gideon, somewhere in the hills south 
of the Plain of Jezreel (Ophrah cannot be identified with any 
certainty), is al~o revealing. Gideon's own father, of the tribe of 
Manasseh (the western part of the tribe), had an altar to Baal on his 
property, although it must be said in his defence that he was not very 
concerned about it when his son pulled it down Oudges 6:30f.). So 

2. Tabor has since the fourth century been identified as the, Mount of 
Transfiguration; but on the whole, probability is against this identification. 

3. Cf. J. Bright, A History of Israel (OTL: London, 1972) p.172; S. Herrmann, A 
History of Israef2 (London, 1975) pp. 117f. A. D. H. Mayes, however, wishes to date 
the conflict much later in the Judges era; cf. J . H. Hayes and J . M . Miller, Israelite 
andJudaean History (OTL: London, 1977) p.314: 
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ml.tch for the religious situation; as for the Midianite threat, it 
appears that the only defence against it which was so far resorted to 
was to match cunning with cunning, and to hide away the food and 
livestock. So we first meet Gideon "threshing wheat in the 
winepress", of all places a udges 6: 11 ). 

No longer were the opposing sides Israelites and Canaanih .. s; the 
whole settled population, however varied their ancestry, were forced 
to unite against the nomadic raiders. It was also inevitable that ifthe 
Ganaanites were not to be exterminated, they would be ultimately 
integrated into Israel. But if the Israelites and Canaanites were to 
fight on the same side, it must be under Yahweh's banner; so 
Gideon's first move was to destroy the Baal altar, and to erect one to 
Yahweh. Not till that was done were the necessary military steps 
taken. 

The details of the battle need no re-telling. It was certainly not 
weight of numbers that defeated the Midianites, nor did a 
cloudburst cause their discomfiture. Perhaps they were already 
unsure of the outcome (if we may judge by the dream one of them 
had on the eve of the Israelite attack), and the element of surprise 
was sufficient to overwhelm them. Gideon and his loyal band, 
together with reinforcements from N aphtali and Asher, pursued the 
raiders as they fled eastwards from the Plain of J ezreel. But just as 
the men of Ehud had seized the fords across the Jordan to the north 
of the Dead Sea, and thus prevented the Moabites from escapmg 
unscathed, so now Gideon had made sure that the fords to the south 
of the Sea ofGalilee were controlled; the tribe of Ephraim supplied 
the troops required for this manoeuvre. Even so, a considerable 
body of Midianites escaped across the river. 

Gideon felt that it was not enough to chase the marauders back 
across the Jordan, and he sought to follow up his initial success by a 
campaign east of the river. Now was the opportunity for the settled 
population of Transjordan to play their part in squashing the 
Midianite threat, and Gideon invited the help of the two cities there, 
Succoth and Penuel. But apparently the local citizens felt that it 
would be imprudent to offend the raiders, who might return all too 
soon, once Gideon and his men had withdrawn to the far bank ofthe 
Jordan; and they refused even to provision Gideon's small army. 
None the less, Gideon achieved a second success against the fleeing 
raiders - and returned to bring down retribution upon the two 
Cities. 

The Abimelech episode a udges 9) serves to show something of the 
state of affairs in central Palestine during the first half of the eleventh 
century B.G. In and around Shechem, in southern Manasseh, the 
Israelites and Canaimites were making common cause, and were 
endeavouring to organize an efficient system of government, but at 
the expense of the purity of the Israelite religion. The attempt was 
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. far from successful, for two reasons: in the first place,the situation 
gave scope for unscrupulous adventurers; and secondly, jealousies 
between Israelites and Canaanites were only dormant, not dead. In 
the first flush of enthusiasm consequent upon the defeat of the 
Midianites, the people of Manassehhad invited Gideon to become 
their king, and if he refused the position,4 it is evident that his family 
did exercise some sort of authority in the locality. Abimelech saw the 
opportunity: of playing on Canaanite sympathies; as a sc;m of 
Gideon, he enjoyed the respect given to his family, and as a 
Canaanite on his mother's side he was able to win full support from 
that ·section of the population. For three years he was king of 
Shechem, after he had killed off the full Israelite members of his 
father's clan. But he himself was Israelite in part; and cannot have 
pleased the Canaanite citizens of Shechem any too well, for 
presently a certain Gaal, presumably a Canaanite, was able to move 
into the city behind Abimelech's back, and win over the citizens to 
his cause. Abimelech took strong measures, and emerged victorious 
- but was mortally wounded in the process. 

The Ammonite attack finally beaten off by J ephthah a udges 1 Of.) 
in many ways paralleled the earlier Moabite campaign. Once again, 
the Gileadites (Le. the Israelites in Transjordan) were easily 
overrun, and once again territories west of the river were affected. 
But for once the Gileadites found the will and strength to resist, 
through the agency of Jephthah, a man whom they had earlier 
driven into exile, and who had gathered round him a band of 
marauders to the north of Ammon. The Ammonites were soundly 
defeated and thrust back into their own territory. 

Thus during 150 years, from the time of Joshua5 till the early 
eleventh century, various Israelite tribes were harassed by enemies 
on the north and the east. But the worst threat to Israelite 
independence was stili to come, from the south west: the Philistines. 
Hitherto the tribes ofJudah and Dan had·been remarkably free from 
the troubles that befell other tribes. Shamgar's exploit against the 
Philistines Oudges 3:31) was probably an isolated incident, for the 

. Philistines had arrived in Palestine at about the same time as the · 
Israelites, and no doubt needed some time to establish themselves 
before attempting to expand at the expense of others. Like the 
Canaanites, the Philistines engaged in a good deal of commerce by 
sea. In industry too, they were skilled; excavations have unearthed a 
number of their furnaces for smelting iron. Iron was not unknown in 

4. The suggestion that Judges 8:23 is to be interpreted as Gideon's politely veiled 
acceptance of the royal position is intriguing but not altogether convincing. 

5. 150 years if Joshua lived in the mid-thirteenth century as is generally held. 
However a fifteenth centJ.lry date is not impossible in the light of the researches of J . 
J. Bimson, Redating the Exod!iS andConquest OSOT Supplement 5: Sheffield, 1978). 
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Palestine before the Philistines arrived, but it was they who 
introduced its use on a large scale. Iron-working was a skill they 
brought with them, but of course they needed the raw materials as 
well as know-how, and this requirement may have been one of the 
first motives that led them to extend their territory. As early as 1150 
B.C., they began to expand to the south-east, into the arid region of 
the Negeb; copper and iron ore were plentiful down towards the 
head of the Gulf of Aqaba. Meanwhile the Israelites were making 
little use of this new and superior metal; by the time of Saul, 
moreover, the .Philistines had ensured that they held. the monopoly 
of the iron industry, which put the Israelites at a great disadvantage 
in the warfare between them. 

The Philistines were not a political unity in south-west Palestine, 
but they were capable, both psychologically and in organization, of 
effective united action, as the Canaanites and Israelites rarely were. 
Each of their five chief cities, Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron and 
Gath, was ruled by a seren or "lord" (possibly comparable with the 
Israelite "judges"); but these five chiefs acted in council when 
concerted action was necesary. As a result, their fighting machine 
was highly efficient and as well organized as it was well armed. 

The most southerly of the Israelite tribes, Simeon, may have 
suffered when the Philistines expanded . to the south east, though 
Scripture is silent on this point; Simeon was never a major tribe, and 
its territory gradually became virtually incorporated into Judah; its 
big northern neighbour. At first J udah, immediately east of the 
Philistines, escaped lightly, for the simple reason that she occupied a 
very hilly region; no doubt there were border incidents, however. 
But the tribe of Dan, north of Philistia, was not so fortunate; much 
of Dan, like Philistia, was situated on the coastal 'plain, and was 
without natural defence of any kind. No doubt the Philistine 
pressure developed gradually - there was no sudden "blitzkrieg" 
invasion. But it was very real for all that. 

The only Danite who emerged as a "judge" was the colourful but 
not altogether admirable figure of Samson .. Notable as his exploits 
were, it is significant that they never included leading an army 
against the foe; he acted single-handed, and his best efforts can have 
occasioned little more than minor set-backs for the Philistines. The 
Book of Judges notes that "the dead whom he killed at his death 
were more than those he had killed in his life" (16:30). He·was an 
uncomfortable person to have in the. vicinity, nevertheless, and we 
can well understand the Philistine endeavours to eliminate him. 

The account of his death (16:23ff.) rings true in several details. 
The picture of the Philistines making merry is particularly credible, 
for beer-mugs have been unearthed time and time ·again by 
excavators of Philistine sites. Archaeology has also thrown light on: 
the architecture of the house which Samson pulled down about his 
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own head; the larger Philistine houses frequently had a number of 
pillars supporting the upper part of the buildings, 

But once Samson was dead, the tribe of Dan was left without a 
champion • and without an army capable of withstanding the 
Philistines.· No doubt many of them were overrun or driven ·out, 
becorning incorporated in J udah. One band of 600 men, with their 
families, however, had the wisdom to realize that discretion was the 
better part of valour, and they emigrated to the far north of 
Palestine, passing through many other tribal territories en route. 
North of the Sea of Galilee lies a plain (known as "The Finger", 
because of its shape)some 25 miles. long, through which flows the 
Jordan at the start of its journey south; at the north-eastern edge of 

. this plain, at the foot of the slopes of Mount Hermon, lay the 
unsuspecting Canaanite . city of· Laish,andupon it the Danites 
descended. Destroying. it, they rebuilt the city and renamed it 
"Dan"; it became the traditional northern outpost of Israel, in the 
common phrase,' 'from Dan to Beersheba". 

The Philistines and· related groups mastered the whole of the 
coastal plain,as far north as the Carmel range. Then following the 
great Toad which led to Damascus,they turned inland, through the 
pass of Megiddo, and into the Plain ofJezreel, and so extended their 
control as far as the Jordan near Beth~shan .. Thus they cut off the 
central tribes from those in Galilee, and indeed encircled the 
southern and central tribes on three sides. This in itself was a serious 
enough situation for Israel, but the Philistines were not satisfied; 
they meant to make the hill-country theirs too, and master the whole 
area west of Jordan. (In one sense they succeeded permanently, for 
the term "Palestine" commemorates their name to this day.) 

This. unhappy state of affairs is the background situation to 1 
Samuel. Despite their extremity, the Israelites do not seem to have 
undergone a change of heart towards their God, but they did focus 
their attention on the central shrine, Shiloh,in the territory of 
Ephraim, where Eli was in charge, attended by Samuel. A strong 
Philistine army marched into western Ephraim, and at the first 
encounter. at · the edge of the coastal plain, defeated the Israelites 
soundly. The Israelites regrouped, but felt that there must be some 
way of ensuring victory. Their minds cast back, and recalled that 
when they marched from victory to victory under the leadership of 
Moses and Joshua, the ark of the covenant had gone into battle with 
them. Very well,. it should now serve them again, asa talisman. But 
the ark, unattended by the Divine Presence it symbolized, proved a 
broken reed; the Israelite army was decimated, and the sacred ark 
captured, at the disastrous battle of Aphek (1 Samuel 4:1-11), c. 
1050 B.C. 

However, in the event the ark of the covena:nt. brought the 
Philistines no pleasure, and before long they returned it. Even so, 
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they may have retained general supervision over it. It is very 
probable that they then proceeded to attack Shiloh and destroy the 
sanctuary there. While it is true that recent excavations have left the 
date of Shiloh's fall in some doubt,6 the total silence from now on 
about this important sanctuary strongly suggests that it suffered 
destruction at the hands of the Philistines. At the very least the 
sanctuary would seem to have been abandoned, due to Philistine 
pressure ; 

6. CL M. L. Huhl and S. Holm-Nielsen, Shiloh (Copenhagen, J909), pp.61f., 
where it is suggested that Shiloh may llave fallen to the Assyrians, some three 
centuries later. 



CHAPTER 3 

The First · King: Saul 

SAMUEL survived the debacle, and indeed was able to rally his · 
people to drive the Philistines back, as 1 Samuel 7 records. But it 

is evident that he himself was not the man to lead troops into battle. 
He managed to instil fresh hope and cOl.lra·ge in his countrymen, and 
he was able to win the support of the non-Israelite population; but 
all this was but a postponement of the problem, not a ·solutionto it. 
The Philistines remained a constant menace, and waited patiently 
for their opportunity. As Samuel aged, no obvious successor to him 
was apparent, and the tribal elders became very anxious, and with 
good reason, for the Philistines began again to encroach on the hill 
country and to install garrisons there. If Israel was to survive, some 
drastic step seemed necessary. 

That Saul became the first king of a united Israel .is a matter of 
historical fact; but the circumstances in which this ·took place are 
involved, and have been much debated. A casual reading of the 
biblical data leaves one with the impression that, viewed politically, 
Saul's reign was a success (at the beginning; at any rate), but a 
disaster from the · religious point of view. We may well believt; that 
the matter was more complex than this, however. Political motives, 
religious motives, and indeed personal feelings, must all be taken 
into account. It used to be fashionable to over~simplify the issues, 
arguing that the passagesin 1 Samuel 8-12 which are hostile to the 
monarchy were late and unhistorical;but it is ·significant that two of 
the most important recent works on. the history of IsraeP recognize 
fully that opposing viewpoints were represented in ancient Israel. 

1. M. Noth, . The History of Israef1. (London, 1960); J. Bright, A History of Israef1. 
(London, 1972). In his recent discussion of the topic, A . D. H. Mayes finds little 
reliable historical information in the relevant chapters except· for 1 Samuel 11. This 
viewpoint is based more on literary than historical arguments, and does not seem to 
be demanded by the evidence, cf.J. H. HayesandJ. M. Miller, Israelite andJudaean 
Hi~tory (OTL: London, 1977),p~24f. 



THE FIRST KING: SAUL 23 

"Monarchy", remarks Professor Bright, "was· an institution 
totally foreign to Israel's tradition".2 For 200 years Israel had 
existed without kings, even though most of her neighbours had long 
ago adopted the system of monarchy, and those Israelites of a 
conservative outlook will have felt that the election of a king would 
be an unwarranted and unhappy innovation. Israel . was a 
brotherhood, and this revealed itself by sturdy independence of 
mind in every . village and in every tribe. A centralized government 
and administration might have far from beneficial effects for . the 
ordinary citizen, and it would certainly take a great deal of power 
out of the hands of local elders. On the tribal level, there was good 
reason to fear that a powerful tribe like Eph~aLm might become the 
aristocracy round the king, and assert its supremacy over smaller 
tribes. 

Political inertia, then, will have said, "Let well alone". But there 
were powerful factors working in the opposite · direction; first and . 
foremost, of course, the dire necessity of keeping the Philistines · at 
bay. Cohesion of the tribes was clearly essential, and this demaIide~ 

. central administration, with a strong hand controlling it. It was 
finally a deputation of tribal elders who demanded a king; evidently 
they were willing to submerge their personal feelings and submit to a 
king - better to submit to an Israelite king than to a Philistine 
overlord. . 

A second factor was the example of Israel's neighbours. The 
Canaanite system of goverment was the dty~state pattern, with a 
king at the head of each .. Just as Canaanite culture attracted many 
Israelites, so too Canaanite methods of administration appealed to 
soIlie. Israel's judges had some of them gained great prestige 
through the victories they achieved, and others had no doubt found 
their judicial positions a good basis for acquiring power,and several 
of them had been virtually monarchs, in a limited area. Gideon's 
family has already been mentioned in this conIlection; J ephthah had 
demanded a permanent position as "head" inGilead as the price for 
his leadership in battle Oudges 11:9ff.); and one of the "minor" 
judges, Jair, seems to have held a position of more than ordinary 
eminence Oudges 10:3f.). It was therefore not an entirely novel 
request that the elders put to Samuel: "Appoint us a king to govern 
us, like other 'nations" (1 Samuel 8:5). At the same time, it must be 
remembered that the Canaanite kings did not wield authority over a 
very wide area; eacJ1 city had its own king. So the demand for a king 
over all Israel was certainly novel in the scope it envisaged. But even 
for this there had been spmething of a precedent, in the attempt of 

. Abimelech to impose his authority over a group of cities; he started 
as king of ShecheIp Oudges 9:6), but later-he transferred his capital 

2. ]. Bright, op cit., p. lS2: 
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elsewhere, and installed an officer, Zebul,as ruler of Shechem 
(9:28ff.). 

It may well be that Abimelt!ch's very endeavour to. become king 
on a rather more grandiose scale had led to his unpopularity. But a 
more recent precedent, again to a limited extent qnly, was to hand, 
in the person of Samuel himself. He exercised authority as a judge 
over a considerable area for many years: after the fall of Shiloh we 
find him active in Bethel, Gilgal, Mizpah and his native Ramah (1 
Samuel 7: 15ff.). He claimed no kingly prerogatives, to be sure, but 
it is evident that the elders of Israel were afraid that his authority 
might descend to his sons, whom they had good cause to mistrust; he 
had already made them judges in Beersheba (8: Hf.) . . 

So much for political considerations; but strong religious feelings ' 
were held too. Since the days of Moses, the Israelites had always 
viewed their ' God as their King: the Song of the Sea ends with the 
words, "The LORD will reign for ever and ever" (Exodus 15: 18); 
Gideon's reply to the suggestion that he become king in Israel was, 
"I will not rule over you ... the LORD will rule over you" Oudges 
8:23). To many a devout Israelite it will have seemed deliberate 
apostasy to seek to set a man in the place of God. On the other hand, 
it became evident that God's seal of approval was upon Saul; "the 
spirit of God suddenly took possession of him" (1 Samuel 10:10), 
and those who were cynical about Saul's capabilities are dismissed 
as "scoundrels" (10:27): Thus in the religious sphere tOo, there 
were conflicting opinions about the project. 

The general biblical perspective is not that a king as such was a 
breach of the divinely appointed order - there was no religious 
objection to David's kingship. But kings had to prove themselves 
worthy; and in the eyes. of the Old Testament writers this is where 
Saulultimately failed. The Israelites' demand for a king, .however, 
was not based .on Saul's virtuosity, but on their unwillingness to 
accept the human leadership God provided for them from time to 
time by placing his spirit on one man and another. Their demand for 
a king was therefore against God's wishes, and was thus a token of 
their rejection of his own sovereignty over them. Their request was 
nevertheless granted, but it could bring them little permanent 
pleasure. 

A . practical result of the accession of Saul was the divorcing of 
political leadership from religious ~eadership. Samuel retained the 
voice of authority in the latter sphere; all was well so long as Samuel 
and Saul agreed, . but that happy state of affairs did not long 
continue. 

Saul's . reign began auspiciously enough. He was a man of 
outstanding physique and handsome appearance; .without any 
seeking the crown on his part, it was freely offered to him, while 
Samuel, who might well have shown jealousy at losing his Own 
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position as national leader, gave him full support; and finally he 
found in himself fresh and unsuspected capabilities, as he 
experienced the visitation of the . spirit of God. A ceremony at 
Mizpah, in his home territory of Benjamin, showed him that he had 
both divine and national support. Apart from his own winning 
appearance, there were two factors which no doubt influenced the 
Israelites to make him ' king, in spite of any previous reluctance: 
firstly, there was the fact that his tribe was small and insignificant, so 
that there was no danger that Benjamin would ever lord it over the 
other tribes; and secondly, the unequivocal support Samuel gave 
Saul must have ·surprised and impressed many. . 

Meanwhile, what were the Philistines doing? It may seem 
surprising that they should have stood by and permitted this 
significant, and for them ominous, change in ' Israelite 
administration. One can only think that they were unable to hinder 
it. They were only just beginning to move back into the hill country, 
and' the nature of the terrain prevented them' from achieving the 
control they could have wished. The mountainous area west of the 
Jordan is dissected by numerous valleys, rendering swift military 
movement difficult; and in such country, the local inhabitants, with 
their intimate knowledge of the terrain, always have a big advantage 
over invaders, however skilled. 
Mi~pah lay at the summit of an isolated hill some eight miles 

north of Jerusalem. It is possible to visualize what happened: 
Mizpah, on a secure hill-top, was far enough away from the 
Philistines to enable a ,representative group of the Israelites to carry 
out the ceremony of making Saul king without fear of interference; 
but immediately afterwards Saul speedily dispersed his subjects to 
their own homes, he himself returning quietly to his native Gibeah, 
only a few miles from Mizpah. The time was not yet ripe for 
confonting the Philistines in battle. For the moment therefore, both 
towards the enemy and towards those Israelites who refused to 
accept him as king, "he held his peace'; (1 Samuel 10:27 , RSV). We 
next find him quietly farming, which can have done nothing to 
reassure those Israelites who were sceptical about him; after all, a 

- tall frame, a handsome appearance, and an ability to prophesy in 
trance-like fashion, do not necessarily make one an able leader in 
battle. 

But an opportunity for swift and effective action soon presented 
itself, and Saul immediately showed his mettle. A city of northern 
Transjordan called J abesh-gileadwas suddenly besieged by the 
Ammonites, who were obviously completely confident of success. 
The city itself was too small to be able to drive them off, and the 
Ammonites must have felt morally certain that in view of the severe 
pressure on the Israelites west of the Jordan, the city would get no 
he~p from more powerful tribes. But Nahash, the 'Ammonite king, 
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made two mistakes: he overlooked the fact that the city lie was 
attacking'had a long standing friendship with the tribe of Benjamin, 
and he failed to reckon with S-aul. Issuing truly royal commands, 
Saul rapidly mustered an army on the western side of the river, and 
from there descended on the Ammonites, who were overwhelmed 
and put to flight. 

J abesh-gilead was no great distance from . the Philistine-held 
fortress city of Beth-shan, which lies at the south-east end of the 
Plain of Jezreel, where the Plain runs into the Jordan Valley. It is 
probable that the speed with which Saul acted prevented any pos
sibility of the Philistines' intervening at Jabesh-gilead; but apart 
from ·that consideration, it must be remembered that between Beth
shan and Jabesh-gilead lay the river Jordan, the most natural geo
graphical boundary in Palestine. "The Jordan depression", Dr. J. 
M. Houston has written, "is unique among the features of physical 
geography. Formed as a result of a rift valley, it is the lowest 
depression on earth". 3 On either side of this deep valley rise lofty 
mountain ridges, all the way from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead 
Sea. The actual floor ofthe valley is arid and desolate, but next to it, 
on either side, is the well-named "jungle of Jordan" (cj. Jeremiah 
12:5, RSV). Through this formidable valley the river itself winds 
about almost incredibly; its actual length is more than twice the 
distance as the crow flies between Galilee and the Dead Sea. It is 
therefore understandable that the Philistines, capable soldiers that 
they were, saw the dangers of crossing the Jordan before they fully 
controlled the territory west of it. We have already seen how both 
Moabites and Midianites came to grief as a result of venturing 
across the river. . 

The victory over Ammon not only raised the morale of all Israel, 
but also gave Saul such prestige that the whole nation rallied behind 
him; those who had stood aloof were now silenced or won over.A 
fresh ceremony, almost spontaneous, took place to ratify Saul's 
royal position. It occured at Gilgal, a Benjaminite city very close to ' 
the Jordan, a site well away from Philistine territory, and at the 

. same time conveniently near to Transjordanian soil - it is highly 
probable that the Gileadites had been particularly slow to recognize 
Saul as king, in view of their security from the Philistine threat. 

And now the moment could no longer be delayed; Saul must take 
action against the major foe. He divided the tribal forces into two 
parts, himself leading one of them, his son Jonathan the other. It 
was Jonathan, a man of remarkable enterprise and daring, who 
struck the first blow, by killing the Philistine prefect at Geba, only 
three miles from his fatheris home and capital, Gibeah! 1 Samuel 

3. J. M. Houston, "Jordan", in NBD, pp.654fl. . . 
4. It is not certain whether Jonathan killed a prefect or defeated a garrison (cf. 1 

Samuel 13:3, RSV). Nor is it certain whether the scene of the incident was Gebaor 
Gibeah itself. 
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13:4 relates that in consequence "the name of Israel stank among 
the Philistines", and we can well believe it. Electing a king and 
killing a Philistine officer were scarcely marks . of submission. The 
Philistines responded by bringing up the full might oftheir army and 
occupying Michmash, a strategic Benjaminite city to the north of the 
Israelite forces, and cutting the route into Benjamin from Ephraim. 
The sight of the well-equipped Philistine army, and the knowledge 
that reinforcements from the northern tribes could not get through 
to them, thoroughly dismayed Saul's meagre force, so "they hid 
themselves in caves and holes among the rocks, in pits and cisterns. 
Some of them crossed the Jordan into the district of Gad and 
Gilead". Saul held firm at Gilgal, but "all the people at his back 
were in alarm" (1 Samuel 13:6f.). 

In such frightening circumstances, Saul felt desperately in need of 
God's blessing on the forthcoming battle, and he waited a full week 
and more for Samuel to come and offer sacrifices appropriate to the 
occasion. As Samuel still delayed, Saul grew impatient; we can 
sympathize with his feeling, but in fact the delay was all to the good, 
for had he marched into battle with a small, ill-equipped and 
demoralized army, he would surely have been cut to pieces. At last, 
Saul took it upon himself to offer sacrifice, and had scarcely done so 
when a very irate Samuel arrived on the scene; and so the first 
breach between the two leaders of Israel took place. Meanwhile 
Jonathan, almost single-handed, had altered the situation 
completely. Entirely unaccompanied except for his armour-bearer, 
he showed himself to the Philistine garrison at Michmash, who 
naturally assumed that he was but one. of an Israelite force, and went 
out to engage them in battle . But Jonathan skilfully chose a narrow 
point on a steep ascent, and he and his batman were able with ease 
to kill off their attackers one by one. This simple ruse was sufficient 
to defeat a whole garrison! Still under the impression that they were 
being attacked bya body of troops,the Philistines suddenly realized 
how many men they were losing, and pailicked. As they started to 
take to their heels and even to fight each other, Saul arrived on the 
scene with his small army, and- the panic became a rout. Those 
Israelites who had previously deserted speedily found their lost 
courage, and joined gleefully in the pursuit. As for those Israelites 
who had been traitors to date, throwing in their lot with the 
Philistines, they too saw which way the wind was blowing, and 
changed sides without delay. 

So the Philistines were bundled out of the hills, defeated not so 
much by force of arms as by Jonathan's intimate knowledge of the 
hill country (not to mention his personal daring). Saul knew how to 
turn a situation to good account, and he never let up the pursuit 
until the army were driven back to the coastal plain. They for their 
part did not give up so easily, and for the rest of his reign Saul was 
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obliged to fight them constantly. However, they were unable to 
reoccupy the hill country so long as he reigned, which gave Saul full 
independence and freedom of movement. 

Nor were the Ammonites the only group to attack the Israelites on 
other frontiers. In Transjordan, the Moabites and the Aramaeans 
put pressure on Reuben and eastern Manasseh respectively, and in 
the south Judah and, Simeon were harassed by Edomites and 
Amalekites. But at last Israel was able to take a united stand against 
such enemies, and we read that Saul dealt effectively with all these 
raids and inroads, one after another. Saul probably reached the 
pinnacle of success and prestige with his early defeat of the 
Philistines, but these frequent campaigns were sufficient to maintain 
his prestige throughout his reign. It must not be forgotten how 
dependent Saul was on the loyalty of his subjects; there was no 
precedent in Israel for royal position, and one sound . defeat might 
well have cost him his throne. The excavations at Gibeah have 
shown that Saul's court was not one of oriental luxury by any 
means, but rather of almost rustic sim'plicity; nevertheless, the 
maintenance of armies throughout his reign will have entailed the 
financial support and forced service of all the tribes, which would 
not be calculated to make any administrator popular. Inter-tribal 
jealousies, and the desire for independence, were always near the 
surface. 

For these various reasons it is evident that Saul's position was 
none too secure, and of this fact he must have been keenly aware. 
But at the beginning he did not have to rely on prestige alone, for he 
had the full support of Samuel. The first encounter with the 
Philistines had weakened this bond, as we have seen; and the 
Amalekite campaign was to create a permanent breach between the 
two men, knocking the prop of religious support from under Saul. 
The Amalekites were an ancient foe of Israel, and one that was 
viewed as particularly treacherous (cf. Deuteronomy 25:17ff.); the 
command was therefore that none who were captured should be 
spared. A sacred vow to this effect was made. Yet Saul, pureiy for 
his own pleasure and advantage, took it upon himselfto break this 
solemn oath. This was the second occasion on which Saul had 
flagrantly disobeyed the divine command given him through 
Samuel, and his actions made it clear that there was another king in 
Israel besides Yahweh. The judges had all been subservient to the 
spirit of Yahweh, which had dominated their actions; the king was 
an autocrat, already proving the maxim that power corrupts. 

Samuel did not mince his words. He advised Saul outright that 
just as he had rejected God's commands, so God had rejected him; 
as far as God was concerned, Saul was no longer king. Saul'was 
genuinely distressed by this pronouncement, as well he might be, 
but the aged prophet was adamant. The two men parted; "and 
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Samuel never saw Saul again to his dying day" (1 Samuel 15:35). In 
his personal life too, Saullost touch with God; never again did he 
find himself possessed by God's spirit. All that he had left were his 
natural skill and experience, together with the fickle loyalties of his 
subjects; It is easy to understand why he became subject to fits of 
depression which grew more and more severe, till in the end he was 
not a rational man, but appeared morose, irritable, and suspicious 
of all around him. 

We first meet the youthful David as a shepherd boy on his father's 
farm at Bethlehem, a city of Judah only about ten miles south of 
Saul's city, Gibeah. Samuel anointed the lad to be Saul's successor 
as king over Israel. We may take it for granted that Saul knew 
nothing of this episode. He first met David as a harpist; when it 
became apparent that music soothed Saul's fits of depression, David 
was · recommended to the king as a skilled performer, and soon 
entered the royal service in this capacity. But if David's harp had a 
soothing effect on Saul, David himself was soon to have a very 

. different effect on the king. The hands that could charm music from 
the strings of a harp soon proved their skill with a very different 
instrument, one of a lethal kind. 

Every reader who ever attended a Sunday school knows all about 
David and Goliath,; but it may be worthwhile to note one or two of 
the background details of the story. The scene of the duel was in the 
foothills of western J udah, where they rise from the coastal plain of 
the Shephelah; the Philistines marched in force into these hills, and 
the Israelite army was obliged to counter the threat, and block the 
passes leading up into the mountains. But the Philistines had no 
intention · of attempting a pitched battle, and they resorted to a 
method of warfare common in the ancient (and mediaeval) world, 
but far removed from the total warfare of our own day; the battle 
was to be settled by a single combat of a selected champion from 
each side. The victorious champion in such duels-won great prestige 
for his side; the element of prestige is very clear in the account . of 
David's encounter with Goliath (1 Samuel 17), both in the insulted 
reaction of the giant Philistine to the youthful and inexperienced 
aspect of David, and in the discomfiture and flight of the Philistines 
once their hitherto invincible champion was dead. Once again, they 
returned to their home on the plain in a hurry. 

Saul had been hard put to.find an Israelite champion, and he had 
held out two glittering prizes to any volunteer - marriage to the 
king's daughter, and permanent freedom of taxes for his family 
(17:25). Little did he imagine that his youthful court harpist would 
be the man to claim them. It is not surpising that he instituted fresh 

5. For problems connected with the biblical narrative, cf. D. F . Payne.in NBCR. 
,p.318. 
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enquiries about David's family and antecedents; one likes to know 
as much as possible a.bout oriers future in-laws, and as the king's 
son~in-Iaw David would be an influential figure in Israel. Nor was 
David's victory in single combat a flash in the pan; Saulput him 
fully to test, and was so impressed by his ability that he gave him a 
high-ranking military position. And David did all that could be 
asked of him, going on from success to success. 

From the point of view of the welfare ofIsrael, David's arrival on 
the scene was opportune, and the populace was duly grateful to him . 

. But from Saul'spersonalpoint of view, David's growing reputation 
was a threat to his own position, which was, as we have seen, based 
to a considerable extent on prestige. Saul's reputation against the 
Philistines was not forgotten, but the women in the streets made it 
clear who was the . man of the. moment: "Saul has slain his 
thousands, and David his ten thousands." Comparisons are odious, 
runs the saying - and Saul would have agreed heartIly. 

David's reputation might have been more tolerable to Saul if the 
younger man had had less charm of character. If David ·had been a 
boor, or conceited, Saul would have had less reason to fear him, for 
no opposition group of any consequence would be likely to grow 
round an unpopular figure, however great his military reputation. 
But the fact was that David had an unusually winsome and 
attractive personality; all Israel loved him, including members of 
Saul's own family. J onathan might well have hated David as a 
potential rival, yet the · friendship between the two is proverbial. 
Indeed, in his more rational moments Saul himself was won over. 

One can have a certain sympathy with Saul's feelings; the 
defection of Samuel must have been a bitter blow ,and the rise of this 
influential and to Saul enigmatic figure · must have · seemed the last 
straw. One wonders if it ever came to Saul' s notice that Samuel had 
anointed David as the next king of Israel; he may at least have 
suspected that Samuel supported David. Be that as it may, one can 
see that Saul had good reason to view David as a potential rival; but 
on the other hand, David never gave him the slighest cause to 
question his loyalty. Even when Saul was openly seeking to kill him, 
David could not bring himself to lay a hand . on Saul when the 
opportunity presented itself, for the king was Yahweh's anointed. 

Before long Saul's dark suspicions got the better of him, and 
David was obliged to flee from the court to save his life. His first 
move was to go to Samuel in Ramah for sanctuary, pursued by Saul; 
David's very contact with Samuel may have confirmed the 
suspicions of the . king. From Ramah David wandered from place to 
place in the south of Palestine, and presently made his headquarters 
at Adullam, in the hills of Judah, not so very far from Philistine 
territory (only twelve miles orso from the city of Gath). It was here 
that David's supporters. increased one hundredfold; till now he had 
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with him only two or three servants, butwhen he left Adullam he 
commanded 400 men. 
, A number of those who joined David were his own kinsfoik, but 
the majority of the 400 consisted of "men in any kind of distress or 
in debt or with a grievance" (1 Samuel 22:2) . This sounds very 
much like the motley crew who had constituted Jephthah's band, 
described in Judges 11 :3 as "idle fellows". But we are not to 
suppose that all David's men were typical malcontents, social misfits 
who rebel on principle against established law and~order,though of 
course some of them may have been. The group who joined David at 
the cave of Adullam were welded into a highly efficient military unit, 
which later formed the nucleus of the royal troops when David 
became . king, and to whose loyalty and skill David was to owe a 
great deal. Men of such calibre cannot have been totally 
irresponsible citizens. There is every probability that a good many of 
David's men had a legitimate grievance against Sai.Il or against his 
administration. It would be surprising if the king, in his 
deteriorating mental condition, had not offended some of his 
subjects. A number of biblical passages suggest that there were 
occasions when 'S-aul would brook no .argument from anybody, but 
acted with despotic forcefulness. We know from 2 Samuel 21: H. 
that, for some reason, he slaughtered some of the Gibeonites, a non
Israelite group whose cities were incorporated in Benjamin and who 
were in close treaty relationship with Israel; years after the death of 
Saul, this act of his had been neither forgotten nor forgiven. 

Another clue to the reasons for Saul' s unpopularity in some 
quarters may be found in the phrase "in debt"; debtors may have 
no-one but themselves to blame, but on the other hand they may be 
a symptom of something wrong with the economic structure, or the 
administration of justice, of the state concerned. It may therefore be 
significant that no few debtors were to be found among David's 
supporters. . 

There was one man at the cave of Adullam whose motives for 
joining David are transparent. This was Abiathar the priest, who 
afterwards officiated, with Zadok, at the sanctuary in Jerusalem. 
When David had left Samuel in Ramah, and fled south towards the 
wilderness of Judah, he had been granted temporary shelter by the 
priesthood of a city caned Nob. The priests had actedin innocence, 
intending no disloyalty to Saul; but for all that, Saul descended upon 
them and slaughtered not only the priests but the ordinary citizens of 
Nob. Abiathar, however, managed to escape, and got away safely to 
David's camp. There is reason to believe that Nob had functioned as 
the chief sanctuary after the abandonment of Shiloh; one can 
imagine the horror felt by all devout, Ood-fearing Israeiites at Saul'~ 
wanton brutality there. 

, If Abiathar and the debtors in David's camp are any guide to the 
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situation, we may conclude that faults in Saul' s judiciary system and 
his heedlessrtess of religious proprieties may have caused a goo&deaJ 
of the discontentment of his subjects. It is apparent thatbyno~ 
there was a complete breach between the king and the custodians of 
the religious welfare of IsraeL The political administration and the 
religious organization stood opposed, or at least out of harmony; 
and very probably the administration of law fell between the two. 
The law was primarily a religious function, sternmingas it did from 
Israel's covenant with God; the first laws had been the stipulations 
or obligations of the Sinai covenant, and the written law was always 
deposited in the · sanctuary, just as the Teh Commandments had 
been placed in the ark of thecovenant. During the Judges period, 
the wilderness ideal of a single sanctuary waslost(with not 
altogether happy consequences for Israel's faith), but law was still 
adrninistrated in the tribal sanctuaries . Samuel himself, we read, 
"went on circuit to Betheland Gilgal · and Mizpah; he dispensed 
justice at all these places, returning always to Ramah. That was his 
home and the place from which he governed Israel" (1 Samuel 
7:16f.) . 

When Israel took to itself a king, inevitably some changes must 
have taken ·place in the legal system; · if nothing else occurred, the 
king certainly became the highest court of appeal. It would be very 
interesting to know what exactly Samuel put in writing when he 
"explained to the peopie the 'nature of a king, and made a written 
record of it on a scroll which he deposited befo~e the LORD" (1 
Samuel 10:25) .6 If David himself, who had the happiest relations 
with the religious authorities during his reign, was not altogether 
successful in his administration oflegal affairs,1 then it is certain that 
this aspect of Saul's- governmental machinery was less than 
satisfactory. 

In the light of these considerations, the details ofl Chronicles 
12: 1-22 become more plausible than many biblical scholars. will 
allow . .. The -Chronicler _ relates that the trickle of _ men who _ joined 
David at Adullam becam~ a flood before Sau!' s reign was over: 
"from day today men came in to help David, until he had gathered 
an immensearmy" (1 Chronicles 12:22). Wemay well believe that 
the dissatisfaction with Saul's regime increased . as his reign 
progressed. Saul'sown tribe, Benjamin, remained loyal for the most 
paIt~ as the Chronicler concedes (12: 29) - but he claims that even 
some of them went over to David. This detail seems the more 
probable when we remember that both Gibeon and Nob were, in 
Benjamin. . 

6. The late Professor Robertson suggested that the law-code pi"omulgatedthus by 
Samuel was the Bookof Deuteronomy, Cf, E. Robertson, The Old Testament Problem, 
(Manchester, 1950) . . 

7. See below, pp , 51£, 
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David no ' doubt drew much encouragement from the support he 
received at Adullam, but the numerical strength of his friends 
brought its own problems. In the first place, a lone fugitive can often 
secrete himself completely/especially in the barren wilderness of the 
southern hills of Judah;but an army of 400 inencannot easily be 
hidden. Furthermore, a band of able-bodied men 400 strong needs 
both an occupation and a livelihood; itwas scarcely possible to settle 
to till a fertile. valley when Saul was organizing a. systematic and 
thorough search of the whole area. However, before these problems 
became acute, an unexpected opportunity presented itself; still 
menacing the foothills of J udah, the Philistines attacked . a certain 
city called Keilah, a short distance south of Adullam. After some 
brief hesitation, David and his men marched to relieve Keilah, and 
were able to drive the Phili~tines off. Thisexploit provided David's 
troops with food and shelter for the time being, and incidentally 
served to maintain David's reputation as the champion of Israel 
against the Philistines; but inevitably the news of David's move
ments . got to Saul's ears, and the royal armies descended , upon 
Keilah. David's bimd of men narrowly escaped; and afterwards found 
themselves obliged to keep to the more barren areas. The south
eastern hills of J udah have always been remote and sparsely popu
lated(itwas hereabouts that the Dead Sea Scrolls lay undiscovered 
for almost 2000 years), and herethe fugitives had plenty of spacein 
which to hide themselves; but they were forced to approach farms 
and towns for supplies, and so gave away their position time and 
time again. It was equally unfortunate that they had little to offer in 
return for provisions, and began to give the impression that they 
were preying on the local farmers. Nabal (1 Samuel 25) Was in all 
probability not the only farmer to rebuffDavid's men. 

Eventually, after one or two narrow escapes from Saul, David 
realized that there was no future for himself and his guerrilla band 
(now 600 strong) within the confines of Saul's kingdom, and he 
determined on a bold step. He, who had done so much to hinder the 
Philistines ill the past, now marched into their territory and offered 
his services to the king of Gath, Achish! The Philistines might well 
have cut them to pieces, but Achish had a better plan. While Saul 
had been obsessed with his pursuit of David, he had had little time to 
organize an anti-Philistine campaign with his previous efficiency; 
this state of affairs well suited Achish, and he thought he might 
perpetuate it by installing David and his rnen on the very borders of 
Judah, where he still might draw Saul'sfire, so to speak. As it 
happened, Saul wrote David off as soon as the latter went to Gath, 
but Achishwas not to know that, for David maintained the pretence 
that he and his men were harassing the border towns ofJudah. In 
point of fact, they were attacking the Amalekites and other . semi"; 
nomadic tribes of the northern Negeb: 
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. During the sixteen months that David was at Ziklag (thedty 
given· them by Achish), he was able to weld his band i~to a 
formidable fighting force. We may hazard the guess that this period 
also gave him the opportunity to observe the Philistines' military 
organization, and perhaps get possession of some Philistine weap0n.s 
too. At anyrate, hewas later to prove a far more effective general 
against the Philistines than. Saul~ver was, and Saulwas no mean 
soldier. It is doubtful if the Israelite army was ever particularly well 
armed and equipped before David's reign; most of their iron 
weapons will have been b09ty taken wherithe Philistines were 
worsted in battle.a 

And now the sands of time had run out for Saul. ThePhilistines 
determined to put their full military strength into the field, and 
challeIlge Saul to the pitched battle they themselves had avoided for 
so long. Even David's army was pressed into service, for by now 
Achish trusted him implicitly. The Philistine forces marched north, 
making no attempt tofight .their way into the hills of Judah or 
Ephraim, and came into the Plain of J ezreeL Their intention, 
presumably, was to cut off Saul from his northern tribal territories. 
B~!!1-shan, the. Philistine outpost at the eastern end of the Plain, lies 
not five miles from the Jordan, and the Philistine army could quickly 
have reached the river, occupied the Jordan valley up to theSea of 
Galilee, and truncated Saul's kingdomat one blow. This manoeuvre 
forced Saul to leave the mountains, and fight them on level ground 
of their own choosing; he must block their advance across the Plain 
of J ezreel. So the Israelite armies made their headquarters at the city 
of J ezreel itself, blocking the approach to Beth-shan and there 
awaited the Philistine assault. 

The Philistines paused to review their troops at Aphek, before 
making their way through the pass of Megiddo. It now transpired 
that the other Philistine leaders did not share Achish's ' faith in 
David's men, aIld insisted that they be sent back to Ziklag; after all, 
if the Philistines were to suffer a slight set~back in the battle, these 
men of doubtfulloyalties might change sides and turn a retreat into 
a rout. Davidprotested vigorously - did he perhaps hope he would 
find some opportunity of turning the tide of battlle against the 
Philistines? - but to no avail, and he . turned back to Ziklag, 
anxiously waiting for ne»,s from the battlefield. 

The result of the battlle was no surprise. On level ground the 
ISraelite army was no match at all for the Philistines, and was soon 
dispersed in headlong flight. They tried to head for home, south into 
the Gilboa range of hills, and it was there that most of them were 
overtaken and killed. Here Saul was so badly wounded that his 
capture was certain, and he took his own life rather than suffer such · 

8. Cr. 1 Samuel 21 :8[ 
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humiliation. Jonathan was another who died in battle. Next day the 
vict()rs found their bodies, and the bodies of two more of Saul' s sons; 
and proceeded to display them on the walls ofthe city of Beth-shan. 
It was the final humiliation that their corpses should remain 
unburied. . 

Bu!: while the remnant of the Israelite army fled in terror, one 
group of Israelites acted with presence of mind, courage, and a 
proper sense of gratitude. A few miles away, the other side of the 
Jordan, lay the city ofJabesh-gilead, which Saul had rescued from the 
Ammonites at the start of his reign. The citizens organised a party to 
creep up to the walls of Beth-shan during the hours of darkness and 
rescue the royal bodies. And so Israel's first king was interred at 
Jabesh-gilead, while all Israel mourned. It was left to David to put it 
into words: 

"How are the mighty fallen, and the weapons of war perished!" 



CHAPTER 4 

David's Rise to Power 

THE!~ ~ictory at the battle of Gilbo~ (c. 1000 B. C.) . left. the 
Phihstmes for the moment very much m control of the sltuatlOn. 

Indeed, it must have seemed to many an Israelite that the whole 
reign of Saulhad been nullified ; the enemy were back in the 
position they had held when Saul first took office. Once again the 
Philistines sent their garrisons into the heart of the hill country, and 
virtually dominated the territory west of the Jordan . They had no 
desire to push the Israelites out - they were not numerous enough 
to take over for their own use all this territory. Nor did they cap
ture all the cities; they contented themselves with stationing their 
garnsons. 

Meanwhile there were two Israelites who tried to pick up the 
pieces. One of them was David, who was back at Ziklag, south-west 
ofJudah, when news ofthe battle reached him. The other was Saul's 
close relative (cqusin, probably) Abner, who had served as the 
commander-in-chief of Saul's armies. One son of Saul survived the 
battle, and Abner determined to make him the next king of Israel. 
The young man's name was Eshbaal,l and he was acclaimed king 
by the northern and Transjordanian tribes. Abner no doubt had 
every intention of being the power behind the throne, and in making 
Eshbaal king seems to have acted on his own account. There was no 
religious support for this move, but it was natural enough that Saul's 
son should succeed to the throne; the hereditary principle was 
common all around Israel if there was as yet no real precedent in 
Israel (if we exclude Abimelech from consideration). The majority of 
the tribes acquiesced, therefore; but it is noteworthy that the royal 

1. This, the original form of the name, occurs in 1 Chronicles 8:33; the usual 
biblical form is Ish-bosheth, a later modification designed to avoid the use of the 
name "Baal". 
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headquarters was located not in Benjamin, but across the Jordan, at 
Mahanaim, out of Philistine reach. It is doubtful if Eshbaal's 
kingship ever meant much in practice to the Israelites west of the 
river. 

Meanwhile, far froin Eshbaal's capital, David was acting with 
rare skill and diplomacy. To an impartial observer, his chances of 
ever taking Saul's place as king of all Israel must have seemed thin 
indeed. His recent position as a Philistine vassal might easily have 
stamped him as a traitor in the eyes of Judah; Saul's persistent 
hostility to him in recent yearS might well have established him as a 
persona non grata in the eyes of Benjamin and all who had supported 
Saul; and whatever he did now, he must not offend his powerful 
overlords, against whom he had no River Jordan to serve as a 
natural defence. The fact that David succeeded in establishing good 
relations with all the tribes of Israel, without forfeiting Philistine 
goodwill until he was ready to do battle with them, is a clear 
irdication of his diplomatic genius. 

As far as J udah was concerned, he had already succeeded in part 
in offsetting his defection to the Philistines, by his policy of attacking 
the enemies ofIsrael to the south, notably the Amalekites. In the last 
few days of Saul's life, the Amalekitesgave him a fresh opportunity 
to achieve a reputation at their expense; as soon as the Philistine 
armies, David and his men with them, had marched north, the 
Amalekites had descended upon the now unprotected settled peoples 
in the south - upon the territory ofJudah and the Philistines alike, 
and in particular upon David's own city of Ziklag. But David's men, 
dismissed by the Phili.stines, returned to Ziklag much more rapidly 
than the Amalekites could have expected, and the upshot was that 
the Amalekites were caught unawares and suffered heavy 
casualties. This speedy and effective punitive action against the 
Amalekites will have made David popular with Judah and the 
Philistines equally; but David proceeded to share out the plunder 
with a number of cities of Judah, thus underlining his kinship with 
them. · . 

Having thus paved the way, he returned to the centre ofJudah. In 
the city of Hebron he Was anointed king over his own tribe, and so 
began his long reign. Presumably by now the tribe ofJudah was 
used to a monarchy, and wanted a king; Saul, however, had proved 
a disillusionment, and his son's rule was centred too far away to be 
of any use to them. David, on the other hand, was one of 
themselves; he was known ' as a soldier of ability, and his earlier 
popularity was not forgotten; and he was on the spot. · The · 
Philistines, for their part, must have been persuaded that David was 
still their vassal; and in any case it will have pleased them well 
enough to see an opposition kingdom to that of Eshbaal. A divided 
Israel, at war with itself, will have suited them admirably. So they 
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permitted David to rule Judah for them. They were thus relieved of 
the necessity of placing garrisons in J udah; and this in turn must 
have pleased the men of Judah admirably. 

David thus gained political support from both J udah and the 
Philistines; nor must we forget that he had considerable religious 
support from his own people, whereas Eshbaal had, none. Abiathar 
and some of the priesthood had long accompanied him in exile, and 
David was careful to consult the sacred oracle before making 
important decisions. So now, before making for Hebron, he 
"inquired of the LORD" (2 Samuel 2:1), and was directed to that 
city. Hebron was only two miles south of the shrine of Mamre, and 
here no doubt the anointing ceremony took place - a religious 
rather than a political ceremony. We read of no prophet or priest 
taking part in this coronation/ to be sure, but Samuel's designation 
of David was no doubt recalled. Later on, at any rate, David not 
only showed great concern for religious proprieties, but also 
emphasized the religious aspects of his royal position; it is therefore 
more than likely that he did so from the first. . 

In his dealings with the other tribes of Israel, he was careful to 
show no disrespect for Saul, but he tacitly assumed that he was the 
proper successor to Saul, ignoring Eshbaal as far as he could. The 
man who brought him word of Saul' s defeat and death related that 
he had actually given the wounded king the coup de grace; this 
temerity earned him execution from David, who could thus claim to 
have avenged, in some measure, the death of Saul. There was not 
the least exultation in David's camp at the death of a rival and. 
persecutor; David led his whole people in genuine lamentation at the 
death of a champion of Israel. The elegy he composed remains a 
testimony to his sincerity, recorded for posterity in 2 Samuel 1: 19ff. 

When further news reached him, to the effect that Saul's body had 
been retrieved and given decent burial by the people of J abesh
gilead, David sent them a warm message of commendation (2 
Samuel 2: 5ff. ). In this message he also conveyed the fact that he was 
king over Judah, and made promises to "do good'; to the citizens of 
J abesh. By such means he ensured that he would not appear as the 
leader of a rebel faction, hostile to Saul and all he stood for. But of 
course Eshbaal cannot have regarded David as anything but an 
interloper, and David was obliged to view himas an enemy. 

It is doubtful whether David took much direct action against 
Eshbaal;only one clash between the two opposing armies is 
recorded, and it is not clear who precipitated it. It took place at 
Gibeon, on Benjaminite soil , so it is clear that the men ofJudah had 
left their home territory; on the other hand, Eshbaal's men were a 

2. It is this fact that leads Noth to maintain that this coronation was "a purely 
political act" (op. cit., p.183) . 
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very long way from their base in Transjordan. This single 
encounter, in which David's men came off best, was a fight between 
selected champions, so little bloodshed resulted; the victory will have 
increased David's prestige, without giving him the reputation of 
massacring Israelites. Indeed, any bitterness resulting from the fight 
seems to have been on the victor's side, for Joab, soon to be if not 
already David's chief general, lost ,a0 brother in the Gibeon 
encounter, killed by Abnerin person, and he never forgave his 
counterpart at Eshbaal's court. The opportunity for revenge soon 
arrived. 

Conceivably David tried to put pressure on Eshbaal by 
surrounding his territory with enemies. He must have been on good 
terms with the Moabites, for he had placed his parents there for safe
keeping during the days of Saul's persecution. At some period, too, 
he made a treaty with the king of Ammon (cf. 2 Samuell0:1f.). And 
one of his wives at Hebron was the daughter of the king of Geshur, a 
Syrian city not far north of the Transjordanian tribes, which 
presumably must also have been an ally of David. It is no wonder 
that Eshbaal, hedged about by Philistines, Syrians, Ammonites and 
Moabites, not to mention J udah itself, found his c;:ause crumbling. 

It may well be that Abner saw which way the wind was blowing, 
and sought an excuse to desert his protege. At any rate, he acted ina 
way that could only . imply that he planned to displace Eshbaal as 
king of Israel, and when Eshbaalchallenged him, took the greatest 
offence, and immediately began to treat with David. Since Abner 
was Saul's cousin, his defection to David meant that David was now 
receiving support from the house of Saril itself. David demanded, 
moreover,' that Abner should bring with him Saul'sdaughter 
Michal, whom Saul had long ago betrothed to David. 

Abner's arrival in Hebron might well have signalled an Israelite 
landslide in support of David, had not Joab chosen this singularly 
unfortunate moment to take his personal revenge. With the murder 
of Abner, J oab not only avenged his brother, he also ensured that 
Abner should not be made commander-in-chief of David's armies in 
preference to himself; but his personal gain might well have been 
David's loss, for Abner's death would scarcely have given any 
confidence to supporters or relatives of Saul who were thinking of 

° bringing their support to David. It is clear that David was dismayed 
at Abner's death, and he did all in his power to clear himself of any 
complicity in the assassination. He roundly cursed Joab, and 
insisted on full court mourning for Abner; he himself acted as chief 
mourner at the burial. 

But Eshbaal's cause was by now doomed, in any event. The end 
came swiftly: two of his own army officers treacherously murdered 
him, and brought his head to David at Hebron, fully expecting to be 
praised and rewarded. David once again made it clear to all that the 



40 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

enemies of Sauland his famlIy were his own enemies, and the two 
assassins were summarily executed. But their deed could not be 
undone: and the northern tribes found themselves without a leader; 
the figurehead had gone, and so had the able general who had been 
the power behind the throne. Few of Saul's family remained alive ---
the nearest in line to the throne was but a seven-year-old boy, and a 
cripple at that. There was only one man to whom they could turn if 
theywaIited a king, and his name was David.Without further 
delay, a deputation of all the tribes came to Hebron, and David \Nas 
once again anointed king, this time over the whole of Israel. 

David's position at· this stage of his career was remarkably similar 
to that of Simlat the beginning of his reign. Both men found 
themselves enthroned over a united ·Israel, receiving wholehearted 
support In some quarters, accepted as anecessi:tryevil in others. Both 
fa~edthe immediate prospect of fierce and prolonged warfare with 
thePhilistines. An early defeat by this formidableenemywould have 
brought about the downfall of either man. Saulhad one advantage· 
over David; he came froin a small tribe, and so occupied a neutral 
positionininter-trib",J rivalries, .whereas David ~~me from the 
poweiful Judah,and must therefore have been viewed with not a 
little suspicion by Ephraim in particular, the most important 
northenitribe.< But potential jealousies Were no immediate problem 
to David, for all the tribes were in perfect agreement as to the 
necessity of defeating the Philistines once and for all. Iri two respects 
David was better off than his predecessor: he himself was already an 
abIeand experienced soldier, whereas Saul had had no battle 
~xperience at all when he became king; and he · commanded a 
prof~ssional ·army, well trained and well equipped, as against the 
tribal levies which Saul had led. 

W arfareWith the Philistines was inevitable; the phase of 
diplomacy was over. As an opposition force to Eshbaal, Davidhad 
serVed the Philistine cause well; but as king of a united Israel he 
stood between them and their objective, full control over Palestine 
west of the Jordan. 2 Samuel 5 does not say when their attackcame,3 
butwecanscarcelydotibtthatit took place very quickly after David's 
acclamation by all . the ·. tribes.The Philistine strategy is plain; they 
marched in force inJandtowardsthe city of Jerusalem, which, with 
several other non-Israelite cities, separated Judah from Benjamin 
and the northern tribes. In other words, they aimed to prevent a 
united Israel becoming a practical reality; ifhis kingd()m was notto 
fall apart again, David was forced to dislodge them from their 
vantage point in the valley of Rephaim, just south of Jerusalem. 
Here theyhadfound level ground in therilountains, and wereable 

3. The chapter gives the impression that David's capture ofJerusciIemtook place 
before the Philistine attack but it is almost certain that the writer was not following 
chronological order . 
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to deploy their forces, and await David's attack on terrain of their 
own choosing. But this advantage . was offset by·the fact~hat David 
was thoroughly conversant with their battle methods, and had a 
well-trained and flexible army (whereas Saul .had beel10bliged to 
rely on sheer weight of numbers). It appears that in the first battle 
David attempted no ruses, but met them in a head-on clash,and 
defeated them; but 2 Samuel 5:20 gives all toofew details. 

A single reverse did not deter the Philistines, whose strategy had 
been sound enough, and in due course they fJ!-grouped, presumably 
in greater strength, and reoccupied the valley of Re ph aim. At some 
stage they even captured Bethlehem,as 2 Samuel 23: 14 reveals. 
ThistiIlleDavid de,cidedto ernployastratagem, making use of his 
better knowledge of the locality. ' All the Philistines' attention was con~ 
centrated towards the south, naturally enough; but David was able to 
lead his army round their rear, and attack from the north. A second 
victory resulted, and this one was much more decisive than the. first 
hc,td been. The.Israelite forces followed up their success by driving the 
Philistines headlong from the hills once again. The pursuit was not 
halted till the very borders of the Philistines' own territory; , 

We are not told whether thePhilistil1es made any further attempts 
to march into the hills ofJudah;ifthey did, they must have been 
driven back equally competently. More probably they reverted to 
their earlier tactics ' of harassing Israelite towns in the foothills, such 
as.Keilah, ,which David had relieved when in exile fromSauP Later 
on David . carried the warintotheir own camp, but for the moment 
he . was no ..... doubt content ·.to •• have repulsed .tilem .. The . Philistine 
threat waS permanently broken. . .· i .. .. . . ....... , . 

One effect of the Philistine strategy in occupying the valley of 
Rephaim was to underline the fact that geographically (not to 
mention any other respects) David's kingdom was not.aunity . The 
piece of Canaanite territory lying between the tribal areas of 
Benjamin and Judah had long cre<itedabarrierbetweenJudahand 
the northern tribes, and David' s administration of the northern 
territories was . bound ' to suffer so long as this state of affairs 
remained. Nowthat the Philistine threat was removed, David 
determined to eliminate this hindrance to the internal security of his 
realm .• Mustering llis army, he marched on] erusalem, the most 
important Canaanite city in this region . 
. Jerusalem already had a long history. Signs of occupation of the 

site date from the. third millennium B. C. 5 Egyptian records as early 
as •. the nineteenth · centuryB. C.mention • the city . by .the name of 
U rushalim; so it isdearthatthe parne "J erusalem" belonged to. the 
city long before it came into Israelite hands. Through most .of the 

4. See above .p.33. ' . . . 
S.It is reported that newly discovered documentsfrom Ebla mention Jerusalem 

as early as the twenty-fifth century but relevant texts have yet to be pu.blished . . '. 
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second millenium B.C.Jerusalem was a city-state, ruled by its own 
kings, like many other Palestinian cities. Genesis 14 introduces uS,to 
one of these kings, Melchizedek, a contemporary of Abraham. In 
about 1500 B.C., Egypt assumed control of Palestine, and the petty 
kings there became vassal rulers. One of the kings of Jerusalem of 
this period, by name 'Abdu-Kheba, wrote to his Egyptian overlord, 
asking for assistance against invaders. His letters are still extant, 
among the Tellel-Amarna Letters. 6 

The next king of Jerusalem whose name we know was Adoni
zedek, who led a confederacy of Canaanite7 kings against Joshua 
Ooshua 10:1ff.). By now Jerusalem was in the hands ofa Canaanite 
tribe called J ebusites (cf .• Genesis •. 1 0: 15f.),. and despite Joshua's 
victory over Adoni-zedek, it re~ained inJebusitehands, and was 
apparently called "Jebus" after its occupants. Judges 1 relates, that 
at one time Judah defeated the Jebusites (verse 8) and, that the 
Benjaminites lived for year:; side' by side. with the J ebusites, here 
(verse 21); but evidently the Canaanite tribe maintained the actual 
fortress of the city;· strongly fortified against attack. 

It was therefore no easy task that ,awaited David's men; the city 
lay on a well-fortified hill, and the Jebusitegarrison obviously 
considered it impregnable, taunting David with the words "Never 
shall you come in here; not till you have disposed of the c!;nrl and 
the lame" (2 Samuel5:6)~ Perhaps their over-confidence contributed 
to their downfall; Joab found a way into the city, .and the fortress was 
in Israelite hands before the J ebusites realized what was happening. 
This route may well have been a water-shaft; the perennial problem 
of Jerusalem was its lack of a good water supply within the city walls. 
But the precise meaning of 2 Samuel 5:8 is uncertain as a compari
son of the Revised Standard Version with the New English Bible will 
show; . the parallel in 1 Chronicles 11:6 says nothing of the means by 
which the capture was flchieved. 

The capture of Jerusalem was but the first step in David's plans 
for. consolidating his realm and uniting his people. He had at one 
stroke eliminated the Canaanite barrier cuttingJudah off from the 
other tribes; now he proceeded to turn this hitherto alien territory 
into the very centre of his kingdom. In the first place, he no doubt 
recognised its. strategic value; just.as it had served as a major barrier 
to the full unity of the tribes of Israel, so now it should serve as 
Israel's most easily defensible stronghold. The deep ravines which 

6. <EI-Amarna is the, modern name of ancient Akhetaton, the capital of Egypt 
during the reign of Akh.-en-aton (mid-fourteenth century B.C.). The Amarna 
tablets, first discovered in 1887; consist of diplomatic correspondence of his reign 
and that of his predecessor. 

7. In this book the term "Canaanite" is used in its wider sense, of the prelsraelite 
indigenous inhabitants of Canaan"., More stricdy the Jebusitesand their 
neighbours were Amorites. See now also J. A. Soggin in J.H. Hayes and]. M. 
Miller, Israelite andJudaean History (OTL: London, 1977) pp. 353-356. 



DAVID'S RISE TO POWER 43 

enclose the city on three sides give it admirable natural protection; 
but there were. some weak links in the defences, obviously, or Joab's 
men would not have captured it so swiftly, and David soon gave 
some attention to strengthening the fortifications (cf. 2 Sarnuel5:9). 

Jerusalem not only replaced Adullam as David'.s strongholq, it 
also replaced. Hebron as David' s capital. The jealousy. of the 
northern tribes towards Judah has already been mentioned, .and it 
was a shrewd diplomatic move to transfer the capital out. of the 
territory of J udah. Jerusalem lay on the border between J udah and 
Benjamin, without ever having been incorporated into either tribal 
territory: It is widely believed nowadays that David's realm was 
never an integrated kingdom, but a joint kingdom linked only in the 
person of the king;8 one might perhaps compare the union of 
England and Scotland in the person of J ames· I a ames VI of 
Scotland). If that view of the matter is correct, there will have been· 
all the more reason for David to find a neutral capital. David did all 
he could to preserve its neutrality, moreover, taking Cl;l.re not to flood 
the city with Judaean retainers. He made it the royal city, '.'the city 
of David". His palace builders were neither Judaean nor Israelite, 
but Phoenicians, and his personal bodyguard was largely drawn 
from Philistine ranks. Many J ebusites probably continued to live in 
Jerusalem, too; it was aJebusite, Araunah by name, who owned the 
site of the future temple (2 Samuel 24: 16). 

David's Jerusalem, therefore, was from the purely secular point of 
view a very different capital from Saul's Gibeah.9 But it is not the 
secular advantages of Jerusalem which have made it the most sacred 
city on earth to Jew and Christian alike, and the third most holy city 
in Muslim eyes. David was king in Zion - a name which came to 
symbolize all the spiritual and religious aspects of the city. The orig
in.al meaning and application of the name Zion are no longer known 
for certain, but before long the name became used for the temple hill, 
and signified the religious capital and centre of Judah, and indeed of 
all Israel till the kingdom broke into two. It would appear that Zion 
was the name of the stronghold, the fortified part of the city, at the 
time of David's capture; but it was not long before David transformed 
his capture into the holy city, the city of the sanctuary. 

Jerusalem had had sacred associations long before David's time. 

8. This view was first put forward by A. f,\lt in 1930 and has since gained wide 
currency; but see G. Buccellati, Cities and Nations of Ancient Syria (Studi Semitici. 26: 
Rome, 1967) pp. 48-154, tor persuasive counter-arguments and useful bibliography. 
The present writer is even more doubtful about Alt's arguments for viewing the 
kingdom of Judah itself as a twin kingdom Qerusalem over against the rest of 
Judah), and the Northern Kingdom as yet another twin unit (the city of Samaria 
over against'!Israel"). 

9. It is possible that Saul made thdmportant city of Gibeon his capital at one 
time; the evidence is not really conclusive, however. Cf. J. Blenkinsopp, Gibeon and 
Israel (The Society for O. T. Study Monograph Series, 2): Cambridge 1972, pp. 63f. 
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It has sometimes been doubted whether the Salem of Genesis 14: 18 
is identical with Jerusalem, 10 but there is good reason to think they 
were indeed one and the same. Jerusalem had a long history of 
devotion, then, to 'El 'Elyon, "God Most High", whom the 
Canaanites worshipped and whom Israel recognised to be none 
other than Yahweh (cf. Genesis 14:22). No Israelite could 
reasonably object to David's choice of Jerusalem to be his religious 
capital, since it contained the shrine where Abraham had welcomed 
and received the blessing of God Most High. 

But David was not content merely to take over the Jebusites' 
sanctuary as it stood. While his people undoubtedly venerated the 
ancient shrine where their ancestors had worshipped, they possessed 
a sacred object which probably meant even mOre to them, linked as 
it was with their constitution as a nation under Moses - the ark of 
the covenant. The ark seems to have been virtually neglected during 
Saul's reign, and it still lay in the obscurity of a little town on the 
borders of Judah and Benjamin called Kiriath-jearim (1 Samuel 
7:1f.) or Baale-judah (2 Samuel 6:2);11 it could not have been 
restored to Shiloh, in any case, if indeed that lay in ruins. David 
accordingly made due preparations, and brought back the ark to 
Jerusalem, where he Installed It in a tent especially pitched tor it. 2 
Samuel 6 emphasizes the fact that all Israel joined with David in 
thus setting up a new central sanctuary for the. nation, and describes 
the joy with which everyone, from the king down, celebrated this 
event. Only the memory of Uzzah's carelessness and death and the 
boorish attitude-of Saul's daughter Michal to her husband David 
marred the occasion in any way. 

To have charge of the shrine David appointed two priests, 
Abiathar and Zadok. The former had supported David in times of 
adversity, and we may see his appointment as a just reward for his 
loyalties; but it was also only proper that the continuity with the old 
Shiloh priesthood should be preserved. Abiathar was the obvious 
choice. Zadok's name is the more famous, since he was the father of 
the line of Jerusalem high-priests for many generations; not until 
174 B.C. was the high-priesthood finally removed from the house of 
Zadok. 12 Nevertheless, the reason why David appointed him to serve 
alongside Abiathar is something of a mystery. One suggestion is that 
he was already functioning there, <).s the Jebusites' chief priest, and 
that David merely confirmed him in office. To have done so would 
have helped to cement relationships with the Jebusites, it is true, but 
it seems improbable that David, diplomat though he was, can have 

10. An alternative possibility is to link it with the "Salim" of John 3:23; but the 
Salem of Psalm 76:2 is undoubtedly Jerusalem. 

11. Or perhaps Baalath-judah ( = NEB), for which the Baalah of 1 Chronicles 13:6 
would be a natural abbreviation in Hebrew. 

12. Cf. F. F. Bruce, Israel and the Nations (Exeter, 1963), p. 137 . 
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felt any urgent need to give the J ebusites equal treatment in such a 
fashion. It seems much more probable that Zadok was already a 
well-known pri(!st in Israel; he may have acted for a time as Saul's 
priest, or he may have been in charge of the important sanctuary at 
Gibeon. 13 

But even if Zadok had no previous links with Jerusalem, David by 
no means neglected the earlier traditions of worship in that city. 
There is a striking difference between 1 Samuel 13 and 2 Samuel 6; 
King Saul had offered sacrifice at Gilgal and been sternly rebuked 
for it by Samuel, but King David did no less in Jerusalem without 
any word of censure arising. The reason for the contrast is that Saul 
had- no priestly rights in Gilgal, and had usurped Samuel's 
prerogative by seizing them; but David, far from usurping anyone 
else's rights, was merely exercising the age-old prerogatives of the. 
king of Jerusalem. To David and his line the oracle ran as follows: 
"You are.a priest for ever, in the succession of Melchizedek" 
(Psalm 110:4). Melchizedek had been king and priest in Jerusalem; 
David-simlliiIy appears to have exercised both functions, although 
he may well have delegated some of his priestly duties to his sons (cf. 
2Samuel8:18)!4 It appears from 1 Chronicles 15f. that David's own 
chief services to the shrine lay in the realm of organization of the 
sacred personnel, and especially of the musical enrichment of the 
order of worship. . 

The capture of Jerusalem was thus a most significant event in 
Israel's history, and indeed in the history of civilization and of faith. 
It was the genius and insight of one man that brought this about. 
From a purely military point of view, the city's capture was but one 
step in the process of mastering and consolidating David's kingdom. 
Though the Bible nowhere records the fact, David must have gone 
on to take possession of all the non-Israelite cities within the confines 
of Israel. The Jerusalem enclave had been one Canaanite obstacle to 
Israelite unity; Israel's other major defensive weakness, which the 
Philistines had so recently exploited with great success, was the Plain 
of J ezreel. Such cities as Megiddo and Beth-shan had been 
independent too long for Israel's good, and there is no doubt that 
David made them part of his kingdom; they were certainly in 
Solomon's hands at the start of his reign (cf. 1 Kings 4: 12). Possibly 
some of these cities tried to oppose David, but it is probable that 
most.were shrewd enough to realize that if even the Philistines were 
no match for David's armies, they themselves had no choice but to 

13 . See the discussion by J. Mauchline, "Aaronite and Zadokite priests", GUOST 
21(1965-6), pp. 1-11. A point to be borne in mind is that Zadok was of Levitical 
stock, according to 1 Chronicles 24: 1-6. 

14; The Hebrew text of 2 Samuel 8: 18 states unequivocally that they were 
"priests" (there are no adequate grounds for alternative renderings), but it has 
been argued that originally the text read "administrators" . Cr. G. J- Wenham, 
Were David's sons priests? ZAW 87 (1975) pp. 79-82. ' 
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submit. Megiddo suffered · destruction at about this period, so it 
would seem that it was one city which did try to resist David. IS 

As for the Philistines, David evidently believed in the adage that 
the best form of defence is attack, and he asserted his supremacy 
over them in further victories . He temporarily wrested one of their 
five major cities, Gath, from their control, according to 1 Chronicles 
18: 1. Blit for the .most part he was satisfied that they should pay him 
tribute (cf. 2 Samuel8:1lf.). 

In the three centuries or so that separated Moses from Solomon, 
no major power was . in a position to impede · either the Israelite 
occupation of Palestine or her rise to power. In this fact the Jew and 
Christian alike may well see the hand of God overruling in history. 
The nearest potential enemies of any size were Assyria and Egypt -
the Hittite empire, based on eastern Asia Mip:or, had collapsed 
about 1200 B.C. Assyria, however, was at a low ebb throughout this 
period, due to pressures from the mountain peoples to the north and 
east of Assyria, and more particularly from the Aramaeans, to the 
west of them, who swarmed into what we know as Syria. The 
Assyrians were thus far too busy keeping their own territory intact to 
pose any threat to Israel as yet. Egypt, which had previously 
dominated Syria-Palestine, grew weak about 1200 B.C., due very 
largely to internal problems and pressures, and by David's time its 
kings were only too · glad to seek alliances and friendships with 
smaller Palestinian states. Thus the small states of Syria-Palestine 
were left free to pursue their own policies, and David made the best 
possible use of his opportunities. We do not know what precipitated 
most of his campaigns, but the details provided in 2 Samuel 10 
regarding the outbreak of David's war with the Ammonites give us 
some insight into the general picture. The Philistines, · the 
Aramaeans, and · the Israelites were engaged in a power struggle; 
and smaller states no doubt formed alliances with one or another of 
these . Ammon at one time supported Israel (cf. 2 Samuel 10:2), but 

.. the day came - probably after thePhilistines were defeated -
when her king, Hanun, began to suspect David's intentions. He 

. therefore gratuitously insulted David's envoys, and at the same time 
took the precaution of making alliance with several Aramaean 
kingdoms. The result was that David became involved in Cl, war of 
considerable dimensions , from which he eventually emerged the . 
victor. Ammon was captured, and the Aramaeans subdued and 
forced to pay tribute. 

The campaigns against Moab and Edom may have started in 
somewhat similar fashion . During Saul's reign, David had been on 

15. Cf. Y. Yadin, BA 33 (1970), p . 95 . We may further note the very plaiIsible 
suggestion that David implemented the instructions of Joshua 21 regarding Levitical 
cities, many of which were now frontier cities or places of strategic importance; cf. J. 
Gray, Joshua, Judges and Ruth (NeB: London, 1967) pp. 174f. . 
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good terms with the king of Moab, for he had sent his parents there 
(1 Samuel 22:3f.). David's own great-grandmother, Ruth, had been 
a Moabitess (Ruth 4: 13ff.). So his conquest of Moab and his 
subsequent savage treatment of the Moabites (2 Samuel 8:2) suggest 
that they must have broken faith with him in some particularly 
treacherous fashion. We can only guess, but it is at least conceivable 
that they took the opportunity to attack him when he was engaged in 
the life-and-death struggle with the major foe, the Philistines. 

The casual reader of the Bible no doubt gets the impression that 
the Philistines were a single political unity, and that the Syrians (or 
Aramaeans) were too. We have already noted that on the contrary 
thePhilistines were divided into five rriajorunits; but it is at least 
true that the Philistinesseem to have co-ordinated well, and for 
practical purposes may be viewed as a political entity. The 
Aramaeans were more fragmented; a century or two later, the 
Aramaean state which played a continuous part in Israel's affairs 
was the kingdom of Damascus, and when the Old Testament speaks 
of "the Syrians" without further definition, it is nearly always 

. Damascus that is intended. In pavid's reign, several small 
Aramaean kingdoms were drawn into alliance with the Ammonites, 
and yet another, Damascus, came to the aid of one of its neighbours, 
Zobah (2 Samuel8:5f.). All were alike defeated by David. But one 
Aramae;m kingdom, Geshur, is not mentioned in this connection. 
Earlier in his career, David had married a princess of Geshur, who 
bore him Absalom (cf. 2 Samuel 3:3). This will have been a 
"diplomatic" marriage, and it probably served to keep Geshur 
neutral during David's wars with the Aramadm states. There is no 
evidence that David indulged in wanton aggression on all his weaker . 
neighbours. For all we know to the contrary, some provocation lay 
behind ail his campaigns. Nevertheless one can see why the courtiers 
of the Ammonite king had their suspicions of David's motives. 

At any rate, the result of David's wars was that he dominated an 
area, to the east of his own territory, which extended from the Red 
Sea (the Gulf of Aqaba) inthe sb.uth up as far as the Euphrates. In 
the semi-wilderness south of judah the Amalekites and· other 
nomadic tribes were subdued (cf. 2 Samuel 8:12), and on Judah's 
west flank the Philistines were submissive. To the north-west lay the 
territory of the PhQenicians, centred round the cities of Tyre and 
Sidon. With them, David entered into a treaty relationship, 
apparently on a friendly basis, although it is clear that it was David 
who dictated the .terms. The Phoenicians were great maritime 
traders, and they were content to expand by colonization overseas; 
otherwise this survivor of the old Canaanite civilization might well 
have proved troublesome to Israel in later years. 



CHAPTER 5 

David; S Later Years 

THUS by the middle . of David's reign, the ancient covenant 
promise to Abraham had been fulfllled: "To your descendants I 

give this land from the River of Egypt to th"e Great River, the river 
Euphrates" (Genesis 15:18). David ruled, directly or indirectly, all 
the territory between the Wadi el~Arish and the upper Euphrates. In 
,the second ,· half of his reign he had only to consolidate his realm. 
There is no doubt that he must have brought in a great many 
administrative changes and innovations, quite apart from the new 
capital, Jerusalem, and all that it meant to Israel and Judah. Saul 
had left a kingdom in name, which was still not very mucb more than 
a loosely-knit confederacy of tribes; David must have done much to 
breakdown the tribal system, not least by incorporating Canaanite 
cities and communities into Israel. Of the details of his administra
tion, however, we know remarkably little, apart from two lists of his 
chief officials (2 Samuel 8: 16ff., 20: 23-26). The census recorded in 2 
Samuel 24 was no doubt intended to provide information which 
could be used both for tax purposes and as a basis for conscription to 
the army. In the days of the Judges, the various leaders oflsrael had 
been content to summon 'smallholders from their farms when battles 
were necessary; but David's victories could not have been achieved 
nor his conquests maintained without a standing army, which then 
as now lays a burden on a country's economy.! 
. The census did not take place without disaster; even Joab was 
opposed to the measure, and it seems fair to assume that the blame 
for the ensuing pestilence was laid at David' s door by many of the 

1. For other details of David's administration that may be deduced from the 
biblical material, cf. J. Bright, op. cit. , pp. 201ff. . 
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people; had not the king himself confessed to sin and folly (2 
Samuel 24:1O)? No doubt too there were those who clung to the 
memory of Saul, and viewed David as a usurper; the fate of Saul's 
family recorded in 2 Samuel 21 will have angered such people, 
although David's treament of Saul's grandson Mephibosheth (2 
Samuel 9) may have done something to mitigate their bitterness. It 
is clear, however, that David tried to keep too much of the judicial 
administration in his own hands, a mistake which caused a certain 
amount of frustration and discontent (cL 2 Samuel 15:3ff.). 
However, these factors by themselves would have come nowhere 
near toppling David from his throne. The threat to David came from 
within his own family. 

In nearly every respect David showed himself an abler, shrewder 
and more devout ruler than Saul - with one glaring exception. 
Saril, so far as we know, had only two wives, and those not 
necessarily simultaneously; but David' can scarcely be said to have 
observed the warning of Deuteronomy 17: 17. His early marriages, 
at least, were an act of policy: Michallinked him with the house of 
Saul, Abigail and Ahinoam (1 Samuel 25:42f.) brought him into ' 
wealthy land-owning families in both the south and the north of the 
land, and Maacah (2 Samuel 3:3) gave him a treaty relationship 
with the kingdom of Geshur. What inspired most of the other 
marriages we do not know; but subsequent events suggest that the 
only woman David married for love wa's Bathsheba, and where she 
was concerned lust, adultery and murder began the story of their 
liaison . . 

The story ofDa~id and Bathsheba needs no re-telling. No modem 
writers could hope . to match the skill . and effectiveness with which 
Nathan the prophet pointed the moral (2 Samuel 12). If anyone is 
tempted to take an "objective" standpoint, and talk about the 
general moral standards of the ancient world and its rulers, it is 
sufficient to reply that Israel's sacred statute books promulgated 
much higher standards - and that David himself made the solemn 
confession "Thave siiinea agamst thiI.ORDTI (2 Samuel 12:13). The 
Second Book of Samuel represents the Bathsheba affair as the turn
ing point in David's career; from now on he was. to encounter 
problem after problem. R. A. Carlson has summed up David's 
career from this point on as "David under th~ curse. ".2 

There was a very practical reason why David'slatteryears were 
far from happy. By building up a considerable harem, he invited 
palace intrigues, which could only intensify with the passing years, 
as his sons grew to man~ood. There was as yet no precedent in Israel 
for the smooth transition of power from one king to the next, and it . 
looks as if David never took the step of nominating a crown prince. 

2. R . A. CarIson, David, the Chosen King (Uppsahl.-; r964), .Part twO, paSsim: 
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He favoured Solomon, Bilthsheba's son, but it is significant that at 
the very endof his reign, Bathsheba admonished him, "Didyounot, 
my lordthekirig,swear to' your maidservant, saying, 'Solomonyour 
son shall reign after me'?" In other words, David's oath to that 
effect had been a private .and personal one to Bathsheba alone. 

Solomon was by no means the eldest son. If Michal had ever given 
birth to a son, he would have had a special claim to the throne, as 
Saul's grandson and David's soli; but Michal never had a child (cf. 
2 Samuel 6:23). David's first-born was Amnon, and five other sons 
were born to him before he transferred his capital from Hebron (2 
Samuel 3: 2ff.); and if the list of 2 Samuel 5: 14ff. is in chronological 
order, Solomon was not even the . first son born in Jerusalem; In 
terms 'of ,normal ' inheritance, therefore, Solomon's claim t .othe 
throne was slender. During . Israel's.' previous history , however, the 
men . who 'had' cla,imedleadership were recogllisednot for .any ·noble 
lineage but because they showed themselves tobemenofability and 
courage and action. This had been true of the "Judges'!, of course, 
but 'of Saul and David too . . TheJ udges had also ' been recognised as 
meli of God's appointment; they had demonstrated that they were 
governed by the Spirit ' of God,and some at least had ·hadthe 
unequivocal support of priests and prophets. In such circumstances 
of background and environment, therefore, any ambitious son. of 
Davidmight seek to win the crown by setting out to attract popular 
and prophetic support. . 

Whether or not David's eldest son, Amnon, was at all ambitious, 
.there is no doubt that the third son, Absalom, had every intention of 
securing the throne for himself. Possibly the second son, Chileab, 
died in childhood or adolescence; at any rate, he took. no part 
whatever inthesuccessioristruggle, and ()nly Amlion seems to have 
.stood in Absalom's way. Absalom accordingly took steps to remove 
the obstacleAmnon presented. Amnon for his part seems to have 
been no very attrac<:ive character, and he certainly gave Absalom 
every reason to hate him. David's; example of sexual promiscuity . 
was followed by Amnon, who raped and humiliated his half-sister 

-Tamar. -AOsalom' s full sister. IFnowoecame apparent that ' another 
fault of David' s. was ov~r-indulgence of his children, for although he 
was extremely angered by Amnon's conduct, he didnothingat all to 
punish the wrongdoer. But in the Bathsheba affair, David had set 
another bad example, that of sllborning to murder; it was Absalom 
who proceeded to 'follow that , precedent,apparently feeling no 
conscience about it nor fearing punishment for it. 

It tookAbsalom two. full years to lay his plans and put them 
into effect. A carefully~arranged festal gathering at Baal-hazor.gave 
him the opportunity to assassinate Arimori. Apparently he had all 

. his brothers andhalf"brothers at. his mercy, but only Amnon lost his 
life; it looks as if Absalomdid not consider Solomon a potential 
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rivaL litany case, Absalom was in no hurry, and went off into self· 
imposed exile at his mqth.er'~h9me, the royal court of Geshur. 
Absalom';s resolve only hardened .withthe passage of time, but he 
was shrewd enough to realise that his father's temperament was 
different, and that in time David would be prepared to let bygones 
be bygones. And so it turned out; three years afterAmnon's death, 
David needed little persuasion to invite the fratricide home again, 
once Joab, his commander-in-chief and long-standing a9viser, 
applied a little pressure . Absalom returned to Jerusalem, 
accordingly, only to find that D~,vid had some. sort of punish.ment in 
mind for him after all - to deny him a place in the royal court. 
There is no doubt that Absalom found it a very severe punishment; 
that the crown prince (in his own estimation, at least) should be 
denied every court privilege was a humiliation he could not brook. 
He endured it in silence for tw6years, and then set about rectifying 
the matter in a most high-handed fashion. He challenged his father 
'to put him on trial, but he knew well enough David would do no 
such thing. Whether he knew it or not, however, Absalom had made 
a bad enemy; Joab was not the man to forget or forgive the wanton 
destruction of his property (2 Samuel 14: 28ff.). 

If David thought the incident closed when he welcomed Absalom 
back to court, he was sadly mistaken. The way now lay open for 
Absalom to claim the crown when his father died; but with feelings 
of bitter resentment towards his father, the young man saw no 
reason to wait so long. ' Four years later he staged a coup d'etat 
which all but succeeded; it is certain that it would have been 
completely successful ' if J oaband 'his troops -had not reI:I1ained 
devotedly loyal to David. 

One can with little difficulty put oneself in Absalom's position and 
understand - without approving - why he acted as he did. The 
puzzle is why and how he managed to win sucha. following. 
Naturally enough, there were those who likeShimei (2 Samuel 

_16:5ff.) clung to the memory of Saul and felt hatred towards David. 
There were also those who had reason to be discontented with 
David's administration - and 2 Samuel 15: 1ff. indicates how 
Absalom played on such feeling and sought to win such people to his 
side. Nor must we discount Absalom's personal attractiveness and 
persuasive qualities. Moreover, 'since he was David's eldest 
surviving son, there was every chance that the general populace 
would accept the new status quo readily enough once David had been 
put out of the way. It is dear thatAbsalom hoped to achieve his goal 
by speed and surprise, But when all that is . said and done, it still 
remains almost certain that. Absalom must have drawn considerable 
support from other quarters. His 'army was no small one; a figure of 
12,000 is mentioned in 2 Samud 17:1 and in the final battle 20,000 
are said to have fallen (2 Samuel 18:7). Nor can these have been 
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professional soldiers, for the army remained loyalto David. 
It is difficult sometimes to decide whether Old Testament 

references to "Israel" mean the whole nation including Judah, or 
account. 7 The exact details given in 2 Samuel 18: 19ff. suggest that 
we are reading the words of a participator in the events, and this 
in the revolt. But what about Judah, David's own tribe? In view of 
the fact that it was at Hebron, in J udah, where Absalom first raised 
the standard of revolt, we cannot exonerate Judah. It is also 
significant that once Absalom was dead, the elders ofJudah showed 
themselves extremely embarrassed by the whole affair (cf. 2 Samuel 
19: 11 ). One gets the impression that J udah was quite stongly pro
Absalom, while the northern tribes were more divided on the issue. 
Conceivably Absalom adopted different tactics in the two regions, 
exploiting administative deficiencies in the north, and patriotic 
feelings in the south. (Had not David "abandoned" Hebron, and 
gone out of his way to court the northerners?) 2 Samuel -17: 14-
strongly suggests, moreover, that Absalom had restored the tribal 
elders to a position David had in effect taken from them. 3 It has also -
been suggested in the light of 1 Chronicles 22:8 and 28:3 that David 
had gained a reputation for ruthlessness arid bloodshed, perhaps 
largely because of the many battles he had had to fight, and that this 
was the major cause of the widespread disaffection. 4 

Whatever his tactics, Absalom succeeded in mobilizing a large 
army against his father without arousing any suspicions beforehand: 
no mean feat. Far from being forewarned or forearmed, David had 
little enough time to organize his own escape, as 2 Samuel 15 makes 
clear. Flight was the only course open to him for the moment, and 
probably there was only one compass direction, the east, which 
offered any safety. To the west lay little military strength, and David 
could scarcely flee to the Philistines now, as lie had done in earlier 
days. To the north lay Ephraim, -the most powerful of the northern 
tribes, and David had no time to attempt to gauge the degree of its 
disaffection. The southern road was out of the question, forAbsalom 
was already marching along it towards Jerusalem. But to the east lay 
the Jordan, and beyond it safety. In Transjordan, there was plenty 
of difficult terrain, which could (and in the end, did) test Absalom's 
untried soldiery. David seems to have known that he could rely on 
the loyalty of the Transjordanian tribes; they we~e much more open 
to attack from outside than other parts of Israel, and they no doubt 
appreciated and valued the security David had given them. Rich 
landowners like Shobi and Machir and Barzillai (2 Samuel 17: 27ff.) 
had profited from the peace and security David had brought them, 
and they were prepared to pay heavily to maintain David in power. 

3. cr. Y. Aharoni, LB, p.274. 
4. cr. J. Weingreen, VT 19 (1969), pp. 263-266. 
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Another factor was that many of David's loyal troops were already 
stationed in Transjordan, simply.because that was the part ofIsrael 
most open to enem.y attack; once he reached Mahanaim, David was 
soon able to muster a competent army. . . 

Thus we find David taking the road east out of Jerusalem, across 
the Kidron ravine and passing Olivet, then downhill all the way to 
the Jordan some twenty miles away. Absalom could not hope to cut 
off this route, for between the southern and eastern roads out of 
Jerusalem lay the barren and uninviting hills of the wilderness of 
Judah. Absalom's real hope of lasting success lay in swift 
immediate pursuit of David, but the young usurper was not shrewd 
enough as a stra~egist to appreciate the fact. 

David's capital was abandoned to Absalom; even the royal 
concubines were left behind. In the brief Interim before Absalom 
arrived in the city, it was left to individuals to make their own 
decisions whom to support. It is no surprise that Benjaminites and 
relatives of Saullike Shimei seized the chance to vilify David, whom 
they regarded as a usurper. Possibly even Mephibosheth was 
tempted to desert David; his servant Ziba: accused him of this, 'and 
though Mephibosheth later denied it; he was clearly in no position to 
prove his innocence, and it looks as if David was uncertain whose 
story to believe (cf. 2 Samuel 19:29). Ziba, we may well believe, had 
his eye on the main chance; in that case, it is interesting to note how 
swiftly he decided to support David, not Ahsalom. 

Valuable support for David's cause came from the priesthood 
(15:24), apparently unanimously. David insisted that they should 
remain in Jerusalem, but they would there serve to undermine 
Absalom's cause and to provide an information service for David. 
Even more valuable were the services rendered by Hushai, who had 
the very difficult task of offering Absalom bad advice and of making 
it sound like good counsel. This he achieved brilliantly. 

If Absalom had little or no support from the religious authorities, 
he had one adviser who had a reputation for remarkably sagacious 

. counsel, as reliable as. that which could be obtained · from God 
himself through the priesthood (16:23). His name was AhithopheP 
Absalom knew beforehand that · he could count on Ahithophel 
(15: 12). We are never told Ahithophel's motives for turning against 
David; if indeed he was Bathsheba's grandfather, it may be 
conjectured that he had conceived a hatred of David for bringiag 
shame on Bathsheba.6 

. 

Ahithdphel's advice to AbsalOI'n was not in the least ambiguous or 
halfhearted. First, Absalom must burn his boats behind him; by 

5. On the role of Ahithophel, see W. McKane, Prophets and WIse Men (SBT 44: 
London , 1965), pp. 55-62. . 

o. Cf. E: R ; Dalglish, IDB I, p. t4 (s.v. "Ahithophel'·;). Ahlthophel had a son 
Eliam (2 Samuel 23:34), and Bathsheba's father bore the ·same name (2 Samuel 11:3). 
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puhlicly appropriating David's harem, he would put himself in a 
position from which there could be no turning back. This was 
shrewd counsel, for if Absalom had ever had second thoughts and 
been reconciled to David, no doubt he would have been forgiven; 
but his followers would then have found themselves in a very 
iilVidious position. Hushai raised no objection to this cou.nsel; 
perhaps he felt that David's cause would be best served if Absalom 
took a step from which there could be no turning back. Absalom 
took the advice (16:20ff.), and thereby fulfilled Nathan's prediction 
to David (er.' 12:11£.). 

Ahithophel's military advice was equally practical and 
unequivocal; David must be pursued immediately, before he could 
reorganize, and be killed. Once David was dead, further opposition 
to Absalom would be pointless, for who could support a dead king? 
Ahithophel offered to organize the pursuit himself. The shrewdness 
of this counsel was self-evident, and Hushai was convinced that this 
plan must be scotched, if David were to survive and regain the 
throne. His counter-proposal was that Absalom should muster the 
biggest army possible, and overwhelm David by sheer weight of 
numbers; he knew full well that ihis would take time, and time was 
what David badly needed. Hushai used every artifice of emotive 
language and appealed to Absalom's vanity, with the result that his 
plan of campaign was adopted. The shrewd Ahithophel did not need , 
to wait to see what would happen; lie went straight home and 
committed suicide (17:23f.). 

Undaunted by the loss of his best adviser, Absalom put Hushai's 
policy into effect, and presently marched at the head of a very big , 
but inexperienced army into Transjordan, where he could do 
nothing but allow David to select the battleground. What experience 
of battle Absalom's command~r Amasa had, we do not know; but he 
was no match for Joab and David's seasoned troops. The battle was 
joine,d in wooded country, and the brief statement of 2 Samuel 18:8 
is eloquent: "the forest took toll of more 'people that day than the 
sword" '. Absalom himself was one victim of the forest; in his haste to 
elude some of David's men, he directed his mule carelessly, and was 
left helplessly dangling in mid-air when his luxuriant hair became 
entangled in an oak tree. David had given the strictest instructions 
that Absalom's life was to be spared, but the ruthless Joab saw the 
folly of any such unwarranted clemency, and himself ensured the 
usurper's death. Apart from any long-term advantages in Absalom's 
death, J oab saw clearly that it would immediately end the revolt just 
as Ahithophe1 had anticipated that David's death would quell 
opposition to Absalom. Too many men had already been killed in 
the battle, and Joab was able to pull back his troops as soon as 
Absalom was dead (18:15f.). 

The story of how David heard the news of his rebel son's death, 
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and of his reactions to it, is told with a pathos and realism that affects 
every reader. It is widely held, even by those who are in general 
fairly sceptical about the historical accuracy of Old Testament 
books, that in these chapters we have a scarcely-edited eye-witness 
account. 7 The exact details given in 2 Samuel 18: 19ff. suggest that 
we- are reading the words of a participator in the events, and this 
would very probably be Zadok's son, Ahimaaz. The whole of 2 
Samuel 9-20 and 1 Kings 1f. may derive from him, for Zadok and 
his family must have been well placed to know what went on in the 
palace. . 

It appears that David was so beside himself with grief over 
Absalom's death that he was in danger ofletting the situation slip. 
Absalom's defeat and death paved the way for David to take firm 
control of his kingd~m once again, but strong and effective action 
was necessary .. Joab evidently feared that anarchy would soon 
overtake the realm, and he_urged David in typically blunt and brutal 
terms to get control of himself and his affairs. David responded to 
Joab's exhortations, althpugh he. was already too late to prevent 
something of a breach between Judah and the northern tribes. The 
situation compelled him to make a special appeal to his own tribe 
Judah, and any hint of favouritism was bound to cause annoyance 
and jealousy to the northern tribesmen, particularly if their. loyalty 
to David had been less divided then Judah's. But David dared not 
lose the support of Judah, and he had to risk northern resentment. It 
is partcularly surprising to See that he appointed the rebel 
commander-in-chief as his own leading military officer, displacing 
Joab; it is difficult to decide whether the chief reason for such a move 
was political necessity, the wish to conciliate, or simply spite towards 
Joab. 

Judah was successfully wooed by David, whose family continued 
to reign in J udah for more than three centuries. Most of the men of 
the north pocketed their pride and allowed David to resume his 
control over them; he had after all brought security and a measure of 
prosperity, and there was no viable alternative. Nevertheless there 
was an abortive attempt to detach the northern tribes from David. 
This second rebellion was led by a Benjaminite, Sheba by name, 
who unlike Absalom endeavoured to appeal to inter-tribal 
jealousies: "What share have we in David? We have no lot in the 
son ofJesse. Away to your homes, 0 IsraelH (20:1). 

Probably we should not take the statement "the men of Israel all 
. left David" (20·:2) to!Jliterally. We may well believe that many took 
the line ofleast resistance·, arid waited to see what would happen; 

7. R. N. Whybray is a rare exception; see his The Succession Narrative (SBT ii, 9: 
London, 1968), pp. 10c19. See now). A. Soggin in). H. Hayes and). M. Miller, 
Israelite andJudaean History (OTL: London, 1977), pp. 337f; D. M. Gunn, The Story 
of King David aSOT Supplement 6: Sheffield 1978). .. 
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but it is at any rate clear from the sequel that Sheba gained very little 
active support. None of the garrison cities opened their gates to him; 
despite a false start, David's troops speedily pursued him to the 
northern limit ofIsraelite territory, the city of Abel of Beth-maacah, 
which lay very near Dan (the traditional northern outpost). Thanks 
to the intervention of a wise woman of the city, which appears to 
have been renowned for sagacity, not even a battle was necessary, 
and it would appear that the only man to lose his life was Sheba 
himself. Similarly the only recorded casualty on David' s side was the 
commander-in-chief, Amasa, and he was killed not by Sheba's 
troops but by the ruthless and efficient Joab, who thus resumed his 
position as David's general. 

David's rule was not again threatened, and on the surface all 
seemed as it had been before Absalom's revolt. But not only was 
David himself 'a different man, never now to be free from palace 
intrigues; his kingdom had lost its inner unity. If he had been 
politically neutral in earlier years, he was now firmly aligned with 
Judah, at least in p~ople's minds. The seeds of dissension were 
there, and would spring up and come to fruition half a century later. 

For the rest of David's reign, we have no record of events; 
perhaps there was in any case little to record, but the biblical writer 
limits his interest to the question of the succession. When we next 
meet David, he is an old and failing man (1 Kings 1:1).8 He had 
nominated Solomon to succeed him, but had taken insufficient care 
to ensure a smooth succession, and his eldest surviving ' son, 
Adonijah, saw a chance to seize the throne. Like Absalom before 
him, he laid careful plans; but where Absalom had relied chiefly on 
popular support, secrecy and speed, Adonijah saw the value of 
powerful' and influential friends. J oab was the most notable military 
figure in the land, and Abiathar the senior representative of the 
priesthood; 'it is a testimony to Adonijah's personality that he was 
able to win the allegiance of them both. They had both served 
David's interests loyally for many years. 

With the full support of the army and the religious authorities, 
behind him, Adonijah's cause could not have failed; but in fact he 
had neither. If Abiathar sided with Adonijah, his colleague Zadok 
did not, and neither did the outstanding prophet of the time, 
Nathan. Of more immediate practical importance, however, was the 
fact that Joab shared the military power with Benaiah,and the latter 
was opposed to Adonijah. On paper, Joab was the senior officer; but 
Benaiah, the commander of David's personal troops (cf. 2 Samuel 
20:23), was in the position of having loyal soldiers on the spot, and it 
was their presence which tipped the scales in Solomon's favour. 

8. The last four' chapters ot'2 Samuel present a series of episodes drawn from 
earlier periods of the reign of David. 
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The climax came when Adonijah, who had made no secret of his 
aspirations (cf. 1 Kings 1: 5), decided that the time for action had 
arrived and made preparations to hold a sacrificial meal at En-rogel, 
just outside Jerusalem. There is no doubt that is own coronation was 
to have been the "grand finale" of this meal. HIS neglect to invite 
Solomon and others (1 Kings 1: 10) showed that he had no intention 
of ~'peaceful coexistence" with them, as Professor Gray puts it,9 and 
Solomon's supporters, who had obviously been waiting for Adonijah 
to make a rash move, immediately went into action. David was 
easily persuaded to make Solomon his co-regent, and Adonijah was 
adroitly 'out-manoeuvred. 

Ancient Jerusalem had only two natural sources of water, both of 
them located just east of the city, outside the walls. The more 
southerly ,of the two was En-rogel, today's "Job's Well", beside the 
village of Silwan, at the southern end of the Kidron Valley; it was 
there that the abortive coron~tion of Adonijah took place. Solomon's 
p~rty, with David's blessing, held their ceremony at the other 
spring, Gihon (now commonly known as "the Virgin's Fountain"),; 
which lay rather nearer the city, but was yet within earshot of En
rogel. 1 Kings 1 relates how the pomp and ceremony of Solomon's 
procession from Gihon back into the city was audible to Adonijah 
and his guests; their consternation may be imagined. 

These events had their sequel; most notably, they led to the 
removal of Abiathar from the joint priesthood, which left Zadok and 
his successors in sole possession of the high priestly office. But that 
did not occur till after David's death. 

We do not know how long the co-regency lasted - a year or two 
at most, one would think, for David was already very old and infirm 
when Solomon's coronation took place. David's days of forceful 
action had passed, but he was still capable of sagacious advice, as we 
see in his final cha'rge to Solomon, recounted in 1 Kings 2: 1ff. Much 
of this was unexceptionable: "Be strong and show yourself a man, 
FulfIl your dutY to theLbRri your God; conform to hIS ways, 
observe his statutes and his commandments, his judgements and his 
solemn precepts, as they are written in the law of Moses, so that you 
may prosper in whatever you do and whichever way you turn, and 
that the Lord may fulfil this promise that he made about me: 'If your 

,descendants take, care to waTk faithfully 111 my sight with all their' 
heart and with all their soul, you shall never lack a successor on the 
throne of Israel' " (verses 2-4). This advice Solomon should have 
heeded carefully. But David went on to show a vindictive spirit, very 
different from the ClemencY ·he- exerClsed thotigIlout his reign: One . 
can understand his feeling towards his old enemy Shimei,but 
nobody had served David more loyally than J oab, whose recent 

9. J Gray, Kings, 2 p. 84: 
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espousal of Adonijah's cause showed his opposition to Solomon, not 
his disloyalty to David. David's hatred ofJoab no doubt dated from 
the death of Absalom, but till his senility the king kept such 
unworthy thoughts in check. In extenuation, we may observe that 
David probably wished Solomon to have a more trouble-free reign 
that he had himself experienced and accordingly urged him to give 
short shrift to potential. trouble-makers. At any rate, whatever the 
morality of it, the advice was shrewd, and Solomon not only 
accepted it but built upon it. . 



, CHAPTER 6 

The Reign of Solomon 

JOAB was promptly struck down, even though he had sought 
sanctuary at the altar (1 Kings 2:28ff.). Shimei was forced to move 

his home to Jerusalem, where his activities could be observed, and 
he was forbidden to leave the city on pain of death; one single and 

, evidently harmless breach of this royal edict resulted in his summary 
execution (1 Kings ' 2:36ff). Nor was Abiathar's support of 
Solomon's rival overlooked; he was promptly dismissed from the 
priesthood, which thereby lost its last link with the old priestly line at 
Shiloh (1 Kings 2:26f.); Abiathar's retirement to private life left 
Zadok without any rival. It is not recorded that David recommended 
Abiathar's dismissal, and it is hard to believe that he would have 
wished it. 

Finally, what of the pretender to the throne, Adonijah himself? 
David gave Solomon no instructions about him: either, and one 
imagines that David would have been as lenient with him as he had 
been with Absalom. Evidently Solomon took no action against his 
elder brother until David had died, because the pretext for Solomon 
to have Adonijah killed was the latter's request to marry Abishag, 
who was David's concubine at the end of his life (1 Kings 1:1ff.). 
Quite possibly Adonijah was genuinely attracted by the beautiful 
Abishag, but the fact remained that to appropriate a king's 
concubine was tantamount to a claim to the throne, and one may 
suspect that Adonijah still had hopes of ousting Solomon. Solomon, 
at least, chose to see his brother's request in this light, and 
immediately instructed Benaiah to have Adonijahexecuted (1 Kings 
2:13ff.). 

The Bible puts it in a nutshell: "Thus Solomon'sroyal-power was 
securely established" (1 Kings 2:46). Indeed it was; and it is 
interesting to compare his position now with that of his two 
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. predecessors, Saul and David, at the start of their reigns. Both had 
faced a measure of suspicion · or opposition from their own 
countrymen; both had met this problem by resolute action; coupled 
with understanding and leniency. Solomon, however, eliminated his 
rivals and potential enemies swiftly and ruthlessly . Sauland David 
had been forced to woo their subjects and win their.loyalty, in order 
to face the major threat posed by the Philistines; Solomon had no 

. similar need for diplomacy, since no foreign power now menaced the 
realm, and his high-handed actions towards Adonijah and his 
associates seem to have set the keynote for his reign, to judge by 1 
Kings 12:4. . 

A more striking and more obvio).ls' contrast is to be seen in the 
political situations inherited by Saul and David on the one hand, 
Solomon on the other. Both Saul and David had come to the throne 
in circumstances of severe Philistine pressures, and both had had to 
fight to maintain their positions; but Solomon inherited a large -

. too large for easy administration - and relatively peaceful realm, 
and his task was that of organization and consolidation. Israel 
needed a sound administration and ' a sound economy. 

The Bible · offers us some interesting and informative details of 
Solomon's economic measures. If Israel had relatively little in the 
way of mineral resources; she was exceptionally well-placed for 
trade and commerce. Solomon controlled an area which separated 
the Mediterranean from the great Syro-Arabian desert to the east; 
overland trade between Arabia and Asia Minor, between Egypt and 
Mesopotamia, could be carried out only with his good will. Solomon 
saw lucrative possibilities here, for himself and for the state, and 1 
Kings 10 describes, among other things, some ofthe more exotic and 
costly treasures which were brought into his court - "gold, silver, 
ivory, apes and monkeys" (v.22). The final paragraph of the 
chapter tells how he acted as a middle-man in large-scale trading in 
horses and chariots . The details of this enterprise are not entirely 
clear, but it seems likely that he acquired his supply of horses from 
Cilicia (in south-east Asia Minor), and the chariots from Egypt. 2 

It is in the same context of trade and commerce that the story of 
the Queen of Sheba is to be read. The story (told in 1 Kings 10: HT.) 
.has caught the imagination of countless readers, and it has become 
much embellished in legend,3 but that should lead no-one to suppose 
that the original narrative is justa fairy-tale. The queen supplied 

1. Modern Israel is aware of many more mineral resources than ancient Israel 
would have appreciated . 

2. Kue (NEB _"Coa" ) \Vas in Asia Minor, and so was Musri, which is probably 
the original reading in v.28 (instead of Hebrew mitsroyim, "Egypt"); but perhaps 
"Egypt" should be retained in v.29. See J. Gray, Kings, ad loc; W. F. Albright, 
Archaeology and the Religion of [srae(3 (Baltimore. 1953), p.135. . 

3. Not least in Ethiopia; cf. E. Ullendorff, Ethiopia and th~ Bible, (London , 1968), 
ch.3. . . 
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Solomon with gold, spices and precious stones, in return for which 
he gave her "all she desired, whatever she asked"; undoubtedly her 
trade mission resulted in a commercial alliance profitable to both 
parties. Whether the "Sheba" from which she came was the well
known territory. in . South Arabia or a smaller kingdom in the 
northern part of the Arabian peninsula is not certain. 4 

Nor was Solomon's trading confined to overland routes; he had a 
fleet of ships built at Ezion-geber from which an important maritime 
trade in the Red Sea could be conducted (1 Kings 9: 26ff., 1O:11f.). 
David's conquest of Edom, opening the route to the Gulf of Aqaba, 
was thus turned to good account. 

One natural resource from which Solomon pr~fited to a limited 
extent was the copper abundant in the Negeb, in the far south of his 
realm. In this area some copper mines were exploited, and no doubt 
some of the copper was exported from Solomon's Red Sea port of 
Ezion-geher (the Elath of later times). 

N. Glueck, who first excavated Ezion-geber, described it as the 
"Pittsburgh of Palestine" ,5 but more recent assessment of the site 
indicates that it was not in fact a refinery, although refining was 
carried out near the mines, and metal work in Ezion-geber. 6 1 Kings 
7:46 mentions a foundry, further north, between the Sea of Galilee 
and the Dead Sea; if the ancient Greek translation of this verse is to 
be believed, a process of sand cas~ing was employed here. 7 

Archaeological evidence suggests that Solomon did not employ his 
country's mineral resources so thoroughly as he might have done. 

Two' major trade alliances were concluded, with Egypt and 
Phoc::nicia. Solomon married an Egyptian princess, and reaped an 
immediate advantage, for the dowry proved to be an important city, 
Gezer, which lay between Jerusalem and the Mediterranean coast. 
Even David had never wrested it from the 'Canaanites, but the 
Egyptian king had recently attacked and captured .it (1 Kings 9: 16). 
No doubt Solomon went on to reap many commercial benefits from 
the alliance with Egypt. No such political marriage was necessary in 
the case of Phoenicia, for the king of Tyre, Hiram, had been on 
treaty terms with David and remained so with Solomon.8 Hiram 
must have gained considerable commercial profit from the alliance, 
but Solomon benefited even more, since he was able to call upon 
Phoenician skills as yet undeveloped by the Israelites, in particular 
seamanship and architecture. 

So much for the credit side of the ledger; there is no doubt ' that 

4. See]. Gray, ad loco Yet another possibility is the "Horn" of Africa. 
5. N. Glueck, The Other Side of the Jordan (New Haven, 1940), p. 94. 
6. See Y. Aharoni, LB, p. 274'n. 
7. So ]B. See F. F. Bruce, op cit. p. 36, for other possible meanings of the verse. 
8. Cr. F. C. Fensham, VTS 17 (Leiden, 1969), pp. 71-87. 
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Solomon achieved a state income undreamed of by Saul or even 
David. He had inherited peace, and he took every opportunity to 
turn peace into prosperity. In the early and middle years· of his long 
reign he must have achieved this aim; yet he left a largely bankrupt 
kingdom to his son. The trouble was that his income was exceeded 
by his expenditure. Much of the expenditure was necessary and 
legitimate, but much besides was wanton personal extravagance. He 
and all his court despised silver, we are told, while where his many 
building projects were concerned, he denied himself nothing (1 
Kings 10: 21; 9: 19) . The description in. 1 Kings 10 of the 
magnificence of his court includes no moral comments; the details 
speak for themselves. 

Solomon's most famous building project was the temple at 
Jerusalem, though it may be doubted whether it was his greatest 
architectural feat; it took nearly twice as long to build the royal 
palace adjoining the temple. He also enlarged the city considerably, 
and repaired its fortifications. Both buildings required an enormous 
amount of materials and workmanship from the Phoenicians, and 
Solomon could not afford to pay full costs; he had to detach twenty 
cities of Galilee from his kingdom and donate them to Hiram - who 
clearly felt he had got the worst of the bargain (1 Kings 9: 10-13).9 
The royal palace was the last word in luxury; and Solomon's harem 
was of no less luxurious dimensions (1 Kings 11: 1 ff.). Even in his 
maritime trading ventures he found himself dependent on 
Phoenician skills and co-operation. Long before his reign ended, 
Solomon' was obliged to rely heavily on taxation and on forced, 
unpaid labour (corvee). David's wars had ensured a good supply of 
slave labour, 'for soprisoners-of-war were regularly employed in the 
ancient world; but Solomon fought no wars, and he was forced 
eventually to raise a levy of 30,000 free-born citizens of Israel (1 
Kings 5: 13). It would seem from the sequel (1 Kings 12) that he took 
steps to impose a lesser burden on his own J udah than on the other 
tribes. 

Thus the state revenues suffered and the citizenry suffered from 
Solomon's excesses. Nor was that all; in his anxiety to achieve go<;>d 
terms with his neighbours, he showed a religious tolerance towards 
them which, in the biblical writer's view of the matter, amounted to 
prostrating himseIfbefore dieir gods (1 Kings 11:33). Indeed, he went 
so far as to build idolatrous shrines in and around the holy City itself 
(1 Kings 11 : 4ff.). It is probable that he also built a number of shrines 
outside Jerusalem dedicated to the God of Israel, to judge by the 
temple recently excavated at Arad. 1O~~- ~-- . .. 

9. 2 Chronicles' 8: H. suggests that subsequently Solomon retrieved this lost 
territory; see]. M. Myers, 2 Chronicles, (AB: Garden City, 1965), p. 47. 

10. Cf. Y. Aharoni in D. N. Freedman and]. C. Geenfield, New Directions in 
Biblical Archaeology (Garden City, 1969), pp. 28-44. 
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Yet we cannot fault him for building'the temple, nor for. his 
administrative endeavours to bring order and stability to his 
kingdom. The twelve administrative districts he organised are listed 
for. us in 1 Kings 4:7-19 .. 'rheir primary purpose, however, waS "to 
improve the efficiency and intensity of tax collection", 11 so Israelite 
citizens must have viewed the greater administrative .efficiency with 
mixed feelings. Solomon's military measures, again, must have cost 
a pretty penny, even though their aims were good and their planning 
shrewd. Strong fortresses were established at strategic intervals 
throughout his kingdom, from Ezion-geber in the south to .Hazor, 
north of the 8eaof Galilee, and in them he stationed his. 1,400 
chariots and 12,000 horses (1 Kings 10:26). Solomon was as 
determined to avert internal revolts as he was to discourage invasion 
from outside his realm. . 

Before the end of Solomon's reign, however, the empire David 
had skilfully created showed signs of breaking up .. We read of 
Solomon's" adversaries" in 1 Kings 11. It is not entirely dear what 
they accomplished, and the role of the kingdom of Egypt isparticu
lady uncertain, but between them they must have been a thorn in 
Solomon's side, to say the least. It was vital to Israel's economy that 
the trade routes with the south should be maintained and kept open, 
but they were all too vulnerable along the 150 mile stretch between 
Beersheba and Ezion-geber. The mountainous Edomite region 
offered sanctuary to those who were of a mind to harass the 
caravans, and the natives of Edom had no love for Israel, especially 
since the massacres by Joab in David's reign. At that time a royal 
prince of Edom, Hadad, by name, had escaped to Egypt but at the 
very start of Solomon's reign he returned home and stirred up 
trouble. Undoubtedly Solomon managed to hold his activities. in 
check - even after Solomon's death and the breaking up. of his 
kingdom, Judah was able to dominate Edom for several generations. 

Damascus became another centre of disaffection. The Aramaean 
states had probably never been controlled by David or Solomon in 
the same sense that Edom or Moab were; it may well be that many 
of them were happy to benefit from the commercial network 
Solomon had organized, and so were amenable. to Solomon's 
"influence". At any rate, one less well-disposed Aramaean, Rezon 
by name, saw his chance to take control of Damascus .. Solomon 
never dislodged him, evidently, and Rezon went on to found a long
lived dynasty, which in process of time came to pose a major threat 
to the very existence of Israel. But at the present juncture, we know 
only that Rezon and his band of men caused Solomon s.ome trouble. 

Nor is the trouble caused by Jeroboam to be discounted, even 
though it was not till after Solomon's death that •. he achieved 

11. Y. Aharoni, LB, p.277. 
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anything like success. He plotted revolt, clearly, and if the rising 
proved abortive,12 the very fact that it happened indicates some of 
the tensions that were building up in the heart of Solomon's 
homeland. Jeroboam'sconnexions were with the important central 
tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, where he was probably in charge 
of the compulsory labour system,13 and it is interesting, to say the 
least, that he had prophetic support and incitement . 

. Jeroboam fled to Egypt in the final years of Solomon's reign, after 
the death of the Egyptian kingwho was Solomon's father-in-law. The 
new king, Shishak (935-914), was establishing a new dynasty (the 
22nd) in Egypt, and his intentions towards Israel were not friendly. 
But it was the previous king, Solomon's father-in-law, who had 
offered asylum to the Edomite Hadad, and one wonders just how 
well disposed to Solomon he really was. Was his capture of Gezer 
purely for the purpose of donating the city to Solomon (1 Kings 
9:16)? Professor Aharoni argues that David had conquered Gezer, 
and that the Egyptian attack on the city was part of an attempt to 
wrest-the Philistine area from &olomon's kingdom. If so, Solomon 
w~ strong enough to resist the Egyptians, and retrieve Gezer. 14 On 

- tilt:: whole, however, this seems an unlikely interpretation of the 
evidenceY At the very end of his reign it is beyond doubt that 
Solomon felt the need for first-rate southern defences, and 
strongholds such as Gezer and Arad were well fortified and well 
garrisoned. 

The "golden" quality of the Solomonic era was clearly not 
unalloyed, any more than Solomon's famed wisdom extended to all 
his deeds. It is worth noting, perhaps, that his wisdom resided very 
much in his words, not his deeds. He exhibited it in conversation 
with the Queen of Sheba, in his tongue-in-cheek judicial decision in 
the case of the two claimants to the one child, and most notably.in 
the many proverbs he created and fostered - fully three thousand, 
we are told (1 Kings 4:3.2). He could "speak" admirably of trees, 
flora and fauna (1 Kings 4:33); but his deeds did not always match 
the wisdom of his words. 

The least adulterated "gold" of his era, it would seem, was the 
flourishing literature. Since the time of their wilderness wanderings, 
·the Israelites had had all too little peace, all too little opportunity to 
devote themselves to the arts. Solomon's reign of forty years (the 
figure· mayor may not be a round one) at last allowed the possibility 
of great Hebrew literature, and we need not doubt that some of the 
finest narrative material in the Old Testament dates in its polished 

12. The Septuagint gives many more details, of uncertain reliability, than does the 
Hebrew Bible; English Bibles follow the Hebrew text. 

13. Noth expresses doubt about this, p. 206n. See also]. Gray, Kings, pp. 154ff. 
14. Cf. MBA, p. 72. . . 
15. See. K. A. Kitchen in NBD (s.v. "Egypt") for a more probable view. 
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form, based on earlier records to besure,from the Solomonic era. 
"Wisdom" activity, too, culminating in books such as Proverbs and 
Ecclesiastes, was first fostered in Israel by him; it was to continue 
for many centuries, into inter-testamental times. 16 

16. E.g. the Apocryphal books Ecclesiasticus, ·Wisdom of Solomon. The Book 6f 
Prover.bs was of course not completed .in Solomon's reign, as the relcrenceto King 
Hezeklah proves (Proverbs 25: 1). . 



CHAPTER 7 

The Early Divided Monarchy 

IT has been wideiy held, since A. AIt first argued the position,1 that 
David and Solomon, unlike Saul, ruled not a single united realm, 

but a twin kingdom; in other words, Israel and Judah were quite 
separate politicaL entities, united only in the fact that each 
acknowledged the same man as king. If, therefore, the two kingdoms 
should ever decide to offer allegiance to two different men,' very few 
links would need to be broken; Israel and Judah would quite 
naturally fall apart. 

Despite such teriuous political bonds, Israel and Judah had been 
united now for fully a century, if we ignore the two year reign of 
Eshbaal, and it is clear that Solomon's son and successor Rehoboam 
did not envisage any political disaster when he went to Shech,em for 
his second coronation service (so to speak). Equally, it seemsthatthe 
men of the northern tribes had no thought of doing other than 
ratifying his kingship over them (1 Kings 12: 1 ff. ). Their request for· 
more lenient treatment than they had been experiencing under 
Solomon was a fair one, even if Solomon's old enemy Jeroboam had 
returned from Egypt and put in a good deal of propaganda. But 
Rehoboam's foolish response was all that the situation required to 
divorce the two political units. Rehoboam was of the tribe ofJudah; 
very well, Judah was welcome to him. The king's crowning act of 
folly was his choice of mediator - Adoram or Adoniram, who had, 
supervised the forced labour levies, and who must have been the most 
unpopular man in all Israel. The fact that Adoram was summarily 
stoned to death is in itself indicative of the hatred Solomon's 

. measures had caused. 

L cr. A. Alt., Essays on Old Testament History and Relz:gion (Oxford, 1966), pp. 
205-237. Alt's original article (in German) was published in 1930, 
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Rehoboam . made one final attempt to remain master of his 
inherited domain; he mustered a fair-sized army and was on the 
point Of marching into the seceding territories when a prophet 
unexpectedly intervened. The prophet, Ahijah, a northerner, had 
some years earlier recommended to Jeroboam the division of 
Solomon's kingdom; now Shemaiah, a southern prophet, took 
exactly the same line, and found no difficulty in persuading 
Rehoboam's troops to go quietly home agai~ (1 Kings 12:22ff.). 
Whether Rehoboam could have achieved anything by military force 
is in any case dubious; if southern troops had shed northern blood, it 
would scarcely have helped to heal the breach, plainly. The breach 
was irrevocable, but at least there was no large-scale warfare 
between Rehoboam and the seceding tribes. The "continual 
fighting" to which 1 Kings 14:30 refers was not an attempt at 
conquest by Rehoboam, but rather an effort to stabilize a secure 
frontier between the two states. . 

The failure of Solomon to unify his kingdom, the social injustices 
he had tolerated if not actually fostered, and now the incredible 
stupidity of Rehoboam, turned an empire of moderate dimensions 
into two small, second-rate states. The conquests achieved by troops 
and diplomacy were lost overnight, wit.h the sole possible exception 
of Edom .. To the west, the Philistines broke free· from their tributary 
status. Other areas which had been dominated by Solomon were 
separated from Rehoboam's control by the sheer geographical fact of 
the existence of the new state of Israel, the northern kingdom. The 
only bonus for Rehoboam was that the tribe ofBenjamin linked itself 
firmly with J udah, though the wording of 1 Kings 12: 20f. may iInply 
that Benjamin did so perforce and riot offree. choice. The fortress of' 
Jerusalem on her very borders may hav~/put an irresistible pressure 
on the Benjaminites. 

At least Rehoboam had the benefit of a firmly-established 
personal position in J udah and Benjamin, and of an existing 
administration there. The new kingdom, Israel, on the other hand, 
had to create everything from scratch. It is evident that they aped 
Judah in every way possible; to begin with, they decided to continue 
with a monarchy, and did not revert to the old "Judges" structure 
of earlier days .. The man they elected to take office, at the instigation 
of the prophet Ahijah, was Jeroboam. In his very name we maysee 
other deliberate conformity with Judah. Many a reader of the 
English Bible must have found the names Jeroboam and Rehoboam 
confusingly alike; they are equally alike in Hebrew, and also in their 
meanings, "May the people increase!" and '''May the people 

. expand!" respectively . We know that at least two Hebrew kings had 
throne-names,2 and it may well have been common practice;3 very 

2. 'See 2 Rings 23:34; 24: 17. 
3. Cr. A ¥ . Honeyman, JBL 67 (1958), pp. 13-25. 
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probably, then,Jeroboam deliberately chose a name like his rival's. 
For a capital, Jeroboam chose Shechem, a city of central position 

and iong-standing importance. From the ' political aspect, it could 
well rival Jerusalem, butJeroboam was well aware that David had 
given Jerusalem a religious status second to none, and Solomon's 
temple, containing the unique ark of the covenant., could well have 
continued to attract devout worshippers from the north. Jeroboam 
felt it was not enough to organize a closely similar culture and ritual, 
quick though he was to do this; he decided he must find religious 
rivals to Jerusalem, and his' choices were Dan, on his ' northern 
boundary, and Bethel near his frontier with J udah (or rather, 
Benjamin). There may have been strategic reasons behind his 
choiCe; certainly he could build · upon ancient traditions in both 
cases. The sanctuary at Dan had links with Moses himself,4 while 
that at Bethel dated back even further, and was closely associated 
with none other than Jacob, forefather of the Israelite tribes. 5 

Accordingly, Jeroboam made · Dan .and Bethel royal shrines; that is 
to say, hesought to make his own position secure within the liturgies 
of those shrines, in the same way that the Davidickings' rule was 
guaranteed in the liturgy and traditions of the Jerusalem temple.6 

These various policies of Jeroboam had their effect, . and ' he held 
the throne of Israel till · his death, without apparent difficulty. 
Presumably his subjects accepted Dan ' and Bethel readily enough. 
But the worship at both sanctuaries was very quickly corrupted, 1 
Kings 12:32 ,relates; and the whole sacrificial system ofthe northern 
kingdom is characterized as "a sin in Israel" (v.30) by the Old 
Testament historian'; It is true that in his view of the matter all 
sanctuaries ou tside Jerusalem were ipsofacto unacceptable to God; 
but he had good historical reasons for this attitude, in view of the 
syncretistic and idolatrous practices which regularly affected the 
worship of Yahweh at such shrines. What offended the Bible writer 
most about Jeroboam was his installation of golden images, of bull
calves; atDanand Bethel. Now it could be true, as W. F. Albright 

. suggested,7 that these images functioned in precisely the same way 
as the cherubim of the Jerusalem temple, i.e; as pedestals or 
supports for the "throne" ofYahweh. But this possibilityscarcely 

. tells the whole story; Why, it may be asked, did Jeroboam choose 
bulls instead of cherubim for this cultic adornment? And must they 
not have been more visible and ' accessible to the general public than 
were 'the Jerusalem cherubim? For the latter never gave rise<to 

4. Cf. Judges 18:30; the AV reading "Manasseh" is incorrect, thoughbasedon 
an ancient Jewish alteration to the Hebrew text. 

5. Cf. Genesis 28. 
6. See especially 2 Samuel 7: 1·16. 
7. Cf.W. F. Albright, From the. Stone Age to Christianity2 (Garden City, 1957), pp. 
298-301., . 
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idolatrous worship, to our knowledge; but Jeroboam's bull-calves 
were. immediately reminiscent of the Canaanite religion, in which 
the senior deity, El, was actually worshipped as a bull onoccasions.8 

It is probable that Jeroboam was deliberately permitting, indeed 
inviting, pagan rites to take place, no doubt with the intention of 
keeping all his subjects happy. The DaD. sanctuary, as wekIlow from 
Judges 18: 31, · had a long history of · idolatrous practices, and 
Jeroboam was not the man to offend a majority of his subjects by a 
religious purge. On the contrary, he felt he could afford to let priests 
and · worshippers whose standards were higher abandon their 
possessions and go south to J udah (cf. 2 Chronicles 11: 13fL). 

It is perhaps worth recalling in this connexion that · since the 
conquest of Canaan the Israelite people had always had a 
multiplicity of shrines; Bethel and Dan were no innovations. During 
the whole period of the monarchy Judah no less than Israel had its 
various sanctuaries, one of which, at Arad, has been excavated in 
recent years. The Arad temple is in o1ost respects a perfect replica of 
Solomon's temple in Jerusalem, though on a smaller scale. 

From this point on, the writers of Kings and Chronicles give us 
far less detail about the lives and careers oftheHebrew kings; the 
biblical historians were much less interested in purely political 
events than we are, " and at times their omissions tend to surprise 
modern readers. The next major event in the history of Palestine 
illustrates this point very well. 1 Kings 14:25L relates it thus: "In 
the . fifth · year of Rehoboam' s ' reign Shishak king of Egypt · attacked 
Jerusalem; He removed the treasures of the house of the LORD and 
of the royal palace, and seized everything, including all the shields of 
gold that Solomon had made". 2 Chronicles 12:2ff. adds some 
details of the size of the Egyptian force, and mentions that "the 
fortified cities ofJudah" were captured. Questions immediately 
spring to our minds. Why did Shishakattack? Was this a punitive 
raid, or an endeavour to secure Jeroboam's throne for him (after all, 
Jeroboamhad beenShishak"srecent protege)? With just the biblical 
data to hand, we might have come'tothe conclusion that the last 
suggestion was correct; it sounds plausible, arid would also explain 
conveniently why the Egyptians returned and took rio further active 
interest inJudah for some years afterwards. But in fact such a theory 
is totally ruled out by other evidence; Shishak's chieftatget was not 
Rehoboam at all, but Jeroboam and hisnewly~acquirecf kingdom! 
We may instead. hazard the guess that Jeroboam failed to keep 
certain promises he had made to his former protector. 

Our evidence that Jeroboam was also attacked comes from an 
Egyptian temple inscription. In the Amun temple at Karnak, 

8. The alternative to Albright' s hypothesis is accordingly that Jeroboam's bulls 
were intended as· images of Yahweh. 
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death. Jeroboam's son, Nadab, soon embarked on a campaign 
against the Philistines, besieging Gibbethon -a campaign which is 
probably again to be interpreted as a border dispute, in much the 
same general area as the Israel-Judah dispute. While engaged in'this 
siege, Nadab lost his throne and his life to a man ofIssachar named 
Baasha, who like Jeroboam had prophetic support in claiming the 
crown. Thus the very first "dynasty" of Israel terminated swiftly 
after the death of its founder, a precedent which would be followed 
all too often. 

By about the year 900, then, we find Asa as king of Judah and 
Baasha as king of Israel, with the border feud still continuing. Till 
that time this had been a private quarrel, but the situation was now 
to be complicated by outside interference. Fir1lt there came another 
invasion' from Egypt, probably under the command ofShishak'sson 
and successor Osorkon 1;'13 on this occasion Judah was the target. 
Asa, unlike his grandfather, proved equal to the occasion, and this 
time the Egyptians were repulsed with heavy losses; it was a long 
day before they interfered in Palestinian affairs again. It seems 
likely, however, that the effort involved in meeting and defeating 
this serious challenge from the south weakened Judah, because soon 
afterwards Baasha succeeded in retrieving all the bbrder territory 
lost by Jeroboam, and in pushing Judah's frontier back south of 
Ramah, a mere five miles from Jerusalem. He proceeded to fortify 
Ramah against Asa's troops. Asa felt that this was an intolerable 
situation, but he was not strong enough to throw the Israelite troops 
back by frontal assault. A diversionary tactic was called for; his 
father, no doubt with the same possibility in mind, had made a 
treaty with the former king of Damascus (Tabrimmon), and Asa 
now renewed it, suggesting to the present king of Damascus that he 
should invade Israel from the north, so relieving the pressure upon 
Judah. The Syrian ,ruler, Benhadad I, was happy to oblige; he 
swiftly captured a number of Israelite cities of importance, such as 
Dan and Hazor, and probably also overran the northern part of 
Israelite Transjordan at this juncture. From J udah' s point of view, 
all this had the desired effect. Baasha - previously in treaty 
relationship with Damascus himself - had to return to his capital to 
organize his northern defences; and he was forced to draw troops 
away from his southern frontier. Asa then pushed that frontier 
northwards once more, and established secure fortresses at Mizpah 
and Geba, utilizing the building materials from Baasha's abandoned 
fortress at Ramah. This new frontier was little different from the line 
inherited by Abijah; two generations' struggles in that area thus 
achieved little but the ultimate stability of the frontier, and of course 
served to weaken both kingdoms not a little. The swift rise of 

13. 'the Bible caIls him Zerah the Ethiopian (2 Chronicles i4:9). 
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Shishak(or Shoshenq)h-imself recorded in remarkably full detail the 
events of his campaign in Palestine (although there are difficulties 
both in reading and interpreting the inscription).9 Shishak's troops 
captured towns as far north as Megiddo and Shunem; the Egyptians 
must have bypassed Bethel and Shechem by a very narrow margin 
- indeed, one wonders ifShechem bought Shishak off, as Jerusalem 
did, or if it was perhaps captured (there is a gap in the inscription 
just atthis interesting point); Shortly, in any case, Israelchose a new 
capital, Tirzah (cf. Kings 15:21). 

Shishak's campaign seems to have been connected in the main 
with trade-routes; he asserted Egyptian domination over the major 
highway through . Palestine __ up the Philistine coast, and through 
the pass of Megiddo into. the Plain of Jezreel. Then he turned south 
andappareritly destroyed Solomon's fortress at Ezion-geber, in 
order.to damage] udah' s Red Sea trade. 10 

The biblical. writers were in general more interested inJudah than 
in Israel; apart from that, they wished to emphasize how .. far 

'Rehoboam fell in a mere five years. He had inherited an empire; five 
years later, .master of a small state, he could protect his capital itself 
only by denuding his palace of its treasures. Solomon's court had 
despised silver; his son's court had to be content with bronze! The 
biblical writers were not slow'to point the moral. 

Rehoboam used the twelve years that remained to him after 
Shishak's invasion in building secure defences for his state. Details 
are given in 2 Chronicles 11: 5ff., which make it clear that the king of 
Judah was enough of a realist to retract his southern and western 
frontiers to defensible lines, abandoning some of the key fortresses of 
Solomon's era.!) Interestingly, however, he drew no. northern 
frontier,. and it may be that he never gave up his dream of becoming 
king of all Israel one day. 

Rehoboam predeceased Jeroboam by a few years;12 his son Abijah 
(also called Apiji:l.r:n) ,continued the border strife with Israel, and was 
able to inflict a· heavy defeat on Jeroboam, as 2 Chronicles 13 
relates. Jeroboam lost many men and some miles of border territory 
- Bethel included. Before this victory, the frontier.1ay a mere eight 
miles. north. of Jerusalem - one can understand the anxiety of the 
kings of Judah - a distance Abijah was able 'to double. Abijah's 
reign was short; his successor Asa inherited the benefits of the 
victory, and was able to maintain this frontier until after Jeroboam's 

'- -9.-Fordetails;see B. Mazar, "The campaign of Pharaoh Shishak to Palestine", 
VTS 4 (Leiden, 1957), pp. 57-66; Y. Aharoni, LB pp. 283-290; MBA map 120; K. A. 
Kitchen; The Third Intermediate Period in Egypt (Warminster, 1973), §§252-258. 
10 .. Shishak's inscription breaks off before Ezion-geber is mentioned, but the 

excavations there have shown that the fortress' suffered destruction at about this 
period. 

11. See MHA, map 119. 
12. Variously computed; see the tables on pp. 293f. 
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, Damascus toa position where it could threaten and embarrass Israel 
was certainly due in no small measure to the folly of Rehoboam and 
to the strained relations between Israel and Judah which inevitably 
ensued. 

The border hostilities between Israel and J udah gradually died 
out, either of their own accord, or (more probably)because of the 
foresight and diplomatic skills of a new king on the throne of Israel, 
Omri by name. His son Ahab is far better known to posterity, not 
because he was more able than his father, but because the biblical 
writer has given us far more inforpIation about him; that fact in turn 
is due to the fact that Ahab was the contemporary of an outstanding 
Israeliteprophet,Elijah the Tishbite~ 

Omri's name (as also Ahab's) perhaps suggests some Arab 
ancestry;14 be~hat as it may, he certainly fell short of the high 
religious standardssetby the writer of 1 Kings. Moral and religious 
questions apart,however, he was a man of no little political acumen 
and achievement; it may be no accident that in later years the 
Assyrians referred to Israel as ','the house ofOmri" , even after the 
fall of his dynasty~ Omri gained the throne within a year or two of 
Baasha'sdeath.Baasha's son, likeJerobo'am's before him, was able 
to hold the throne no more than a yearorso; before falling victim to 
a coupdJitatNo fewer than three army officers contended for th.e 
crown: firstZimri captured it, then he lost it to Omri, fiomwhom 
Tibni endeavoured ' to, wrest it unsuccessfully. Needless to say, 
Baasha's son (Elah), Zimri and Tibni , all lost their lives in the 
struggle. How long these struggles lasted is difficult,to say; Zimri's 
"reign" lasted seven days, according to the Hebrew text of 1 Kings 
16:15, but the Greek text makes it seven years (improbably). 
Between Tibni and Omri, however, there was a measure of civil 
war, and no indication is given how long it lasted; some scholars 
calculate ,that the two .men reigned over different parts of Israel for 
four or fiveyears.l~By 875 B.C., in any case, Omri held th~ throne 
of all Israel quite securely. In all, including the period of civil war, 
he reigned only twelve years, but in them he gave Israel a new 
strength and stability . It must have been he who established the 
friendly relationswithJu'dahwhichhis son Ahab found valuable (cf. 
1 Kings 22:1 ff.). It was he, too,whorenewedthe good treaty rela
tions between Israel and the Phoenicians, thereby giving to his king
dom west of the Jordan stability, security, and some economic 
advantages besides; on the debit side, however, he also gave ,his 
kingdom , a future ' queen who, Was to prove notorious, for 
undoubtedly it was Omri who engineered the diplomatic ma.rriage ' 

14. On Omri's name and back~und, see]. Gniy, Kings, pp. :5ti4[ 
15. E.G. J..BegriCh and E.R. Thiefe; but W. F. Albriglit places die civif'strife' 

within,one single year (876 B.C.). See pp. 293f. 
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betwe~n Ahab and Jezebel, daughter of the king of Tyre. He also 
provided his kingdom with a measure of glory; 1 Kings 16:24 relates . 
how he appropriated the site of Samaria and made it his capital, 
while excavations have revealed something of the magnificence 
which he and his successors gave it}6 In some ways, clearly, Omri 
was a second Solomon. 

Unlike Solomon, however, Omri was prepared to take military 
initiative where he . thought it necessary. The steady increase of the 
power of the Syrian kingdom of Damascus must have caused him 
some concern, though evidence is lacking that there was any direct 
conflict between him and Benhadad. What is certain is that Omri 
sought to give greater strength to his Trimsjordanian possessions by . 
reconquering Moab, which had been lost to Israel on Solomon's 
death. A Moabite inscription, known as the Moabite Stone or 
Mesha Stele, testifies to this: "Omri, King of Israel" ..,.... it reads -
"he oppressed Moab many days" ,17 and goes on to mention briefly 
the fact ·of Omri's conquest. 

Omri's reign was not a long one, perhaps only seven years as sole 
ruler (or so a comparison of verse 23 with verse 29 of 1 Kings 16 
suggests). On his death, his son Ahab succeeded to thethrorie, and 
reigned in Samaria for more than twenty years, the contemporary of 
Jehoshaphat of Judah; The Bible tells us more about Ahab than 
about any other ruler of the Northern Kingdom, but even so we . 
could wish thatthe details were fuller! The documentary sources for 
Ahab's reign utilized by the author of 1 Kings seem to . have been 
primarily concerned with the prophets of the day, notably Elijah, 
and so Ahab' s doings are reported only where they led him into 
conflict with the prophets·. .. 

It is clear, at ariy rate, that he continued his father's poliCy of good 
relations with Phoenicia to the north and Judah to the south . He was 
married to Jezebel, the king of Tyre's daughter, and he arranged a 
marriage between his own (and presumably Jezebel's) daughter and 
Jehoshaphat's son. Both these marriages had disastrous con
sequences, as will be seen; but at least they secured Israel's 
northern and southern defences. Such. security was vital, .because it 
was now that the Syrians really became a power to be reckoned with, 
and a -hostile power at" that~-Tfie king of .J)arhascus, Benhadad/a 

16. A large number df ivories were found atSamaria;cf. 1 Kings 22:39. There 
may well have been ulterior motives behind the creation of this new capital. It may 
have been intended to serve the non-Israelite sector of the population and therefore 
houseda temple to Baal instead of Yahweh, cf. J. H. Hayes and J. M . Miller, 
Israelite andJudaean History (OTL: London 1977), pp. 402f. 
-17 .. Cf. DOTT, p : 196 . 
18. It is not clear whether this was the same king that had invade<:l Israel in 

Baasha's reign or a son and successor bearing the same name (or title). Cf. K. A. 
Kitchen inNBD, s.v ~ "Benhadad". This (?second) Benhada:d is callcQ Adad-idri 
(i.e. Hada~-ezer) in Assyrianrecords , 
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(883-859 B.C.), whose armies had been able to reach the Mediter
ranean coast. None of the small or relatively sm;;tll states of Pales
tine, Syria, or eastern Anatolia (Le. Turkey) could fail to take warn
ing; and when Asshurnasirpal's son and successor Shalmaneser III 
marched westwards in 853 B. C., he found that a coalition of major 
dimensions had been formed to resist him. (See plate 1 facing p. 48.) 
Ahab and Benhadad had made a truce (cf. 1 Kings 22:1), and were 
leaders of this league, together with another Syrian king, Irhuleni of 
Hamath. Ahab supplied 2,000 chariots, 10,000 infantrymen; Ben
hadad 1,200 chariots and 20,000 men. Even Egypt sent a token force 
of 1,000 men, while an Arabian king supplied 1,000 camels. It is in
teresting to note that none of the Phoenician cities joined the coali
tion, perhaps out of prudence; and neither did Jehoshaphat ofJudah. 

The battle was joined some distance north of Hamath, at Qarqar 
on the Orontes. All our information about it - for the Bible men
tions nothing but the truce between Samaria and Damascus -
comes from Shalmaneser's "own record, a monument called the 
Kurkh Stele, now in the British Museum. We need not doubt Shal
maneser's veracity (in general terms) when he lists the names of his 
foes and the size of their armies, but something of a question-mark 
arises in one's mind on reading his account of the outcome of the 
battle. He claims a handsome victory: "They came directly toward 
me in close battle, but with the superior aid which Ashur the lord 
had given, and with the mighty weapons which Nergal, my leader, 
had gifted me, I fought with them." From Qarqar to Gilzau I 
defeated them. I smote 14,000 of their men with weapons, falling 
upon them like'Adad pouring down a hailstorm. I flung their bodies 
about, filling the plain with their scattered soldiery. "21 

But if a victory it was, it was to say the least a Pyrrhic one. Two 
facts seem to speak louder than Shalmaneser's boastful words. In the 
first place, it is on record that far from following up his alleged 
victory, he did not send his armies so far west again for four years or 
so. Secondly, Ahab and Benhadad felt free, within a very short time 
after the battle of Qarqar, to. resume their own petty quarrels. 

The final event of Ahab's reign, which must have taken place 
within three years of Qarqar, and probably very soon after the 
battle,22 was Ahab's attempt to recapture the Israelite city of 
Ramoth-gilead. It is clear that Benhadad had, either nev.er fulfilled 
his promise to withdraw from Israelite territory in Tni.nsjordan, or 
else had encroached once again during the period of truce with 

". 21. DOTT; p. 47. 
22. Qarqar gives us the first absolute date for the history of the Israelite monarchy. 

In any case, Ahab died within three years of Qarqar (cf. 1 Kings 22: 1), i.e. no later 
than 850 BC; but since the next Assyrian invasion came in 841 BC, when Jehu was 
king, and since we have to fit in the twelve year reign ofJehoram (cf. 2 Kings 3: 1) in 
the interval, it seems tolerably certain that Ahab died in 852 BC at the latest. 
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was acapable soldier and administrator, who appears to have been 
bent on ernpire, for he was able to enforce his will over smaller 
Syrian states; 1 Kings 20: 1 relates that thirty-two lesser kings 
supported his invasion of Israel; within a year he had removed them 
from office (verses 24f.). It was not always easy to assess the purpose 
of invasions of ancient times; we do not know whether Benhadad 
was seeking to add Israel to his territory, or whether he , was 
endeavouring to force Ahab into alliance with him, to face a greater 
foe, Assyria; It is fairly clear at least that this was not a mere 
plundering raid, or he would not have taken the time and trouble to 
besiege Samaria, which soon proved by its defensibility what a good 
choice of capitalOmri had made. 

This invasion by the Syrians, and the siege of Samaria, seem to 
have taken Ahab by surprise. Subsequent events show that his forces 
were far from negligible, in numbers Or competence. Archaeological 
discovery has confirmed this fact: at Megiddo alone , Ahab had a fine 
chariot . city. 19 Nevertheless, Ahab'sresponse to the invasion was 
initially weak-kneed; he was prepared to go to almost any lengths to 
placateBenhadad,as 1 Kings 20:1ff. reveals. However, once Ahab 
was prompted toretaliate- by Benhadad's overreaching himself, 
by the advice ofAhab's counsellors, and by a prophet's favourable 
predictions ~ a heavy defeat was speedily inflicted on the · Syrian 
arrny. Benhadad needed theW-inter to reorganize; then in the spring 
he invaded again. This time Ahab was ready for him, and the battle 
was joined near Aphek; a little south of the lake of Galilee. 20 

Although the terrain was of the Syrians? own choosing, and despite 
their greater numbers, .. they once again suffered a heavy defeat; 
Benhadad himself was captured. The prophets, who were growing 
to be a force in Israelto be reckoned with, maintained that Benhadad 
should not have been released, and the sequel showed that the 
Syrian king was not to be trusted; but no doubt at the time Ahab felt 
that he was getting favourable terms, when Benhadad covenanted to 
restore territory wrested from Israel, and topermitIsraelite bazaars 
to be "established in Damascus. itself. Ahabwould have preferred 
good trade to constant warfare. 

Ahab waS not to escape warfare, however. In recent years a major 
nation of the upperTigris region, Assyria, had embarked on a policy 
of aggression and expansion. During David and Solomon's era, 
Assyria had been quiet and inactive, but from the end of the tenth 
century the Assyrian kings found themselves more free to pursue 
their own designs. The city of Tyre, now Ahab's ally, .. had been one 
city forced to pay · trihute to. the Assyrian king Ashurnasirpal 11 

. 19. Cf. Y. Yadin, "Megiddo of the Kings of Israel". BA 33 (1970). pp . 66-96. 
20. A different Aphek from that mentioned in connection with the Philistines in 1 

Samuel ~9:1. . . 
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Ahab. Taking the advice of most of his prophets, Ahab marched on 
Ramoth-gilead, an important city which lay on one of the major 
routes through Palestine-Syria, "the King's Highway." It was 
however the one prophet he chose to ignore, Micalah ben Imlah, 
who told the truth: Ahab would fall at Ramoth-gilead. Despite the 
king's precautions in disguising himself, a chance arrow found a 
weak point in his armour, and he was mortally wounded. He 
displayed considerable courage at the last, allowing himself to be 
propped up in his chariot all day, so that his men should not panic at 
the news of his fall. It was probably loss of blood that killed him. His 
courage saved a rout; but his death signalled the end of the cam
paign, and Ramoth-gilead remained in Syrian control. 23 Further 
south in Transjordan, the Moabites took heart from the Israelite · 
failure at Ramoth-gilead, and proceeded to reassert their 
independence and to retrieve lost territory. 

Jehoshaphat, as was noted above, was not amongst the ,confederate 
kings who fought the Assyrians at Qarqar; but he was Ahab's willing 
ally at Ramoth-gilead. Indeed, his willingness was so unreserved 
that it is sometimes suggested that Jehoshaphat was Ahab's vassal. 
Other biblical data rule out this possibility, however; both Kings 
and Chronicles make it clear not only that there Was no warfare at 
any time between Ahab andJehoshaphat, but also thatJehoshaphat . 
was a reasonably strong king in his own right. Jehoshaphat's 
declaration to Ahab, '!.What is mine is yours; myself, my people and 
my horses", is somewhat reminiscent of Ruth's pledge to N aomi -
"Your people shall be my people, and your God my God" - which 
nobody could say was a pledge extracted from her under duress. A 
further parallel is that Ahab ' and J ehoshaphat were related by 
marriage, just as Ruth and Naomi were. 

Jehoshaphat's strength was largely shown in the fact that his 
neighbours left him well alone, according to 2 Chronicles 17: lOf. 
He brought security to his kingdom by means of well-planned 
military and administrative measures, as the same chapter relates . 

. Y. Aharoni sets out24 in map form the twelve administrative districts 
which it is widely thought that he instituted inJudah. In the south of 
his realm, he was able to control Edom and deny it a king of its own 
(cf. 1 Kings 22: 47). He sought to utilize the port of Ezi6n-geber to 
the commercial and economic advantage of Judah, but a storm 
apparently wrecked his merchant fleet . 

23 . . It should . be mentioned that there is a tendency among present-day scholars 
(contrast Gray's first and second editions of Kings) to deny that "the king ofIsrael" 
of 1 Kings chapters 20 and particularly 22 was Ahab. It is true that Ahab's name is 
rarely mentioned in these chapters, and could be attributed to a late editor; but 
Jehoshaphat - Ahab's contemporary - is named with some frequency in chapter 
22, and no convincing alternative possibility to Ahab has been suggested . 

24. MBA, map 130. See also his discussion, in LB, pp. 297-304. The information 
from which the map is drawn is found in Joshua 15: 21-62. 
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. Jehoshaphat's alliance with Ahab aiso brought him into conflict 
with the Moabites and their allies. It is difficult to be sure when 
exactly :. the Moabites embarked on their campaign to achieve their 
independence, and to carry the war into the enemy's camp. That 
Jehoshaphat was involved in,~he fight with Moab is beyond doubt, 
but it is not certain whether the Moabite revolt began before or after 
the death of Ahab. The Moabite king, Mesha, who ultimately 
emerged victorious, set up a triumphal stele which was discovered in 
the areainJ868, and which gives us full details of his campaign. The 
relevant parts of it read as follows: "Omri ... oppressed Moab 
many days ... And his son succeeded him and he too said, 'I will 

. oppress Moab!' In my days'he spoke tb,us, and I saw my desire upon 
him and upon his house. "25 . 

If we take the reference to Omri's "son" literally, we must 
conclude that it was Ahab who bore the brunt of Mesha's attack, 
presumably at a time when. Israel was fully . stretched in holding the 
Syrians at bay. But in ancient Near Eastern literature, "son" was 
often used loosely for "descendant" or "successor" (even an 
unrelated one), so that one cannot be certain that Mesha's 
inscription really intended a reference to Ahab. (It is certainly 
impossible to take literally this inscription's reference to "forty 
years" ofIsraelitedomination by Omri and his sons, since the whole 
dynasty of Omri reigned scarcely forty years!) On the other hand, 
the Bible's very concise remark that Mesha revolted after Ahab's 
death (2 Kings 1:1,3:5) is not necessarily decisive; it may mean no 
more than that serious Israelite military operations did not take 
place till after Ahab's death, even though Mesha may hllve stopped 
payihg;<tribute and started on his policy of expansion some tim:e 
previous,ly; At all events, whatever.the precise chronology may have 
been, it is clear from 2 Kings 3 that the struggle with Moab lasted 
well into the reign of Ahab's SOh. Jehoram; Ahab was briefly 
succeeded by his son Ahaziah, who apparently achieved little of note 
during his short reign except to fallout of an upper window, injuring 
himselffatally, and leaving the throne to his brot;herJehoram .. 

Mesha's first move was undoubtedly to stop paying the high 
annual tribute demanded of him - 100,000 lambs and the wool of 
100,000 rams (2 Kings 3:4). He then set about retrieving iost 
territory, and pressing northwards, . overran some of the territory of 
the Israelite tribe of Gad. The Isr~eliteresidents ofTransjordan thus 
found themselves in danger of being crushed· between Aramaean 
pressure from the north, and Moabite expansion from the south. 
The king of Israel was forced to take action eventually. .. 

Jehoram laid his plans well; first of all he made it a joint cam
paign, utilizing like his father the new friendly relationship with 

25. Cr. DOTT, p. 196. 
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Judah. Jehoshaphat was once again willing to offer troops, and his 
vassal, the king of Edom, was also pressed into service. Tl].e plan of 
campaign was equally shrewd; the allied force attempted to surprise 
Mesha by attacking his rear: - marchi,ng right round the south of 
the Dead Sea, and invading Moabfrom the south. This was 
Edomite terrain, and the presence of an Edomite contingent was no 
doubt very valuable. The allied campaign proved initialiy success
ful; but when the Moabite king took the drastic step 9f offering his 
own crown~prince in sacrifice to the Moabite god Chemosh, the 
superstititions of the troops of J ehoram and his allies overcame their 
valour, and they withdrew, fighting afinal battle at tIoronaim, as 
the Moabites pursued their advantage. -

Apparently the Moabites decided on reprisals against Judah;2 
Chronicles 20 records that they in turn mustered a confederate army 
and invaded, followed an unexpected route, almost certainly fording 
the Dead Sea at its narrowest point to reach the western shore some 
miles south of En~gedi. From En~gedi they marched toward 
Jerusalem; Jehoshaphat was ready for them, and marched to give 
battle near Tekoa. However, it appears that the confederates fell out 
among themselves, and Moabites, Ammonites, and '.'men ofSeir" 
attacked each other savageiy. Thus the danger to Jerusalem was 
averted; and Jehoshaphat took good care to scotch any future 
surprise attack of this sort by establishing forts at En-gedi and on 
Masada (a natural vantage-point dominating the .ford which the 
Moabites must have used).26 

OfJehoshaphat's successors, his son and his grandson, little need 
be .said.It is unfortunate. that they bore the same names as Ahab's 
two sons who succeeded to the. tl1roneinSamaria .'elL ih,ou.gh tJ;1ey 
reigned in reverse order! In Jerusalem, J ehoram reigned before 
Ahaziah, in Samaria Ahaziah reigned befqreJehoram!27 Jehoram of 
Judah proved less able than his father, and he lost control of Edom, 
and with it the lucrative southern trade-routes. On his de~th, his 
wife Atha,liah - Ahab's daughter - .continued to exercise a 
dominant role in the state; evidently the queen-mother often held an 
important position in state affairs.28 In any case, Ahaziah's reign 
was to be cut shor:t very quickly, as we shall see. 

The Israelite Jehoram lost control of Moab, as we have described. 
But it appears that he may have had sOme slight success on the 
Syrian front, because we read in 2 Kings 9: 14 that the Israelites, by 

26. Masada is best known nowadays because of its association with the final 
episode of the Jewish revbItagainst the Romans, AD 66-70. Masada was such an 
impregnable fortress that it held out against the Roman armies for a further three 
years or so. .' . 

27. In 2 Kings 8:16-29the Israelite king is called "Jehoram", the Judaean king 
"Joram" (an abbreviated form of the same name), to distinguish them, but these 
spellings are not used consistently. 

28. Cf. R. de Vaux, Ancient Israef2 (London, 1965), pp. 117ff. 
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the end of his reign, were defending Ramoth-gilead instead of 
attempting to captureit. The story of Naaman of 2 Kings 5 belongs 
to the reign of Jehoram; the story itself is too well known to need 

, repeating here, but its political background is worth noting. The 
Israelite girl in Naaman's employ had been captured in a Syrian 
raid on Israel, we are told. But itis clear that there was no full-scale 
warfare between the two nations, at least at the time when Naaman 
could visit Isni.el - a Syrian general, carrying a "letter of 
commendation" from the king of Damascus tothe king ofIsrael! On 
the other hand, jehorani's rather worried reaction (2 Kings 5':7) 
indicates how tense relations still remained. Indeed, it may be that 
at some stage in his reign Samaria suffered yet another siege, which 
brought the city to the verge of starvation; but it is perhaps more 
likely that the narrative of 2 Kings 6:24-7:20 relates toa later date 
(and to a later Benhadad).29 Be that as it may, hostilities broke out at 
Ramoth-gilead late in Jehoram's reign; and like his father before 
him, he put in a personal appearance at the battlefront; history 
again repeated itself when he was wounded, but there the 
coincidence ends. Unlike Ahab, Jehoram's wound was not fatal, 
and he retired to Jezreel' in. order t() recuperate. His days were 
nevertheless numbered, and his throne in danger; but apparently 
there was little hint of the disaster to come, or else we may be sure 
that the king of Judah, Ahaziah, would have kept well out of the 
way. Instead, he paid a visit to Jezreel, andp~t his own head in a 
noose thereby. A whirlwind coup d'ctat eliminated both kings at one 
stroke. 

If the coup d'ctat was swift and sudden, the forces that motivated it 
had not by any means materialized overnight. It is clear that the 
author of the Books of Kings considered the two prophetic figures of 
Elijah and Elisha as of considerably greater consequence than Omri 
and his successors on the thr()ne ofIsrael. True, the biblical writer's 
interests were primarily religious, but the fact was that quite apart 
from 'these prophets' religious importance, both Elijah and Elisha 
were far from negligible as political figures in Israel. To a large 
extent, in fact, the fall of Om ri's dynasty was due to their activities. 
But we must retrace our steps to the early years of Ahab's reign to 
see how the quarrel between king and prophet built up. 

Perhaps the beginni~g of the conflict can be traced to a single 
event,the political marriage between Ahab and the, Phoenician 
princess, Jezebel. Such unions for political advantage were no 
novelty in the ancient(or more recent) world; David himself had set 
the precedent in Israel. But the position of queen was a position of 
power and influence, for those who cared to take advantage of it, 
and Jezebel must have been a particularly strong character. One 

29. See below, p. 154. 
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imagines that Ahab can scarcely have been a weakling, but in the 
biblical records Jezebel emerges as the dominant partner. Ahab, for 
his part, though we may well doubt whether he was ever notably 
devout, was quite content to observe the traditional worship of his 
own people, even if he did bow the knee to Baal as well when it 
suited him. His courtiers included prophets of Yahweh, and his two 
sons who succeeded him both bore names which incorporated the 
name of Israel's God (Ahaziah andJehoram). 

That Jezebel should wish to retain her own religion is not par
ticularly surprising, and again there was precedent for that, in the 
provision made in Jerusalem for Solomon's Egyptian queen. But 
Jezebel was not content with a private chapel, nor with her 
husband's readiness to pay lip-service to Baal; she meant to 
dethrone the God of Israel, and make her Baal the chief deity and 
her faith the official state religion. There has been some discussion 
as to which "Baal" she revered/o but it would seem highly probable 
that the god of Tyre, known an Melqart, was the deity whose 
worship she sought to promote. Whether her militant advocacy of 
this foreign cult was for purely religious re!isons is not so certain; it 
may be that much of her motivation derived from the fact that the 
prophets of Yahweh limited by constitutional right the powers of the 
king - and queen. In either case, she encountered the opposition of 
the Israelite prophets, and responded vigorously. Some were 
massacred, and at least 100 of them driven into hiding (cf. 1 Kings 
18:4). Jezebel can have been in no doubt that she had won. 

The abrupt appearance of Elijah heralded the fact that she had 
won no more than the first battle, even though his message to Ahab 
had no apparent bearing on the religio-political situation. Hesimply 
predicted along drought (17:1), intimated that only he - as God's 
agent - could end it, and disappeared as abruptly as he had come. 
We find him - though Ahab could not! - in Jezebel's own home 
territory, Phoenicia, before long. There is magnificent dramatic 
irony here; in Phoenici'a and in Israel alike, the official· deity, 
Melqart, was shown to be powerless to control the elements, while 
the God of Israel could sustain his prophet, and others besides, as 
easily in Sidonian Zarephath as on Israelite soil. But of all this Ahab 
knew nothing; and he chose to ignore the fact that the drought was 
Yahweh's doing - so far as he was concerned, it was Elijah and 
Elijah alone who was the troubler of Israel. 

The long drought (attested by the Greek writer Menander, so 
Josephus records)31 must have caused ordinary citizens no little 
"hardship and distress, and made them at leasfdimly aware that some 
deity was letting them do~n. Melqart was equated with Baal in 

30. See D. R. Ap-Thomas, PEQ 92 (1960), pp. 146-155. 
31. Ant. viii, 13, 2. 
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Israel - the god of the weather. Where was he? Elijah's sarcastic 
challenge to Jezebel's prophets (1 Kings 18:27) will have struck a 
ready response in Israelite ears. No few of the ordinary citizens will 
also have resented Jezebel's rough handling of the prophets of 
Yahweh. 

Thus the scene was set for the second round of the struggle. The 
contest took place on Mount Carmel, a wedge-shaped range of hills 
near the Mediterranean coast; the fine city of Haifa today lies on its 
lower slopes. It was renowned for its beauty and fertility, but 
presumably Elijah had other reasons than these for choosing it for 
his battleground. Indeed, it is not clear why it was chosen; there was 
good reason for Elijah to keep out of Jezebel's way, to be sure, but 
then neither Dan nor Bethel was at all close to the capital, and either 
would have served equally well from that point of view. Both Dan 
and Bethel were corrupt shrines, on the other hand, and probably 
Elijah wanted nothing to do with them. But the Carmel altar had 
been abandoned, and by repairing and using it Elijah would avoid 
giving any appearance of supporting an adulterated Yahweh
worship. We do not know when it had been abandoned, however, 
and it may be that Jezebel's recent policies had been responsible for 
its destruction, if 1 Kings 19: 10 offers any clue; ifso, Elijah's ch!Jice 
of Carmel may well have been symbolic. The choice may also have 
been strategic, for Carmel lay very close to the border with 
Phoenicia; the discomfiture of the prophets of Melqart on the very 
borders of his proper domain would speak for itself. 

Many explanations of the miraculous fire which consumed 
Elijah's sacrifice have been proffered - none more ingenious (and 
improbable) than the suggestion that the "water" which doused the 
sacrifice was in reality naphtha! Lightning would still seem the most 
probable solu-tion. 32 However sceptical of miracles some modern 
readers may be, it must at least be beyond doubt that something 
startling occurred, to give Elijah the unanimous popular support 
which enabled him to exterminate the idolatrous priesthood. Nor 
could the whole chapter be dismissed as legend, for it would leave far 
too little basis for the greatxeputation which clung to Elijah's name 
ever afterwards. 

Probably Elijah hoped that his Carmel victory would force 
Jezebel's hand, since it would show the strength of popular resist
ance to the religion she was seeking to enforce, and since the cultic 
officials had been decimated. But possibly he would have been better 
advised not to shed blood, despite the provocation, for then the feud 
that arose between the court and himself and his followers might 

32. There.has been some discussion of the possibility of lightning from "a clear 
blue sky". But the fact that the sky was clear when Elijah went to the summit (verses 
42ff.) does not necessarily imply that it had been clear all day. 
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have been avoided. It may not be without significance. that the 
biblical writer does not suggest that the Lord instructed Elijah to 
slaughter the Baal~prophets. " 

Whatever might have been, the reality was that Elijah did resort 
to bloodshed, following Jezebel's precedent, and she responded 
promptly with a threat on his life. Elijah fled; clearly he placed no 
confidence in the popular support he had just elicited at Carmel. His 
wilderness encounter with God (1 Kings 19) taught him the power of 
the spoken word. He was instructed, we are told, to "anoint" a new 
king in the Syrian kingdom of Damascus, a new king in Israel, and 
finally a new prophet, Elisha, to be his own successor. It has often 
been .pointed out that he did not literally obey anyone of these three 
instructions; he did appoint Elisha, though not by anointing, but he 
left it to Elisha to carry out the other two commands. Ho~ever, we 
should notbe too literalistic in our reading ofthe passage. The point 
was that Elijah, the rugged individualist, was from now on to adopt 
a different policy; hurricane, earthquake, drought and lightning, 
devastating though they may be at the time, do not carry the same 
power of conviction as the quiet word of reason and persuasion. 
From now on Elijah must ensure continuity and co-operation in 
building up a popular front, headed by Elisha and the prophetic 
bands ("the sons ofthe prophets"), against Ahab and his court, and 
even influence the affairs of Damascus, as opportunity presented 
itself, with the same objective in view. A show-down must come, in 
which many lives would be lost; in that sense Elisha wielded a sword 
as much. as did Hazael of Damascus and Jehu, the future king of 
Israel. 33 

The prophetic bands were well placed to preach tothe'populace, 
for they were located at sanctuary-cities like Bethel (cf. 2 Kings 2). 
But their message was not limited to religious considerations; the 
foreign gods of Jezebel could not be divorced from the foreign ways 
she sought to introduce .. The marked difference between her concep
tion of royal rule and the traditional ways of Israel was high-lighted 
by the Naboth affair (1 Kings 21). Nowadays, of course,Naboth 
would have lost his vineyard by compulsory purchase order, as H . 

. L. Ellison has aptly remarked,34 but apparently under Israel's laws 
Ahab could do nothing to circumvent Naboth's curt refusal to sell 
the property which adjoined the royal residence inJezreel. Ahab was 
content to sulk; the law was the law. Jezebel was incredulou~: "You 
make a fine king of Israel, and no mistake! " (1 Kings 21: 7, JB), she 
exclaimed: There were other laws about property, such as the one 
that made an executed criminal's holdings forfeit to the crown, and 

33. For a useful discussion of 1 Kings 18, see H. H. Rowley, Men of God 
(London, 1963), pp. 37-65, 

34, The Prophets of Israel(Exeter, 1969), p. 31. 
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befor~ long Jezebel saw to it that Ahab gained the piece ofland he 
fancied. The ordinary citizen was not safe while Jezebel coritrolled 
affairs in Samaria, though perhaps many failed to realise the fact, in 
view of the apparent legality of Naboth's trial and execution. But 
Elijah took a hand. While his denunciation and threats made no 
difference in the short term, they served two immediate purposes: 
they brought the Naboth affair to public notice, and they made it 
clear that Elijah championed the cause of the ordinary citizen. It 
took time, but eventually there were fully 7,000 in Israel who 
repudiated the worship of Melqart, and with it the rule of Ahab and 
his queen. 

Elijah could never have settled at court, if only because Jezebel 
would not have tolerated it, but his successor Elisha acquired a 
house in Samaria, where he could be in contact with the court. He 
must have worked subtly and secretly for the overthrow of Omri's 
dynasty, meanwhile claiming the right exercised from the very 
beginning of the Hebrew monarchy for prophets to have an official 
voice at court. Much of his ministry, it appears, was not in itself 
political, but consisted simply of helping . ordinary folk in·time of 
trouble, so demonstrating God's love and power; for those who chose 
to consider the implications, however, it was a reminder of the 
powerlessness of the gods of Jezebel, and a call to worship Yahweh, 
to whom alone their national covenant obligations were due. 

At last Elisha found that the time had come to act decisively. The 
king of Damascus, who had achieved little against Israel in recent 
years, fell ill. Elisha immediately went to Damascus, and put it into 
the mind of Hazael, a mere palace official or courtier at the time, to 
seize the Syri.an throne. So Hazael became king; the Assyrians dis
paragirigly termed him "a son of nobody" ,~5 but his lack of royal 
blood was more than compensated for by his military ability. He at 
once put strong pres.sure on the Israelite army at Ramoth-gilead. 
The Israelite forces there, we may safely assume, were 
"demoralized by Israel's long and costly war with Damascus, dis
satisfied with the weak leadership of Joram, and resentful of the 
luxurious indolence of the court in Samaria."36 The Israelite king, 
true, was prepared to leave his court and grace the battlefield,.but he 
was wounded and retired to Jezreel to recuperate. That left the way 
open for the army's discontent to mature; and Elisha again moved 
decisively, sending a young prophet to anoint.a high-ranking army 
officer at Ramoth-gilead, Jehu by name, as the next king of Israel. 
Jehu required no second bidding, and his speed of action more than 
matched Elisha's. Enjoining secrecy, he pursued Jehoram toJezreel 
as fast as he could. 

35. Cj ANET, p. 280. 
36. E. W. Heaton, The Hebrew Kingdoms, (London, 1968), p. 90. 
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J ehoram must have been astonished to see troops approaching his 
Jezreel residence; and even more so to see thatJehu had deserted his 
post at Ramoth-gilead. Probably fearful that the city had fallen to 
Hazael, he enquired urgently whether all was well. But Jehu, 
deliberately misinterpreting the question, responded that all was far 
from well as long as Jezebel - Jehoram's mother - was alive and 
'active, and he thereupon killed the king with a single arrow. The 

.king ofJudah, Ahaziah, who had been visiting Jehoram, was quick 
to flee, but the blood-thirsty J ehu ordered his death too; in fact, the 
small party fromJudah escaped, but not before Ahaziah received a 
wound from which he died only a few miles away. It is difficult to see 
what advantage Jehu hoped to gain from his death, unless he feared 
that Ahaziah would seek to avenge his near relative's death. Jehu's 
next victim at Jezreel was Jezebel, who at least met her end with 
courage. Having thus superintended personally the deaths of the 
'king and the powerful queen mother, J ehu proceeded to engineer 
from a safe distance the massacre of all Ahab's surviving kith and 
kin in Samaria. So perished the dynasty of Omri, and soon 
afterwards ,the last vestige of the foreign idolatrous cult was 
eradicated. The prophets had won the day - or had they? 



CHAPTER 8 

Syria Rampant 

FROM the religious point of view, Jehu was raised up to punish 
.. and to out root the idolatry fostered in Israel by Omri's successors 

and Jezebel in particular. So much had been · the word of the Lord 
- to Elijah . But Jehu himself was not oneofthe prophets, and at the 
moment of time when he organized the death ()f the last members of 
Ahab's family it was by no means self-evident what. he repre
sented, apart from his own personal ambitions and interests. Jehu 
was in full control, with the army's backing, and it remained to be 
seen what his policies would be ~ It was clear to him that the previous 

. dynasty's downfall had been due to their willingness to embrace 
foreign ways of life; very well ,he would ally himself with the most 
tonservativeelements in Israelite life. He. therefore sought out 
the leader of an extremely conservative, indeed extremist group, 
the Rechabites. We know from Jeremiah 35 thatthese folk still pur-. . . 

sued the nomadic ideal, refusing to live in houses or to enjoy anyof 
the fruits of civilizatjon, and served Yahweh with a zeal . that 
bordered on fanaticism. They would have no qualms about blood
shed in what they considered ,a good cause. But in making alliance 
with them, Jehu seems to have by-passed the prophets, probably 
deliberately. 

Reaching his capital, Jehuannounced that he meant to support 
the foreign Baal cult of Jezebel, which was a credible pose, and so 
succeeded in assembling together every priest and devotee of 
Melqart. He then slaughtered every man of them without 
compunction, and ensured that this form ()f idolatry could never 
recur by destroying and desecrating the temple of Melqart and every 
article sacred to it. "Thus Jehu stamped out the worship of Baal in 
Israel'; (2 Kings 10:28). . . . 

By these means J ehu eliminated every rival (his dynasty was to 
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last much longer than any other in Israel) and sought to enlist the 
support of the conservative elements of the population. It soon 
became apparent, however, that his support ofYahweh-worship was 
for political ends only; as the author of Kings puts it, "Jehu was not 
careful to follow the law. of the LORD the God of Israel with all his 
heart" (10:31). In the situation of the time, no~ody would have 
expected him to spare potential enemies, and his attack on Ahab's 
successors had had the divine blessing pronounced upon it in 
advance; but Jehu showed a ruthlessness and blood-lust that was 
unforgivable by any standards. 2 Kings 10 records how he 
slaughtered the nobility and the friends of the previous court, and 
also a fresh group of men ofJudah who chanced to make an innocent 
visit to J ezreel. The prophets could not condone this sort of wanton 
brutality, and a century later one of their number still recalled with 
horror the murders committed at J ezreel. 1 We cannot even credit 
Jehu with a desire to put right the social wrongs and religious 
syncretism which had developed in recent years. 

If Jehu had secured his own position inside Israel, he had done 
untold harm to the international position pf his kingdom .. He had 
deserted his post at Ramoth-gilead, and left the king of Damascus 
free to overrun all the Transjordanian territories: "In those days the 
LORD began to work havoc on Israel, and Hazael struck at them in 
every corner of their territory eastwards from the Jordan" (2 Kings 
1O:32f.). He had lost every ally the previous dynasty had won; if 
Phoenicia could have overlooked the death of Jezebel, J udah would 
certainly not readily forgive the death of her king, Ahaziah. 
Meanwhile in Samaria itself, every statesman and administrator of 
ability and experience had been killed off. 

No king can afford to weaken his n~alm in order tosl:r~:hgthen his 
own position, but J ehu did just that. If he had nobody he need fear 
in Israel, there were those outside Israel's frontiers whom he had 
every reason to fear, and this grim truth was very quickly bro~ght 
home to him. He came to power in 841 BC; that very year he was 
utterly humiliated by the Assyrians, who were still ruled by 
Shalmaneser Ill. Under Ahab, ~srael had acquitted herself 
reasonably well twelve years earlier, at the battle-of Qarqar; the 
kingdom of Damascus, now under HazaeI, was--as aOfe to hord out 
'against the Assyrian armies as she had been at Qarqar, and indeed it 
may have been due to Hazael's relative strength that the Assyrians 
decided to turn their attention westwards. 2 But Jehu could not offer 
the slightest show of strength, and he had no option but to pay the 
tribute imposed upon him by Shalmaneser. The tribute was not 

I. er: Hosea 1 :4f. 
2. Shalmaneser claims that he besieged Damascus, but he did not take the city 

(ANET, p. 280). 
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large, as it turned out: "silver, gold, a golden bowl, a golden vase, 
golden cups, golden buckets", with one or two other other items, are 
listed. (The source of our information is a limestone obelisk found at 
Nimrud, the biblical Calah, on which Shalmaneser records some of 
his military successes.) Perhaps,Jehu made light of it; but the fact 
remains that his humiliation was recorded in visible form for all 
time. The same Assyrian monumene depicts Jehu kneeling 
prostrate before the Assyrian monarch. We know of no other 
contemporary representation of any king of Israel or J udah; 
Solomon in all his glory is left to our imaginatioris; J ehu In all hi"s hu
miliation is graven in the rock for ever. (See plate 2 facing p. 49.) 

The Bible is silent on this episode, and Shalmaneser's record is 
laconic in its brevity; hence an alternative interpretation must be 
allowed, namely that J ehu voluntarily paid tribute to the Assyrians, 
in an effort to secure their help against Hazael. If so, the Assyrians 
did nothing to help, and on the whole it seems more likely thatJehu 
had no option in the matter. Excavations at Hazor in upper Galilee 
seem to show that Shalmaneser now attacked and destroyed it, 
which would obviously mean that Jehu tried to resist the Assyrians. 
But even ifhe paid tribute of his own free choice, his humiliation was 
none the less for that. 

In passing, it is intriguing to note that the Assyrian king set up his 
royal monument at a place on the Mediterranean coast called Ba'li
ra'si, which has been identified with the Mount Carmel headland. 4 

So here where through Elijah Yahweh had achieved a signal victory 
a few years before, the Assyrians now demonstrated to both 
Phoenicia and Israel who was the most powerful human ruler in the 
whole region. However, after token tribute and the symbolic act of 
erecting this monument, ShalInaneser marched back to Assyria with 
his armies, and left Phoenicia, Israel, and Damascus to their own 
devices. 

Meanwhile what ofJudah? It is strange how frequently the history 
of one Hebrew kingdom mirrors that of the other. Jehu's coup d'etat 
in Samaria wa!1 followed by a double coup in Jerusalem. However, 
there is a clear and direct connection between the two events. In the 
Northern Kingdom, as we have seen, the bloodthirstiness of Jezebel 
was replaced by that ofJehu. In the south, the primary factor in the 
chain of events were the bloodthirstiness of J ezebeP s daughter, 
Athaliah, and the typically bloodthirsty intervention of J ehu. 

Athaliah had married the crown prince ofJudah during the reign 
of J ehoshaphat to cement the newly-forged alliance between Israel 
(ruled by Ahab) andJudah. She was Ahab's daughter, we know, but 

3. The Black Obelisk is now in the British Museum. For the text, see DOTT, p. 48 .. 
4.Y. Aharoni, LB, p. 310. 
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It IS nowhere recorded that Jezebel was her mother. J. Bright~ has 
shown reasons for doubting that Jezebel was her mother, but. it 
seems hard to imagine that anyone other than Jezebel's daughter 
could have been such a replica of the Phoenician queen in both creed 
and conduct. Like Jezebel in Samaria, Athaliah sought to introduce 
idolatry in Jerusalem itself, probably the same cult of the Phoenician 
god Melqart, and would brook no opposition. Her husband 
J ehoram gave her no trouble when he came to the throne; and on his 
death Athaliah as queen-mother was in a powei:ful . position to 
dominate her son, the new king Ahaziah. He, however, had a very 
short reign, since he was murdered:by Jehu, as we have seen. We do 
not know who might have succeeded him in the normal course of 
events; the royal line of Judah had suffered tragedy of late. First, 
Jehoram, Athaliah's husband, had eliminated every potential rival 
to the throne; secondly, a raid on Jerusalem by Philistines and 
others had swept away . most of Jehoram's own family (cf. 2 
Chronicles 21:16f.); and now Jehuhad murdered not only Ahaziah 
but some forty-two of his "kinsmen" (2 Kings 10: 12ff.). Athaliah 
now determined to compound this iniquity, by takiiig the throne 
herself and murdering all the survivors b~ the royal line of David. 
Presumably shehad no sons of herown;6 and she meant no sons of 
any other queen to survive. The line of David almost cam,e to an 
abrupt end in this fashion, but unknown to Athaliah there was a 
single survivor, a baby boy, Joash by name, who was rescued by his 
aunt and hidden away by the priests in the temple of Yahweh. 
Athaliah's partisans had no respect for the temple, and broke into it 
to ransack its treasures to enhance the Baal cult; but they never 
suspected the existence of Joash, and .he remained unharmed, 
brought up safely by the chief priest, Jehoiada, who happened to he 
the husband of the boy's rescuer. ·· . 

Athaliah must have ruled with an iron hand, but there waS no 
lasting strength in her position. We may guess that her supporters 
were either time-servers or foreigners. The ordinary citizens of 
Judah had no love for her, and must have resented much that she 
had done, but they were in a dilemma; By now the line of David was 
part and parcel of the constitution of Judah, and there appeared to 
be no survivor of the dynasty - undoubtedly the very existence of 
Joash must "have been the best-kept secret - while Athaliah was by 
legal right the queen-mother. So law-abiding citizens seemed to 
have no alternative but to endure Athaliah. Even the prophets were 
silent. 
. Six years passed uneventf~lly, though evidently during this time 
Jehoiada sought to build up some sort OfoppositiOIi to Athaliah. 

5. op. elt., p. 238 n. 41. 
6. But see 2 Chronicles 24:7 (NEB). 
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Finally, when he judged the time to be ripe, he made sure he had 
sufficient military strength to win the day; 

The dramatic story of the overthrow and death of Athaliah is told 
in detail in 2 Kings 11, retold i'n 2 Cnrbnides 23. This coup d' etat was 
very different from Jehu's ' i'nthe north. It was inspired not by the 
prophets but by the chief priest; it was carried through with a 
minimum of bloodshed; and far from displacing and destroying a 
dynasty, it replaced on the throne a true son of David - the seven
year"old Joash. There was popular rejoicing: "the whole people 
rejoiced and the city was tranquii" (2 Kings 11 :20). 

'But the-sorry chain of events had weakened Judah as much as 
Israel. The whole region between Egypt and the northern Euphrates 
had broken up into small; rhutually hostile or suspicious kingdoms. 
Judah had not only suffered a raid on Jerusalem itself by Philistines 
and others, she had lost control of Edom, and with it-her access to 
the Gulf of Aqaba and her port of Ezion-geber; Joash could do 
nothing to reverse this loss, and his kingdom was thrown back on its 
own limited resources throughout his reign. 

The Syriankingdom of Dainascus, however, was able to profit by 
the weakness of the states to the south. Once the Assyrians had with
drawn, the king of Damascus, Hazael, built up his army afresh, and 
embarked on a policy of conquest. He swept the Israelite forces out 
of Transjordan, and ' there is evidence to show that he also made 
himself master of the territories of Moab and Edom further south in 
Transjordan. Undoubtedly the purpose behind this activity was to 
control the importanttrade routes with Arabia. West of the Jordan, 
too, the Israelite forces were hard pressed by Hazael's attacks. 
Phiiistines'and Ammonites seized the it opportunity to plunder their 
IsraeMfeiH~ighbciurs, as the 'Book6f Arilos indicates. 7 Jehu went to 
his grave after a twenty-eight reign which can have brought him and 
.his subjects little joy. His son Jehoahaz (814-798) had scarcely suc~ 
ceeded to the throne when the Syrian inroads reached their peak. 
The fortress city of Hazor, which had so recently fallen to Shal~ 
maneser's armies, was now destroyed once more, as excavations 
have shown, and it can be assumed that this disaster for Israel was 
accompanied by the utter defeat of her army. Hazael could, ifhe had 
wished, have deposed Jehoahaz, but he preferred to reduce Israel to 
a dependency, leaving Jehoahaz as a puppet king. Israel's 
chariotry, so powerful half a century earlier, was reduced, on Syrian 
instructions, to a mere ten in number (2 Kings 13:7). Hazael 
intended invading Judah as well, though no reasons are given, but 
Joash was able to buy him off by paying a handsome tribute. The 
Philistine city of Gath (perhaps still under the control of J udah) aiso 
felt the weight of the Syrian armies. . 

7. See M. Noth, 'op. cit., p. 249 for details. 
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Hazael's successor Benhadad IlI8 showed no signs of relenting 
when he came to the throne of Damascus in c. 806 B. C.; the prophet 
Amos . brackets him with his father as an aggressor against Israel 
(Amos 1:4).9 Nevertheless the day of retribution had. come for 
Damascus, because "the LORD appointed a deliverer for Israel" (2 
Kings 13:5). The biblical writer does not trouble to specify who the 
deliverer was; but Assyrian records unfold the story. Shortly after 
Benhadad's accession, the reigning king of Assyria, Adad-nirari Ill, 
brought Assyrian armies into Syria once again, and this time the 
power of the kingdom of Damascus was permanently broken. Israel 
and other small states had to pay the Assyrians tribute once again, 
but at least they were spared the devastation caused by armies 
marching through their lands. Benhadad had no such relief; the 
Assyrian campaigns against him culminated in his abject surrender, 
as· in his own captured palace he had perforce to pay over a very 
heavy tribute. 10 

Once again the Assyrian armies withdrew to their own territory, 
allowing the smaller powers of Syria and Palestine to dr~w breath. 
The armies of Benhadad were not the formidable war-machine they 
had been, however, and other states set about reaping the 
advantage. Another Syrian kingdom, Hamath, started to expand at 
the expense of Damascus, and slowly the two Hebrew kingdoms also 
began to retrieve their fortunes. . 

8. Or perhaps Benhadad 11; see p.154, note 4. 
9. It is perhaps at this point in time that the siege of Samaria described in 2 Kings 

6f. took place. Cf. J. Gray, Kings, pp. 517U. See above, p 
10. ANET, p. 281. I 



CHAPTER 9 

New Prosperity 

THE eighth century B.C. thus opened with a dr.amatic reversal of 
the fortunes of both Israel and Judah. New kmgs came to both ' 

thrones within a year or two of 800· B. C. J oash of J udah in his later 
years had rebelled against his priestly upbringing, thus making 
enemies; and his kingdom's weakness, coupled with some social un
rest, probably increased a feeling of discontent with his regime. A 
Syrian invasion at the end of his reign increased popular feeling 
against him to such an extent that he was assassinated. There was no 
coup d'etat, however; his 25-year-old son Amaziah succeeded to the 
throne without opposition, just a year after the death ofJehoahazof 
Israel. The new king in Samaria was J ehoash, 1 son of J ehoahaz and 
grandson ofJehu. _ 

The all-too-brief account of the reign of Amaziah given in 2 Kings' 
14 tells of the quarrel between the two Hebrew kingdoms, which led 
to a temporary set-back for Judah. But we may infer from the fuller 
details given in 2 Chronicles 25 that at the start of their reigns, 
J ehoash and Amaziah repaired the alliance which J ehu had 
breached two generations earlier. The two kingdoms appear to have 
made common cause in the reconquest of the territories east of the 
Jordan. In northern Transjordan, Jehoash achieved three signal 
victories over the Syrians (at the . expense of the kingdom of 
Damascus); Judah's attention was of course focussed on the 
Edomites, who must be reconquered if the trade routes with Arabia 
were to be exploited once again. In central Transjordan, the 
Moabites and Ammonites were left alone for the time being. 

In , preparing for his assault on the Edomites, Amaziah at first 

L A longer form of the name "] oash". Both "] oash" of] udah and "] ehoash" 
of Israel are in fact spelled in both fashions in the biblical records. 
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planned to supplement his own forces by the use of troops from 
Israel. But in the event, due to prophetic advice, he decided against 
using these mercenary troops. He had already paid for ,their 
services; but since they could have profited to an evengreaterextent 
from booty taken in the campaign, they set out for home in' no very 
good mood. Their resentment boiled qver, and they took their booty 
from cities of J udah2 instead, killing and looting on a large scale at a 
time when the armies ofJudah were fully occupied in their campaign 
agaihst Edom. 

Amaziah's campaign went well, and Judah successfully re-estab
lished control over the northern part of Edom. Returning to his 
capital, flushed with victory, Amaziah was infuriated to discover the 
damage caused by the Israelite mercenaries, and immediately 
declared war on Israel. J ehoash could scarcely be held responsible 
for the mercenaries' behaviour, and he had no wish to quarrel with 
Amaziah; his words to Amaziah "You have defeated Edom ... and 
it has gone to your head" (2 Kings 14:10) were true enough. But the 
contemptuous ' tone of J ehoash' s message was not calculated ,to 
placate the angry king of Judah, and warfare , inevitably resulted. 
Jehoash made good his boast; the armies bfJudahwererouted in 
battle at Beth-shemesh, and the Israelite troops proceeded to capture 
Jerusalem itself. Jeho~sh Was content to raid the royal " and temple 
treasures, and to break down the northern fortifications of the city. 
asa reminder that he could recapture the city any time he chOse. 
Having thus demonstrated conclusively that Israel was much the 
stronger of the two kingdoms, he withdrew -'- he had no wish to sub
jugate J udah. 

J ehoashdied not long afterwards, and was succeeded-by 'h~sson 
Jeroboam 11, who was to have a long and 'prosperous (reign!!'It 
appeared that , Israel had at last found stability, and a dynasty 
capable of holding on to the throne,though time was ultimately to 

, prove otherwise. Judah, on the other hand, had dynastic stability, 
but nevertheless showed considerable discontent with individual 
rulers. Amaziah, like his father before him,died by assassination. 
The cause of the conspiracy is not recorded; the defeat by Israel 
cannot have been the immediate cause, since that disaster occurred 
more than fifteen years before the assassination, but it may perhaps 

. have been one of many reasons for Amaziah's unpopularity. There 
was tension between the court and the priesthood at this period; and 
there may well have been those who never forgave him for his execu
tion of his father' sassassins. He took no reprisals against the latter's 
children; perhaps he paid for his leniency; 

2. 2 Chronicles 25: 13 is puzzling - the Israelite soldiery would scarcely have 
attacked their own capital, Samaria. Probably some other name, similar to 
Samaria, stood in the original Hebrew text. 
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However, under Amaziah's son and successor, Judah too found 
new prosperity. According to 2 Kings 15:2 he reigned for fifty-two 
years, though the figure probably includes a co-regency at each. end 
ofhisreign.3 He is called both Azariah and Uzziah in the Bible; it 
has been reasonably conjectured that the former was his . personal 

~ name, the latter his throne-name. 4 By the end ofhisreign he appears 
to have become more powerful and influential than the I.sraelite 
king, but there is no hint of any further conflict between the two 
kingdoms. Evidently after thedebikle at Beth-shemesh Judah was 
content to let Israel well alone, and it was already Israel's policy to 
avoid molesting Judah. So, on amicable terms if not linked by 
formal treaty, the two kingdoms drew strength from each other's 
stability and influence, and, in effect, set about re-assembling 
David's empire. 

Jeroboam 11 must have been one of the ablest kings Israel ever 
had, though we know all too little about his achievements. The 
prophet J onah makes a brief appearance.in the Books of Kings (2 
Kings 14:25), to predict Jeroboam's victories in Transjordan. There 
Moab and Ammon were conquered once again, while the Syrians of 
the Damascus kingdom were not only driven out of all Israelite ter
ritories, but indeed made subject to Israel in their own homeland. 
The northern Israelite frontier was extended to the region . of 
Hamath once again, just-as it had been in David's time. 

Strangely enough, the Books of Kings tell us even less about 
Uzziah's achievements, which are summed up in a single statement: 
"He built Elath and restored it to Judah" (2 Kings 14:22). This 
simple detail in factimplies the thorough subjugation ofEdom-an 
achievement his father·had begun, and one whichUzziah must have 
completed. Beyondthat, we have to turn to 2 Chronicles for a list of 
Uzziah's successes and policies. In 2 Chronicles 26: 3-15 we read 
that he built up "a powerful fighting force" with which he defeated 
or overawed Philistine~, Arabs, Meunitesand Ammonites} 
Philistine territory was overrun as never before; he not only 
captured existing Philistine cities but. built new Judaeancities in 
their territory. The damage done to the fortifications of Jerusalem 
by Jehoash ofIsrael was put right, and he strengthened the defences 
of the southern wilderness region .. He fostered new departures in 
-military methods, and took a keen interest in agriculture: "he loved 
the soil", we are told. There is evidence that his "many cisterns" in 
the wilderness included some at Qumran, where centuries later the 
community which produced the Dead Sea Scrolls was to establish 
itself. The whole Negeb was settled and peopled as never before. 

3. If E. R. Thiele's calculations are correct, he was sole ruler for no more than 
seventeen years (767-750 BC). See tables on p. 293. 

4. See discussion in IDB iv, p. 742 (s. v. "Uzziah", by H. B. MacLean). 
5. For details, cf. J. M. Myers, 11 Chronicles (AB: Garden City, 1965) ad loco 
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The .mention of "Ammonites" in2 Chronicles 26:8 is of special 
interest. The accuracy of this. reference has often been do~bted; 
Ammon, after. all, tradition(illy came within Israel's sph~reof 
influence rather than Judah's, and - as we have seen - Uzziah 
provoked no quarrel with Israel while it was ruled by the equally 
powerful Jeroboam 11. It is tempting to follow the Septuagint which 
again reads Meunites6 (a people of the Edomite area) as in the 
previous verse. However, there is adequate reason to take the 
Hebrew text seriously. Uzziah presently contracted leprosy, or some 
serious skin disease, 7 and had to leave many of his official duties to 
his son Jotham (cf. 2 Kings. 15:5); but there is evidence that till the 
end of his life he remained very much in control. The Assyrian 
armies reappeared west of the Euphrates at the very end of U zziah' s 
reign; the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III in 743 B.C. began a 
series of campaigns in the west, and some of the endangered states of 
Syria-Palestine quickly formed a coalition against him. The leader of 
the coalition, accordingto the Assyrian Annals, was "Az-ri-a-u" of 
"Ia-u-da-a", and it seems likely that this was none other than 
Azariah of Judah, unless the similarity of name is a mere coinci
Otlil:e.8 

Jeroboam Il had died two or three years before this coalition con
fronted the Assyrians, and at his death his kingdom had broken up 
into near-anarchy. His son Zechariah was assassinated after six 
months' reign, and the assassin (Shallum) achieved no more than a 
month'sreign before yet another usurper (Menahem) unseated him. 
Menahem • managed to restore order suffiCiently to hold the throne 
for some years, but in reality Israel was now a spent force,9 and there 
was no longer any rival to Uzziah as regards power all,9 i9-flueIlce. 
Hence he was not only.the .organizer of the coaliti()n •.. iU.:nprthern 
Syria, he. was also free to dominate and take tribute from the 
Ammonites, who had formerly been subject to Israel. The 
squabbling contenders for the throne in Samaria were in no position 
to give strong leadership tothe slltellite states around. JustasJehu's 
usurpation had destroyed the authority of Israel built up by OJllri's 

6. In Hebrew,"Ammonites" and "Meunites" are extremely similar words, 
which could have been very easily confused in scribal transmission. 

7 .. As the NEB margin indicates (2 Kings 15:5), it is clear. that what the English 
Versions have traditionally rendered "leprosy" must in fact have included a variety 
of skin diseases. 

8. Opinions have always been divided about the identity of Azriau; cf. DOTT, 
pp. 54fT. for text and brief discussion by D. J. Wiseman .. More recent studieslI<lve 
deleted the place name "Yaudi" (?Judah) from consideration, thus reducing the 
coincidence of names to one; cf. J. H. Hayes andJ. M .. Miller, Israelite andJudaean 
History (OTL: LOf!don 1977) pp. 424f. Even so it seems unnecessary to postulate 
some unknown individual as leader of the coalition, so long as Azariah of Judah 
remains. a possibility. 

9. There is some likelihood that Menahem was not a.ble to bring Transjordan 
under his control, and that Pekah (the future king of Israel) held that territory after 
Jeroboam's death. Cf. E. R. Thiele, MNHK, p. 124. 
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dynasty, so now in turn Jehu's dynasty's achievements were 
nullified abruptly by internal weakness and usurpation. There 
seems. very good reason to believe that, as H. Tadmor has argued/a 
Judah became natural heir to Israel's domains on the death of 
Jeroboam 11. 

The statement of 2.Chronicles 26:8 accordingly testifies not only 
to Judah's prosperity and power under Uzziah, but also to the 
sudden and disastrous weakness of the Northern Kingdom. The 
Books of Kings go a long way towards explaining the reasons for the 
downfall of Omri's dynasty, but since so little is said of Jeroboam's 
reign, we are less able to account definitively for the Jall ofJehu's 
dynasty and for the subsequent anarchy. To .be sure, there was an 
inbuilt dynastic weakness in Israel, and the personal ambitions of 
such men as Shallum,. Menahem and Pekah undoubtedly played a 
big part in the events that followed Jeroboam's death. But a con
spiracy requires some sort of motivation, and none of the three 
would have succeeded but for the existence of a large measure of dis
content with Jeroboam's regime. 

The documentation of Israelite discontent is available to us not in 
the historical books of the Old Testament but the prophetic. Both 
Amos and Hosea prophesied in the Northern Kingdom during the 
reign of Jeroboam lI,rr and both spoke for the common man. Their 
message, of course, was largely religious in content, and they 
claimed to speak on God's behalf rather than man's; but the 
physical plight of many ordinary Israelites is a recurring note in their 
prophecies and denunciations. In his introductory denunciation of 
J udah, Amos is concerned only with religious malpractice (Amos 
2:4);1:nltthe very first charge he makes against Israel is that "they 
sell the innocent for silver and the destitute for a pair of shoes. They 
grind the heads of the poor into the earth" (2:6f.).lfwe put aside the 
religious teaching of the two prophets for later consideration,12 we 
can legitimately extract the social content of their sermons, in order 
to illustrate the social conditions of the era. The basic fact was that 
the old tribal order, when a strong feeling of kinship and mutual res
ponsibilities prevailed, had broken. down, giving place to a "go
getting" society, with a very marked gulf. between .• the living 
standards of rich and poor. The excavadons at Tirzah, the capital of 
Israel before Samaria was built by Omri, h&ve borne eloquent, 
testimony to this stratification of society, as. the archaeologists' 
spades have unearthed the well-to-do suburban mansions in one 

10. Cr. Scripta Hierosolymitana 8 (1961), pp. 232-271. 
11. Cr. Amos 1: 1; Hosea 1: 1. The ministry of Amos was probably of short 

duration (about 760 BC), but thatof Hosea continued for some year~after the fall of 
Jehu's dynasty. See H. L. Ellison, The Prophets ojIsrael, (Exeter, 1969), pp. 71, 95f. 

12. See below, pp. 237-243. 
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quarter, and the slums elsewhere; two centuries earlier, by contrast, 
all the houses had been of the same size and structure. 13 

.. Israel could blame no Industrial Revolution for this unhappy 
development. Admittedly, the invading Syrian armies had caused a 
great deal of hardship during the earlier period of Jehu's dynasty; 
the devastation of small farms will have reduced their owners to 
penury, forcing others to sell their children and even themselves into 
slavery; their mortgaged farms went to swell the large estates of the 
rich. Even for Syrian misdeeds, however, the ineptness of earlier 
Israelite rule could ultimately be blamed, though Amos voiced the 
popular ·resentment against the Syrians without making any such 
charges against the Israelite kings. He was more interested to 
denounce the more direct iniquities of the upper classes. The 
destitute were sold into slavery in utter callousness (2:6); those who 
tried desperately to scratch a living from the soil were subjected to 
extortionate taxes (5: 11) . When the pauper went to buy food, he was 
robbed and cheated (8:5f.); and if he sought to obtain legal redress, 
he discovered that he was thrust out of court (5: 12) by a society 
which turned justice upside down (5:7)., Hosea's first thrust w,as 
directed at the Israelite royal court; "the line of Jehu " , he asserted, 
would be punished "for the blood shed in J ezreel" (Hosea 1: 4). The 
murderous deeds of Jehu at Jezreel have already been recounted, 
but the point in the prophet's words (or rather, in the oracle he 
received from the LORD) must surely have been that bloodshed had 
become normal practice for the royal line to achieve its own selfish 
ends. Naboth, who had died that Ahab's royal estate might be built 
up, may well have been the first in a long line of innocent victims. 
"One deed of blood after another'.' was Hosea's more~xplicitc()n
demnation (4:2). He reinforces the charges brought by Amos; the 
extortion practised by the rich men of Samaria he describes thus: . 
"They are thieves, they break into houses; they are robbers, they 
strip people in the street" (7: 1). The crown was heedless ' of the 
common man, the judiciary blind to the injustices meted out tohim, 
and as for the representatives ofIsrael's faith, who should have been 
more concerned about the situation than anyone, they are dismiss·ed 
in a contemptuous sentence: "Priest? By day and night you blunder 
on, you and the prophet with you" (4:5). _ 

When we turn' from the genuine, deeply-felt resentments of Hosea 
and Amos back to the historical books of the Old Testament, we can 
readily understand why Israelite society fell apart as it did on the 
death of Jeroboam , and why any pretender to the throne could com
manda following. Israel was doomed; both Amos and Hosea knew 
that her downfall was inevitable - and well-deserved. 

13. Cf. R. de Vaux, Ancient [srac{2 (London, 1965), p. 72f. 



. CHAPTER 10 

The Fall of Samaria 

THE death of the strong king of Judah, Uzziah, marked the end 
. of an era for both kingdoms. The careful dating of the prophet 

Isaiah's call, "in the year of King Uzziah's death" (Isaiah 6: 1), may 
well have significance beyond the chronological. Now both the 10ng
lived and competent Hebrew kings were dead, and the Assyrians 
were once more on the march, led by one of their most able kings 
ever, Tiglath-pileser Ill. (See plate 3 facing p. 80.) The Syrian 
kingdoms had weakened themselves by a bitter struggle between 
themselves, Israel had fragmented, and Judah on its own was no 
match for the Assyrians. The old treaty friendship between 
Phoenicia and Israel had broken down, as is clear from the 
denunciation of Tyre by Amos (1 :9), although such quarrels would 
no doubt have. been patched up in face of a common enemy. But the 
general weakness of the Syrian and Palestinian states was such that 
the initiative lay wholly with the Assyrians. As it became evident. 
that these invaders were now embarking on permanent conquest (a 
new policy on their part), the hapless Syro-Palestinian states must 
have cast around in their minds for potential allies, and naturally 
enough their thoughts turned to Egypt. An old enemy, Egypt, had 
not interfered in Palestinian affairs for many long years, so past 
hostilities could be conveniently forgotten. As for the Egyptians, 
they had no particular affection for their small northern neighbours, 
but they had no wish at all to see a powerful nation like Assyria 
establishing its position on Egypt's frontiers, and were accordingly 
ready to listen to pleas for help. Thus Egypt begins to come back 
into our story . . 

The Assyrian records relating to "Azriau of Yaudi" are broken 
and difficult to read, but there is no doubt that the anti-As syrian 
coalition suffered a defeat, as a result of which tribute had to be paid 
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to Tiglath-pileser III by no few local kings, including Uzziah 
himself, Menahem of Israel, and Rezin of Damascus.! The tribute 
which Menahem had to pay IS detailed in 2 Kings 15: 19f.;2 it was a 
crippling sum, and one that did nothing to make Menahem a 
popular figure in Samaria, but at least it served to keep Assyrian 
troops out of Israelite territory, in itself no small gain. 

For a short while the Assyrians left the Levant in peace, but the 
peace was not security, nor indeed was the interval uneventful. The 
king of Damascus, Rezin, retained his throne, but in Judah 
Uzziah's death was followed fairly soon afterwards by the death of 
his son Jotham, while in Israel similarly Menahem's son and 
successor Pekahiah had a very brief reign. Before.long, accordingly, 
the' three kings of these states were Rezin, Ahaz (Uzziah's 
grandson), and Pekah respectively . . Pekah we have mentioned 
before; it seems quite probable that he had been virtually king in 
Transjordan since the death of Jeroboam 11, and he made his bid for 
the whole kingdom once Menahem died. To raise the tribute for 
Assyria, Menahem had been obliged to levy a 50-shekel tax (roughly 
the price.ofa slave)3 on all the land-owners of his realm, some 60,000 
in all;+ and 2 Kings 15: 20 suggests that .Menahem went so far as to 
enlist Assyrian support in order totetain his throne. Small wonder, 

. then, . that there was plenty of support for Pekah when he challenged 
Menahem's son and successor. 

Thus Pekah usurped the throne in Samaria, and probably the 
throne-name of his predecessor too, for "Pekah" and "Pekahiah" 
are simply variant forms of the same name. We do not know what 
his personal name was. It is reasonable to assume that his "electione 
manifesto", so to speak, included a pledge to take firm and effective 
action in the face of the Assyrian threat, and to renounce the sOrt of 
pro-Assyrian policy which Menahem had perforce embraced. Rezin 
of Damascus was more than willing to make alliance with him and to 
join him. in making urgent military preparation for the inevitable 
conflictwithTiglath-pileser of Assyria. A strong coalition seemed to 
offer the only hope. Some smaller states were prepared to support 
them in the enterprise; but Judah declined to do so. King Ahliz 
lacked the cour<;tgeand ability of his grandfather Uzziah, butin fact 
he was very prudent to . stand aloof from such a project, foredoomed 
to failure as it was. At least, it is difficult to suppose that Tiglath
pileser with the full weight of the highly-trained ' Assyrian . armies 
could have been successfully withstood by a confederation which 
included all the states of Syria and Palestine. 

1. Cr. DOT1;p.' 54. 
2. In this passage, Tiglath-pileser is called "PuI", the name by which he was 

known in Babylon. See p. 191. 
3. Cf. D. j.Wiseman, Iraq 15 (1953), p. 135. 
4. Cf. J.A. Montgomery, The Books rif Kings (ICC: Edinburgh, 1951), pp. 450f. 
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The ringleaders ofthe coalition,Pekah and Rezin, were dismayed 
atthe refusal ofJudahto be implicated; indeed, according to Isaiah, 
they were "burning with rage',' (Isaiah 7:4). King Uzziah had made 
Judah a· power to be reckoned with among its neighbours, and the 
confederates could not afford to have a neutral, potentially hqstile, 
Judah in their rear when the time came to confront the Assyrians. 
Without hesitation, therefore, they now attackedJudah; hoping to 
frighten Ahaz into joining the confederacy, or to frighten his subjects 
into deposing him, or else, at the worst, to render his kingdom 
powerless to pose any ,threat to their enterprise. 5 

The Syro-Ephraimite War (as it is often called) succeeded to the 
extent that it frightened Ahaz. "King and people" ,Isaiah records, 
"were shaken like forest trees in the wind" (Isaiah 7:2) -a graphic 
simile reminiscent of the boasting language of Assyrian monuments 
and inscriptions. 6 Judah suddenly found itself ringed by enemies on 
all sides. The' combined armies of Israel and Damascus swept resist
ance aside and besieged Jerusalem. The Syrian army also sent 
detachments to liberate Edom, Judah'svassal, according to the 
Hebrew text of 2 Kings 16:6. (Most recen,t translations and 
commentaries prefer to change the Hebrew text slightly, thus 
crediting Edom's liberation to its own endeavours.) The Edomites 
then swiftly captured Elath, Judah's Red Sea port, and began to 
raid southernJudah. Meanwhile, the Philistines were retrieving lost 
ground and taking over parts of J udaean territory on the West. 7 King 
Ahaz himself had an additional, personal cause for. anxiety; his 
attackers had found a man they hoped would replace him as king of 
Judah, a certain "son of Tabeel" (Isaiah 7:6).8 It is not revealed, 
who JJ.e , was, but the name is Aramaic, which suggests that 
Damascus rather than Israel meant to take 'over J udah . . 

Jerusalem was not easily captured, however, and Ahaz held on 
grimly. But not unnaturally, he cast about in his mind for any 
avenue of escape from the nation's predicament, and the only 
practical and effective solution that occurred to him was to appeal to 
Assyria for assistance. The only other course was to do nothing, in 
the hope that Tiglath-pileser would sooner or later invade Syria from 
the north, whether or not Ahazinvited him to do so. From our 
vantage point in history, it is clea.rto us that Tiglath-pileser would 
soon have relieved the pressure on Jerusalem in any case, without 

5, Judah's quarrel with Israel and Damascus was in itself nothing new - see:.! 
Kings 15;37. Cf. B. Oded, CBQ34(1972),pp. 153-165. 

6. For example, the Assyrian king Sennacheribwas later to claim that Hezekiah 
of Judah was "shut up like a caged bird within Jerusalem, his royal city" (cf. 
DOTT, p. 67). 

7. See maps inMBA, p. 92 . ' ' ' 
8. The spelling "Tabeal" (AV, NEB) accurately represents the Hebrew, but the 

Hebrew is no doubt a deliberately contemptuous mis-spelling to give the meaning 
"no good". 
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any intervention on the part of Judah; but it may be doubted if the 
royal information service could have given Ahaz assurance of that 
fact. For the time being, at any rate, he delayed, while taking what 
practical steps he could to promote the welfare of his citizens .. One 
urgent task was to ensure an adequate. water supply - always a 
problem for Jerusalem in time of siege. He veJ.1tured in person 
beyond the city walls to check on the situation at one of the few water 
conduits; andit while thus occupied that he received intelligence 
from a source not available to modern national leaders, a prophet of 
Yahweh. He was confronted by the prophet Isaiah, who predicted 
the downfall of both Samaria and Damascus, and advised him to 
keep calm and do nothing except to exercise faith in God. 

It was the first time a prophet had intervened so directly in a con
text of national crisis and emergency, and Ahaz was probably taken 
aback. In Isaiah 7ff. we have a full record of what Isaiah said to the 
king, but apparently the latter had Jittle to say in reply; he declined 
even to ask for a sign from heaven to reassure him . 

. It is clear that · Ahaz did not have the firm faith which Isaiah 
recommended to him; but there was more. to it than that. Isaiah's 
advice, .though we know it was.in fact politically realistic, was not 
based on political calculations, and Ahaz felt reluctant to ignore the 
well-reasoned arguments of his political experts. Perhaps he weighed 
the issues carefully first, but in the end he decided to turn a deaf ear 
to the prophet's words. Professor W. McKane has described very 
effectively the dilemma and the choice that confronted Ahaz: 

What Ahazrefused to do was just to abandon the well-charted. routes of 
political negotiation and in this he would certainly have .theb~cking of 
his professional advisers. Was he to scrap the ways of thinking and the 
attitudes which were universally current in diplomatic exchanges and 
political bargaining and to base the security of J udah on trust in 
Yahweh? We should not underestimate the revolutionary character of 
this demand nor wonder that the statesmen boggled at it and Were 
moved to consternation and anger when it was formulated by a prophet 
ofYahweh. 9 -

Discounting the prophet's advice, therefore, "Ahaz sent mes
sengersto Tiglath-pileser, King of Assyriato say, 'I am your servant 
and your son, Come and save me from the King of Aram and from 
the King of Israel who are attacking me.' Ahaz took the silver and 
gold found in the house of the LORD and · in the treasuries or the 
royal palace and sent them to the King of Assyria as a bribe" (2 
Kings 16:7f.). These two verses indicate something <;If the 
humiliation and financial cost ofAhaz's appeal to Assyria. But one 

. might be tempted to ask, was not that a small price to pay for 

9. W. Mc.Kane,Prophets and Wise Men (Sin; 44: London, 1965), p. 115. 
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national security ?And if Tiglath-pileser meant to ' attackReziri. and 
Pekah in any case, did it make anyseriousdifference to the situation 
whether Ahazntade overtures to hitnor not? The answer is that 
Ahaz's action had long-termeffectswhich were anything but bene
ficial to Judah, First and foremost, Judah lost her right to 
independent political policies; hitherto she could be hostile to 
Assyria or neutral, as she pleased, but now she was to be firmly 
under Assyrian direction,a mere puppet kingdom. Asmall, inland 
state, she might have been relatively undisturbed by the Assyrians; 
by her own choice, she had drawn Assyrian attention to herself; The 
otherlong"term effect was religious. 2 Kings 16:10-18 is a passage 
which is not altogether ea.sy to interpret,but i1is stated plainlyiIl 
verse 18 that the purpose of some at lea.st of the innovations at the 
Jerusalem temple was "to satisfy the King of Assyria". 'Foreign. 
idolatry had again come to J udah, and not this time at the hands of a 
usurper like Athaliah. The royal acquiescence in idolatrous worship 
was bound to have its effects on the religion ofthe nation;lO and with 
the religious decline went ,social injustices too, which had alre'a.dy 
begun to affect Judali duringUzziah'sprosperous reign. Isaiahartd 
Micah in Judah found nearly as much apostasy and social injustice 
as Hosea and Amos.had had cause to denounce in Israel a few years 
earlier. A century and more later the prophefEzekiel, in his out
spoken allegory of the two · fallen women (Ezekiel -23),maintalned 
that Jerusalem's degradation occurred later chronologically but 
ultimately proved deepera.nd hlackerthan her sisterIsrael's. 

But at least Ahaz reaped theshoit-term benefits he was seeking: 
"The ' King of Assyria listened to him; he advanced on Damascus, 
captured it"deportedits inhabitantstoKirartd put Rezin to death" 
(2 Kings 16:9), Thus the spotlight tunis from Judah back to the 
northern confederates, Rezin of Damascus andPekahof Samaria, 
who could but withdraw their armies from Judaean soil and wait 
and see what strategy Tiglath-pileser would adopt. The precise 
sequence of events is uncertain, but it seems most probable that in 
three successive years' campaigns (734-732 B.C.) the Assyrian 
armies attacked and conquered the coastal plain, from Tyre dowrtto 
the Egyptian border, the northerrand eastern parts of Israel , and 
finally -the kingdom of Damascus. l ! The first ca.mpaigIlserved to 
outflank the confederates, and to place Assyrian troops down on. the 
Egyptian frontiers, in order to forestall any Egyptian support for the 
Palestinian states. The Philistine city of Gaza was taken, and its king 
Hanunu fled to Egypt,!2 

10. Undoubtedly muchofthe idolatry in the reign of Ahaz was notspecificaHy 
Assyrian in origin, but was indigenous to Palestine and Phoenicia: see J. W. 
McKay, Religion inJudah under the Assyrians (SBT ii, 26: London, 1973), passim. 

11. Cf. Y. Aharoni, LB, pp. 328-333 . For alternative reconstruction of events, see 
Noth, pp. 258-261; Hayes and Miller, pp. 427-432. 

12. Cf. DOTT, p. 55; , 
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The . fate of Damascus . is briefly told on the Assyrian Nimrud 
Tablet: 13 "The widespread territory of Damascus in its whole ~xtent 
I restored 'to. the border ofA~syria. My official I set over them as 
district-governor. " In other words, not only was Rezin executed 
and some of his citizens deported (as 2. Kings records), but the 
kingdom became amere Assyrian province, its political integrity a 
thing .ofthe past. 

But our chief interest lies in the kingdom ofIsrael, which seems to 
have felt the main thrust of Tiglath~pileser's second campaign 'of 
these three years. The capital, Samaria, and the central and 
southern part of the kingdom, Ephraim, emerged unscathed; but 
that must have been small comfort. The full weight of the Assyrian 
armies fell upon the north of the country, Galilee, and the great 
fortress city of Hazor fell;it was ruthlessly destroyed, and was never 
rebuilt. Further south, the no less. important city of Megiddo 
suffered a similar fate; it was the Assyrians themselves who rebuilt 
it. Tiglath-pileser lists some of his captures in Galilee,and the 
evidence permits us to trace his three-pronged attack on Israel. 14 

From Hazor . some of his troops marched west,and mastered .the 
coastal plain in the areaof Acco and Dor; some marched south-west 
and destroyed Megiddo; and the third army marched south and east 
into Israelite Transjordan, ·making that territory 'their own. 

The citizens of Samaria could not doubt that it would be their turn 
next, unless something were done swiftly to dissuade Tiglath-pileser 
from further attacks. The action they took is stated succinctly by 
both the Bible and the Nimrud Tablet, in slightly different but com
plementary terms ; "Hoshea son of Elah", says 2 Kings 15:30, 
"formed a conspiracy againstPekah son of Remaliah, ,attacked him, 

. killed him and usurped the throne." Tiglath-pileser records of the 
people of Israel that "Pekah their king they deposed and Hoshea I 
set asking over them. "15 In other words, Hoshea came to the throne 
as leader ofapro,-Assyrian faction, and the Assyrian king was 
content to ratify his position (on receipt of tribute). " 

Thus Israel, like Judah, became a mere puppet kingdom ' of 
Assyria. Worse than that, she forfeited agreiit deal - at least two
thirds - of her territory, for the Assyrians did not return the con
quered areas to the control of Samaria. Instead, Tiglath-pileser 
reorganizedhls conquests · as Assyrian provinces, administered by 
Assyrian govern~rs . Isaiah, who watched these events from the 
safety ofJudah, atiudes to Tiglath-pileser's invasion in 9: 1, and may 
be referring to the three new provinces when he speaks of "the way 
of the sea" (i.e. the province of Dor, on the Mediterranean coast), 

13. Ibid. 
14. See MBA, map 147. 
15. DOTT, p. 55. 
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"the land beyond the Jordan" (the province of Gilead), and 
"Galilee of the nations" (the province of Megiddo - the Assyrians 
rebuilt the city to serve as the administrative capital).16 The old 
tribal areas of Zebulun and Naphtali, to which Isaiah also refers 
here, were among those lost to Israel, and many of their inhabitants 
were deported to far-off Assyria. 17 Deportation was no innovation in 
the ancient world, but this was the first time that either Hebrew 
kingdom was subjected to it. 

What remained of the kingdom of Israel must have been· both 
smaller and weaker than Judah, and the proud citizens ofSamaria 
chafed at the humiliations to which Tiglath-pileser had subjected 
them, though for the moment there was little they could do about it. 
Hoshea dutifully paid his tribute to the Assyrian king, and ignored 
the unrest of his subjects. The death of Tiglath-pileser five .years 
later (727 B.C.) no doubt seemed a propitious moment to the more 
rebellious spirits - there was always hope of internal weakness in 
any kingdom oil the death of a king, and Tiglath-pileser had 
usurped the Assyrian throne. As it happened, however, Tiglath
pileser's son, Shalmaneser V, found no difficulty in succeeding to 
the throne, and any hopes of independence harboured by the 
citizens of Israel were foredoomed. We have noway of knowing' what 
Hoshea's own personal view was; it may be that he, likeJudah's last 
king, Zedekiah/B was forced into rebellion against his better judge
ment. His own advisers may well have counselled.revolt, and 
nobody doubts that the Egyptians were urging him to· defy the 
Assyrians;the tentacles of Assyrian power were. by now much too 
near the borders of Egypt for the latter's comfort. At any rate, 
whether willingly dr reluctantly, King Hoshea rebelled, and thereby 
signed the death-warrant of his kingdom: he himselffaced arrest and 
imprisonment, his capital was to undergo a long siege with all that 
that implied, many of his citizens faced deportation, and his king
dom was fated to become just another Assyrian province, 

Once again, the precise chronology and. sequence of events is 
uncertain and disputed. 19 The biblical account of the fall of Samaria 
is rather concise, and riot without some difficulties; and the Assyrian 
inscriptional records of the event raise their own problems. Two 
consecutive kings of Assyria undertook military campaigns against 
Israel, Shalmaneser V (who died in late 722 or early 721 B.C.) and 
his successor Sargon II (see plate 4 facing p. 81), and the basic 
problem is, which of them successfully concluded the siege of 

16. Cf. Isaiah 9: 1, RSV; but NEB translates the verse rather differently. There 
are several difficulties about this verse; cf. ]. A. Emerton, JSS 14 (1969), pp. 
151-175. See MBA, map 148, for Tiglath-pileser's provincial structure in Palestine 
and Syria. 

17. Cf. 2 Kings 15:29; DOTT, ibid. 
18. See below, p. 129. 
19. See especially DO TT, pp. 58f.; AOTS, pp. 347f.; and]. Gra~, Kings, pp. 60ff. 
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Samaria? The Babylonian Chronicle suggests that it was 
Shalmaneser; but Sargon, in one of the last inscriptions of his reign 
(though noearlier) , claims the credit:.20 What does the Bible say? In 
2 Kings 17:3 reference is made to Shalinaneser by name, but in the 
following verses the attacker is simply d.lled "the King of Assyria" 
without further identification: In ·the followingcha:p~er there is equal 
ambiguity about the Hebrew text: "Shalmaneser King of Assyria 
came up against Samaria, and besieged it. And at the end of three 
years they took it" (2- Kings 18:9f.' RV). Most modern English 
translations, however, prefer to translate" h'etook it", a reading 
which would explicitly identify Shalmaneser as the conqueror.21 
Thus on the one hand the biblical evidence is unclear, while on the 
other the claims of Sargon may have been exaggerated. 22 

What may b~ asserted confidently 'is that Shalmaneser besieged 
thecity of Salllari~, andthatSargonc0rilpleted .the subjugation of 
the Palestinian area. 23. The three-year siege may have ended as early 
as 723 B.C.,24-though 722 is the most likely date. Later, Sargonwas 
active in the west in several campaigns. The Philistines had Iiotall 
taken warning from ·· the fate of Damascus.andSarnaria, ·andthey 
provokedanAssyrianassault intheyear 720. Hanunu king of Gaza, 
who had fled to Egypt in . 734 when Tiglath-pileser's armies had 
invaded Philistia, returned with the aid of an Egyptian army, to 
make common cause with the king of Hamath and other Syro
Palestinian states against the invader. Sargon advanced to the 
vicinity()f the Egyptian border to defeat and capture Hanunu and 
force back the Egyptian > army, in a battle at Rapihu. Other 
Philistine cities f<?llowed the example of Gaza, and it was not until 
712 that Sargon finally broke the resistance of the last would-be 
rebels. Sargon's own records 'list his conquests in and' around 
Palestine?5 In one inscription26 he calls himself "subjugator of the 
land of Judah' ',but there is no record of his taking maj()rmilitary 
action in Judah. . 

. This protracted period of unrest and opposition in Syria and 

~o. Cf. DaTT, p. 59. . . . .. • •. . . ' .. 
21. This rendering (the difference in Hebrew is very slight) has the support ofthe 

ancient Versions: 
22. Cf. J. Gray, Kings, p. 61. . 
23 . On Sargon's campaigns, see H. Tadmor,jCS 12 (1958), pp. 22-40, 77-100. 
24. First suggested by A.T. Olmstead, AjSL 21 (1906), pp. 179-182. Cf. E. R. 

Thiele, MNHK,pp. 141-154; 
25. Cf. DaTT, pp. 59-62. The Egyptian commander-in-chief, "Sib'e" in DaTT 

and elsewhere, is now known to have borne the name "Re'eh". The puzzling name 
"So" in 2 Kings 17:4 cannot therefore be equated with a non-existent "Sib'e", and 
it probably indicates not the monarch's name but that of lhe important Egyptian 
city of Sa'is (cf. J. Gray, Kings, p. 642). The Egyptian king at the time was Osorkon 
IV; see K. A, Kitchen, The Third Intermediate Period in Egypt (Warminster, 1973), 
§§333f. !,<itchen's own view is that "So" is an abbreviation for "Osorkon". 
26.Cf.1J6TT, p.62. -- . .. 
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Palestine induced the Assyrian king to proceed further with the 
"pacification" of the conquered areas. His measures affected Israel 
in two respects. He made the newly-conquered remnant of the 
Northern Kingdom yet anqther Assyrian province, called after its 
capital city, Samaria, which he renovated. Thus the city itself, from 
a purely physical point of view, suffered little. It was otherwise with 
a large number of citizens; he records the capture and exile of no 
fewer than 27,280 people. 27 Large scale deportations like this served 
not only .to wreak vengeance on those who dared oppose, the 
Assyrians, but also to reduce effectively the likelihood of further 
rebellion, by removing from the scene the intelligentsia and the 
potential leaders. 

Nearly 30,000 Israelites, accordingly, ,were transported, some of 
them as far away as Media, many miles to , the east of Assyria. 
However one computes the population of Israel in its last days as a 
kingdom, this huge deportation must have formed a substantial 
percentage of the whole; Menahem had found 60,000 land-owners 
to tax, it will be recalled. But Sargon conquered enemies and 
subdued kingdoms elsewhere, and he applied the same deportation 
policy in the east as in the west, with the result that the gap created 
in the population of Israel was soon filled with people from Babylon 
and other areas. 28 

The Kingdom of Israel thus came to an end. It lost its royal house 
and its independence, and it lost many of its citizens in battle and by 
deportation (presumably the exiles gradually intermarried and so 
disappeared from history, in their various places of exile). It had 
already l?st the purity of its worship of Yahweh many years before, 
but . tR-~religious picture was made worse, from the biblical point of 
view, hY. the settlement in this territory ,of many foreigners, who 
imported a multitude of Idolatrous practices, and settled down to 
intermarry with the local population. One can well understand the 
view expressed by the writer of 2 Kings 17. Israel lost its name 
(becoming the Assyrian province of Samerina) and in the 
administrative reorganizat'ion lost every vestige of its old tribal 
structure; in these senses (and no other) were the ten tribes "lost". 
There was of course some measure of continuity between the citizens 
of Israel before 721 B.C. and the Samaritan community of later 
years; to this day there is a small Samaritan community which seeks 
to worship the one true God. Jesus, it may be recalled, said of such 
folk that they did not know what they worshipped Qohn 4:22); He 
made no accusation of idolatry}9 

27.27,290 is the figure in some of his records. 
28. Cf. 2 Kings 17:24; Ezra 4:2, 10 shows that the process of repopulation 

continued for. a generation or two. For. an estimate of the population of Samaria, see 
R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel: its Life and Institutions (ET London,2 1965), pp. 65ff. 

29. Cf. F. F. Bruce, The Books and the Parchments3 (London, 1963), pp. 125ff. 



CHAPTER 11 

The Reign of Hezekiah 

THE abrupt . and disastrous end of the kingdom ofIsrael9-idnot 
. leaveJudah unaffected. The. downfall of her sister-kingdom 
musthavedism~yed prince and commoner alike in Judah, despite 
·all the past rivalries between north and south, while the advance of 
the tentacles. of Assyrian power to her own northern frontier must 
have been aconsta)it anxiety to Judali. It may fairly be supposed 
that not a few nort.herners migrated to J udali during the troubled 
years preceding and irnmecliately following the fall of Samaria, and 
t.heir presence may Well have affected Judaean attitudes.judah had 
been spared alike f!lte by the submission of her king, Ahaz, to the. 
As syrians , and by a . strict policy 'of loyalty to the oaths rli,adeto 
Assyria; but if some viewed this policy as only prudent, there were 
others whoieitangry humiliation, andburnedto resist the oppressor . 

. By' herself, it must have been obvious to all, J1:ldah could scarcely 
. hop~to defeat the imperial power of As syria, but had she not the . 
God of battles to protect her? And on a more mundane level, shewas 
by no means, alone in wishing to thwart Assyria's plans. In the early 
years of her reign, Sargon of Assyria had several rebels and enemies 
to deal with,such ' as the Philistine Gaza. Another notable rebel city 
was Bahylon, where a Chaldaean named Merodath-baladan seized 
and held the thrnneJor fully twelve years (721~709 B.C.).liamath 
in northern Syria also revolted, and evidently Samaria, not yet sub
missive to Assyria, joined the revolt, which was crushed by Sargon. 
Of the citizens of Hamath deported by Sargon, many were placed in 
Samaria(cf. 2 Kings 17·:24). ' 

It appears that Judah made its first slight move towards re~ist~ 
ance, together with its eastern neighbours Moab and Edom, at the 
instigation of the Philistine king of Ashdod, who rebelled, with 
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Egyptian support, in 713 B.C.! Sargoll proceeded to crush Ashdod 
(and carved out a new Assyrian province called Ashdod), but took 
minimal action against Judah, Moab and Edom. His own 
inscription2 testifies to the fact that he fully blamed Aziru king of 
Ashdod for their disaffection, and we may fairly assume that Judah 
and the other two small states" surrendered in the nickoftime", as 
Y. Aharoni puts it. Judah's fortress of Azekah was captured by the 
Assyrian armies at about this time, hut her nominal independence 
was not assailed. 3 

By now the king of J udah was Hezekiah, a very different man 
from his father Ahaz. The question oftheprecise dates of his reign is 
Qne of the most tantalizing problems of Old Testamentchronology, 
but at the latest he came to the throne in 715 B.C.,4.andhe must 
therefore be held responsible for J udah' s slight involvement with the 
revolt of Ashdod. Where Ahaz had panicked into making an appeal 
to Assyria for aid, Hezekiah always chafed at the Assyrian yoke, and 
sought every opportunity to regain independence. Hezekiah was a 
devout man and a religious reformer. In his dealings with Assyria 
he made mistakes, but the catastrophe in Samaria was too .recent for 
him to ignore or overlook the dangers of revolt, and he exercised a 
certain caution in his bids for independence. He neither rushed into 
revolt without counting the cost, nor did he leave himself without 
some room for diplomatic manoeuvre. The result was that the 
Assyrians never captured him nor his capital city, and J udah 
retained its status as a kingdom, despite his revolts and despite the 
successes of the . Assyrian armies. His kingdom did not get off scot-
free by any means, however. .. .. ... . .. . 

The abortive revolt in 713B.G .. ... ~as >aflash in thepan,.and 
J:Iezekiah made no further move so long as Sargon 11 was king of 
Assyria. His major attempt to break free came after' 705, when 
Sargon died and was succeeded by his son Sennacherib. As usual, 
the death of an Assyrianmonarch proved to be· the signal for 
rebellion. Babylon again , asserted its independence, once again 
under the Chaldaean Merodach-baladan. There is a brief ' but 
intriguing account in 2 Kings 20: 12f. of Merodach-baladan's 
embassy to Hezekiah,at a time when the latter was recovering from 
a serious illness. In truly oriental fashion, the envoys laid much 
stress on the question oftheJudaean king's health; but two details in 
the biblical record make it plain that the embassy was not really a 
courtesy visit. In the first place, the visitors took pains to investigate 
all Hezekiah's resources, financial and military; and secondly, the 

1. Isaiah 20 should be read in this connexion. 
2. Cr. DOTT, p. 61. 
3. Cf. Y. Aharoni, LB, pp. 334f. 
4. See Appendix. His reign (or co-regency with his father) may have begun as 

early as 729 B.C. 
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prophet Isaiah took it upon himself to give the king a plain warning 
not to associate himself with the Ba.bylonians. A widespread con
spiracywas afoot, despite the ,prophet's warnings. 
', If Hezekia:h's diplomatic';: manoeuvrings were in the face of 
Isaiah's ·,counsel, the prophet can have had no objection to the 
religious reforms which were in fact part of the rebellion. Both 2 
Kings 18 and 2 Chronicles 29ff. have nothing but praise for these 
reforms, which were primarily intended to eradicate the idolatry 
fostered during the reign ofAhaz, though they did not stop there . 
Hezekiah had a praiseworthy 'ambition to eject everything which 
promoted'idolatry, even the old brazen serpent N ehushtan~ a purely 
Israelitesyrnbol and reliC. The Israelite hillshrines, which similarly 
had attratted idolatrous practices, were another victim of his 
reforming zeal. An interesting facet of his reforms is his attempt to 
attract the northern , Israelites to worship at Jerusalem; , the appeal 
was not very successftll, however. ' 

So the couriers passed f rom city to city through the land of Ephraim and 
Manasseh and as far asZebulun, but they were treated with scorn and 
ridicule. However, .a :few men of Asher, Manasseh and Zebulun 
submitted and came to Jerusalem. • 

(2 Chronicles 30: 1 Of.) 

We need not doubt that Hezekiah's inte~tions were ~ot' wholly 
religious in character; he was seeking to unite the :Palestinian states 
against Sennacherib, and it would have suited him well to have the 
ex-kingdom ofIsraelrallyto his flag. Indeed he probably had hopes 
of becoming king of a united Israel, like Davidof old. , ,'. ' 
,. To EgyPtliezeki~h. I!,~,9J, t;P,,Y0Ys, and again provoked the prophet 

ls~iah to anger: .: . ,;:.';,::, .. :" , :. ' ,' , ' 
- . : ' . . - ~ ; , ; , ". ~ :, j ' • . 

Oh, rebel sons! says the LORD, 

you l'Ilake plans, but not of my devising, 
. you weave schemes, but not inspired by me, 

piling sin upon sin; , 
you hurry down to Egypt without consulting me, 

to seek protection under Pharaoh's shelter 
and take refuge under Egypt's wing. 

Pharaoh's protection will bring you disappointment 
and refuge under Egypt's wing humiliation. 

(Isaiah 30: 1-3) 

Some Palestinian state~ prudently refused to support the rebellion, 
but Hezekiah persuaded the Philistine ' city-states of Ashkelon and 
Ekron to join it. The king of Ekron, by name Padi, was reluctant, 
but his citizens had no such inhibitions, and the luckless Padi found 
himself b~und in iron fetters and placed in the custodyofHezekiah. 5 

5. Cf. DOTT, pp. 66f. 
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. An eventual Assyrian onslaught. was inevitable, and Hezekiah 
took what steps he could· to me.et. it, . though he must have been 
relying heavily (andunwisely}on Egyptian military support. His 
most famous operation · in face· of the. Assyrianthreat was the 
construction of the Siloam ·. tunnel. The ·.perennial •• problem. of 
Jerusalem in times of danger and attack has always been its water 
supply ~ a specially acuteproblemina country where the !jummer 
months are hot and dry. The city has. always made good use<of 
cisterns and pools, which have to depend onrainor aqueducts, but 
its only two actual sources of water, its only springs, lay well outside 
the city walls,on the east side. In time of. siege, therefore, . the 
citizens would be. cut off from these springs, while the attacking 
army would have easy access to them. Hezekiah's own father, Ahaz, 
had been perturbed by this situation a generation earlier,. when. the 
attack on Jerusalem by. the Syrian-Israelite alliance had been 
imminent, if we may judge from Isaiah 7:3. But where Ahaz had 
investigated but done nothing, Hezekiah . took action and called in 
his engineers. They could •• do ·· nothing about the . lower and more 
southerly spring (En-rogel, now commonly known asJob's Well),so 
they concentrated their attention on the spring of Gihon (known now 
as the Virgin's Fountain) in the . Kidron Valley. Hereabouts they 
"blocked up. all the springs and .the stream which flowed through the 
land" (2 Chronicles 32:4) and '.'blocked . the upper outflow of the 
waters ofGihon" (2 Chronicles 32:30). As they pertinently asked, 
"Why . " should Assyrian kings come here and find plenty of 
water?" (2 Chronicles 32:4). 

The making of the . tunnel is very briefly described. in. the. Bible: 
"Hezekiah ..... made the pool and the conduit and brought water 
into the city" (2 Kings 20:20). The "conduit" was in fact no mean 
feat of hydraulic engineering; it was an underground tunnel to 
divert Gihon's/waters.totheupper pool of Siloam inside the city 
walls. 6 (See plate 5 facing p. 112.)The engineers excavated from 
both ends of their tunnel, which had to turn and twist in various 
directions/ we can only applaud {heir skill in ensuring that the two 
parties met in the. middle, and that the level of the . slope was correct. 

The tunnel. was longlostsight of, but it was rediscovered in 1880. 
On the tunnel wall was a Hebrew inscription (see plate 6 .facing 
p. 113) placed there by the original engineers and it conveys some
thing of their excitement and sense of achievement. 

This is the . story ofthe piercing through. While the stone-cutters were 
swinging. their axes, . each. towards . his fellow, and whil(! there were yet 

6. The pool lies outside the city walls as they are today. 
7. See illustration in NBD, p. 1187; see also MBA, map 114. 
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three cubits to be pierced through, there was heard the voice of a man 
calling to his fellow, for there was a crevice on the right. And on the day 
of the piercing through, the stone-cutters struck through each to meet his 
fell()w, axe against axe. Thenran the water from the Spring to the Pool 
for twelve hundred cubits,and a hundred cubits was the height of the 
rock above the head of the stone-cutters. 8 

The Siloam project was only one of the steps taken by Hezekiah to 
strengthen his defences. The prophet Isaiah gives some idea of the 
bustle and, activity which took place: 

On that day you looked to the weapons stored in the House of the Forest; 
you fIlled all the many pools in the City of David, collecting water from 
the Lower Pool. Then you surveyed the houses in Jerusalem, tearing 
some down to make thewall inaccessible, and between the two walls you 
made a cistern for the Waters of the Old Pool. 

Isaiah'scomment,however,was not complimentary: "But you 
did not look to the · Maker of it all or consider him who fashioned it 
long ago" (Isaiah 22: 8-11). 

From brief passages here and there in the Books of Kings and 
Chronicles9 we caodeduce that Hezekiah took great pains to 
organize Judah' s defences, and to put pressure on Philistines and 
Edomitesand others to join the anti-Assyrian forces. But all this 
activity was ultimately in. vain; . Hezekiah 's schemes. prospered, as 
the writer of Chronicles acknowledges, but only so long as, the 
Assyrians stayed away . 

Sennacherib had be~?Illeking of As syria in 705 B.C.,butitwas 
not until 701 that he was able to march into Palestine to confront 
Hezekiah and his allies. In the meantime he had dealt competently 
with revolts elsewhere; the Merodach-baladan who had recently 
defied Sargon for as long as twelve years was very speedily ousted 
from the throne of Babyloo 00 this occasion, in 702 B.C. In his 
campaign to the west, Sennacherib first disposed of the Phoenician 
rebels. His own record puts it succinctly: "The awful splendour of 
my lordship overwhelmed Luli, King of Sidoo, · and ·he fled far off 
over the sea and died an infamous death. "10 He then marched down 
the • coast into Philistine . territory, . arid took effective " action against 
the rebels there. An Egyptian army put in an appearance, but it was 
routed by the Assyrians at Eltekep, halfway betweenJoppa and 
Ashdod .. Before long . the Assyrian king, . having subjugated . and 
secured the coastal plains, turned his attention to the hinterland
the little kingdom ofJudah - and descended like a wolf on the fold. 

8. DOTT, p. 210. 
9. 2 Kings 18:8; 1 Chronicles 4:41ff.; 2 Chronicles 32:5f, 27ff: 

10. DOTT, p. 66. . 
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"As for Hezekiah, the Jew' " Sennacherib records, ." forty-six of his 
strong walled towns and innumerable smaller .• villages in their 
neighbourhood I besieged and conquered ..•. Imadeito come out 
from them 200,150 people .•.•. and counted them as the spoils of 
war.nll As for Hezekiah himself, he was "shut up like. aoaged bird 
within Jerusalem, his royal city. " . 

One of the. major cities which fell to Sennacherib was. Lachish, 
nearly thirty miles south west of Jerusalem;. Since they never 
captured Jerusalem, the Assyrians viewed the capture of La ch ish as 
the climax of their campaign, and they commemorated their success 
by depicting the capture on several reliefs in the royal palace of 
Nineveh. (See plates 7& 8 facing pp. 144,<145.) They made the city 
their base of operations, and it was from here that an armed embassy 
was dispatched to Jerusalem. From Lachish the king of Assyria sent 
the commander-in-chief, the chief eunuch, and the chief officer with 
a ·strong force to. King Hezekiah at Jerusalem (2 Kings 18: 17). The 
story which follows in 2 Kings 18 isa fascinating account. Some of 
the Assyrian chieLofficer's remarks were devastatingly true; for 
example, to those Judaeans who stillhoped for an Egyptian army to 
appear and to defeat the Assyrians he declared, "Egyptis asplint
ered cane that will run into aman'shandand pierce it if he leans on 
it. " .Most of his. speech, however, was a brilliant . exercise in pro
paganda, in which even Hezekiah's recent religious reforms were 
turned to the. Assyrian advantage. To make matters worse,he dis
dained to parley quietly withtheJudaeanenvoys in the official 
tongue (Aramaic), preferring> to. shout . out loud in Hebrew 
(presumably through an interpreter) alL he. had to say, so that 
ordinary citizens on • the city walls might .b.~~r and draw their. own 
conclusions. . .•.. ./: ..... . 

Hezekiah submitted - he. hadno choice. Both Sennacherib' S()Wn 
record and 2 Kings 18: 14 tell us the price he had to pay- thirty 
golden talents and also several hundred silver talents. 12 Sennacherib 
goes on to list other spoils of war, including precious stones, ivory 
couches, elephant tusks,andmu&~cians,while 2 Kings 18 indicates 
that even the temple was despoiled o.fits treasures. I>adi, the king of 
Ekron whom Hezekiah haqtakenprisoner,. was restored to his 
throne, and he, along with other Philistine rulers who had remained 
faithful to Sennacherib, was. given additional territory at Judah's 
expense. Judahwas left as. truncated a kingdom as Israel had been in 
the wake of Tiglath-pileser's. invasion in. 734; it is a matter of con
jecture, however, how. much territory was actually lost to Judah. 

And there the matter rested - so far as the Assyrian records go.. 

11. DOTT, p. 67. 
12. 300 according to 2 Kings, 800 according to Sennacherib. 
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But the biblical record offers us a good deal of information about · 
what appear to have been subsequent events, and we cannot let the 
story rest there. Unfortunately, however, the whole chronology and 
order of events is very difficult to disentangle. 13 Some hold that the 
extra details, or most of them, are simply legendary, but this would 
seem too simple a solution. It is improbable that legend would have 
reported accurately the name of an Egyptian general (Tirhakah, 2 
Kings 19:9); and it is even more unlikely that the story of an 
unexpected disaster suffered by the Assyrian army (2 Kings 19:35) 
should have been known among the Egyptians and Babylonians as 
well if it had never occurred. 

It would seem, then, that in spite of the enormous indemnity 
Hezekiah had paid to him Sennacherib once again attacked 
Jerusalem, but on this occasion withdrew when word reached him of 
an advancing Egyptian army, and subsequently suffered a major 
catastrophe to ·his own army, in consequence of which he returned to 
Assyria and abandoned his military projects against Judah and 
Egypt. Georges Roux has summed it up thus:. "Sennacherib 
planned to invade Egypt. He had already reached Pelusium (Tell el 
Farama, thirty miles east of the Suez canal) when his camp ws 
ravaged 'by the angel of the Lord, who went out at night and smote 
one 'hundred four-score and five thousand', says the Bible, 'by a 
legion of rats gnawing everything in the weapons that was made of 
rope or leather', says Herodotus (a fifth century Greek historian, on 
the basis of information gleaned in Egypt), or, as Berossus (a fourth 
to third century Babylonian writer) tells us, 'by a pestilential sick
ness' killing' 185,000 men with their commanders and officers.' The 
Assyrian inscriptions are, as expected, silent on this inglorious 
episode. ,,14 A comparison of these ancient statements has often sug
gested to modems that bubonic plague was the cause of the disaster. 

As to when all this occurred, there are two widely-held views. 15 

Either it was the immediate sequel to the previous events, and so 
occurred in 701 B.C., in which case we must assume that Senna
cherib' decided after all to depose Hezekiah and to make J udah an 
Assyrian province like Samaria; or else we must suppose that 
Hezekiah rebelled a second time late in his reign, thus provoking a 
second invasion, perhaps in 688 B.C. 16 The biblical record gives no 

13. The most exhaustive discussion of recent years is that of B. S.Chiids, in his 
Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis (S8Tii, 3: London 1967). His conclusions are singularly 
negative , however. See also] . Gray, Kings, pp. 657-669; KA. Kitchen, The Third 
Intermediate Period in Egypt (Warminster, 197.3); §§128f. 

14. Cf. G. Roux, Ancient Iraq (Pelican edition, London, 1966), pp. 289f. 
15. Fo·r a convenient resume of the two theories cf. B. Oded in Hayes and Miller, 

Israelite and Judaean History, pp. 450f. 
16. Cf.] . Bright, op. cit. 283-6. Hezekiah died in 686 B.C . (probably), Senna

cherib in 681. The last years of Sennacherib have left a minimum of records and 
annals to posterity, so it is difficult to guess at the course of events. 
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immediate impression that there were two separate campaigns by 
Sennacherib, but there may be hints for the modern historian in the 
mention of Tirhakah (who did not become king of Egypt till c.689 
B. C., though admittedly he might have led Egyptian armies before 
that date) and in the suggestion that Sennacherib's assassination 
followed not too long after the events recorded (cf. 2 Kings 19: 36f.). 
Possibly, too, Isaiah 10:27-32 records the different route - an 
advance on Jerusalem from the north · - taken by the invaders of 
688. 17 

Whatever date be preferred, the significant feature of Senna
cherib's invasion, in the eyes of Hezekiah's contemporaries, was 
that Jerusalem, miraculously, did not fall. Isaiah had prophesied 
that it would survive, and this was a promise that the men ofJudah 
treasured and never forgot. Apparently they preferred to forget that 
J udah had lost so much else, and that the same prophet had declared 
that Jerusalem now resembled "a tool shed in an abandoned allot
ment", as F. F. Bruce has paraphrased Isaiah 1 :8. 18 There is no 
doubt that the powerful preaching of Isaiah and other prophets was 
listened to, though not always heeded, and had its effects on the 
history of the ancient Hebrew people. 

17. Alternatively, there may have been a pincer movement on Jerusalem in 701. 
But E. J. Young and . others . have argued that Isaiah is merely giving a vivid 
prediction of danger and not a literal description of actual cvcnts(('( E . J Young, 
The Book of Isaiah (NICOT Grand Rapids , 1965-72), vo!. 1, pp. 373ff.). . 
18. F. F . Bruce, Israel and/he Nations, (Exeter , 196:i), p. 71. . . 



CHAPTER 12 

J udah' s Decline and Fall 

, H EZEKIAH was succeeded by his son, Manasseh, who was 
distinguished for two things. His was the longest reign in either 

kingdom; and in the eyes of the writer of Kings, he was also an 
outstandingly wicked king. Admittedly, 2 Chronicles 33 gives us 
reason to believe that his later years were more rigliteous ones, hut 
apparently there was only a relative improvement., 

We have very little information about the internal affairs ofJudah 
during his long reign. He was twelve years old when he came to the 
throne (2 Kings 21: 1), probably in c. 696 B.C. as co-regent with his 
father Hezekiah (who may' have lived another ten years after this),t 
and his death did not occur before c. 632 B.O. We do know, at least, 
that he remained a vassal of Assyria throughout that long period, 
whether he submitted passively or only with reluctance. There was 
unrest in the western Assyrian empire ' more than once during 
Manasseh's reign" and several times powerful Assyrian armies 
marched into and through Palestine. It was the revolt of Sidon in 
677 B.O. which first brought the armies of Esarhaddon(680-669), 
Sennacherib's son and successor, into the general vicinity ofJudah. 
In 671 Esarhaddon returned to Phoenicia in force, Tyre now the 
target, and from there he promptly marched south into Egypt - by- ' 
passing Manasseh's kingdom en route. Egypt was still ruled by the 
Tirhakah who has already figured in the story of Hezekiah's 
attempts to shake off the Assyrian yoke. Tirhakahhad never ceased 

L The speculation' that if Hezekiah had not.prayed for and been granted a 
miraculous recovery from illness, he would never have lived to beget the evil 
Manasseh, is intriguing; but in fact the probability of a ten years' co-regency 

, suggests that Manasseh had been born bifore the illness Hezekiah experienced 15 
years prior to his death. 
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to use every endeavour to bolster up anti-As syrian movements in the 
Palestine area, and Esarhaddon had responded by a variety of efforts 
to woo the Arab tribes of the Syrian desert regions. In 671 Esar
haddon considered the moment propitious to invade Egypt. 
Intelligible though this project was, and in spite of its immediate 
success, the Assyrians were by now over-reaching themselves. Egypt 
could be conquered but not easily held, and a mere two years later 
Tirhakah was able to foment a rebellion against Assytia. 

Esarhaddon died (669 B.C.), en route for Egypt, and it fell to the 
lot of his son AshurbanipaF to reconquer Tirh~ah' s realm. This he 
achieved brilliantly, and Tirhakah was again forced into exile; but 
once more the Assyrian victories proved difficult to maintain, and 
Ashurbanipal was compelled to put his faith in the garrisons he set 
up and in the fidelity of local Egyptian princes who bound 
themselves to him by oaths of loyalty. The weakness of the Assyrian 
position can be gauged from the fact that when the Phoenician cities 
of Tyre and Arvad rebelled in 665, Ashurbanipal felt obliged, 
though he conquered both with all the usual Assyrian efficiency, to 
treat both rebels very gently, since he was fully committed in Egypt 
and desperately needed peaceful conditions on other fronts. About 
ten years later Egypt broke free, however, and once again an Egyp
tian became master of his own country; the man who achieved this 
was named Psamtik (or Psammetichus I). All these events must have 

. deeply impressed Manasseh and the citizens ofJudah in one way'or 
another, as they stood on the sidelines, so to speak . 

. Events further afield must also have come to Manasseh's ears. 
Ashurbanipal had many other frontiers to defend and territories to 
hold down, and peace was by now something Assyria knew all too 
little of. One notable event in the east was the revolt of Babylon in 
652 B.C. Here Ashurbanipal's own brother, by name Shamash
shum-ukin, was king, and he had been loyal to Ashurbanipal since 
their father's death in 669. He apparently now felt that he could take 
over the hegemony from Nineveh, and he mustered a formidable 
coalition against his brother. The confederates included Phoenicians 
and Egyptians and Philistines - and perhaps Judah too. However, 
Ashurbanipal was still able to inaintain his stranglehold; ultimately 
all the rebels were brought to heel, and Shamash-shum-ukin 
perished in the flames of his own palace in 648. Even so, Assyrian 
power was by now gravely weakened. 

If Ashurbanipal's demonstrations of power outside his own realm 
were in reality rather hollow, one cannot say that Manasseh's 
foreign contacts were demonstrations of anything but humiliation. 
Manasseh figures a few times in the Assyrian records of the reigns of 

. 2. His name appears in the Old Testament in the more abbreviated form 
"Asnappar" (or " Osnappar" ). 
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both Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal. He is listed with twenty-one 
other kings of the general Palestine area (called "Hatti-Iand" in 
Akkadian records) as having been commanded by Esarhaddon "to 
drag with pain and difficulty to Nineveh ... supplies needed for my 
palace" .3 Needless to say, he obeyed. Ashurbanipal leaves us a 
similar list of kings whom he lists as "servants who belong to .me", 4 

from which it is clear that Manasseh was very careful to remain loyal 
to Assyria at the time of Ashurbanipal's campaigns in Egypt in the 
early years of his reign. 

The tantalizingly brief note in 2 Chronicles 33: 11 shows Manas
seh in an even more humiliating situation - dragged in fetters to 
Babylon after an abortive revolt against "the King of Assyria". We 
are not told when or in what circumstances this occurred, nor even 
which king of Assyria was involved. The mention of Babylon rather 
than Nineveh, however, suggests that Manasseh must have given 
some support to the widespread revolt ;:tgainst Ashurbanipal organized 
by the king of Babylon in 652 B.C. The relative weakness of Assyria 
may be seen in the fact that Manasseh was restored to his throne, and 
permitted to strengthen the military defences of J udah (cf. 2 Chronicles 
33: 14), presumably in face of possible threats from Egypt. 

The general biblical repudiation of Manasseh is based on two 
things, his religious laxity in permitting idolatry on a widespread 
scale, revoking all Hezekiah's reforms, and the fact that he "shed so 
much innocent blood" (2 Kings 21:16). According to 2 Kings 21 he 
fostered all sorts of foreign cults, and even submitted his own son to 
an abominable heathen rite. 2 Chronicles 33 allows that in his later 
years he had a change of heart and suppressed some of the idolatry; 
this partial change in affairs may have been due to a combination of 
pressures from his moredevollt subjects and of a partial relaxation of 
the tightness of Assyrian control, towards the end of his reign.5 

The statement . that he shed innocent blood is not further 
elaborated in the Bible, though later Jewish tradition seems to have 
viewed the prophets as the chief victims. Isaiah is said to have been 
sawn in two, and it is conceivable that Hebrews 11 :37 is an allusion 
to his martyrdom." This tradition is beyond proof, but it does seem 
to be true that the prophetic witness was virtually silenced during 
Manasseh'slong reign. Equally speculative is the more modern sug
gestion that the Book of Deuteronomy was an "underground" 
production of his reign, which nobody dared to bring to light till the 
reign of his grandson J osiah. 7 But however the prophets may have 

3~ DOT1', p. 74. 
4. ANET, p. 294. 
5. It is improbable in the extreme that the Apocryphal Prayer of Manasseh is 

historical. 
6. For references and details cf. F. F. Bruce, Commentary on the Epistle to the 

Hebrews (NICNT: London, 1964), pp. 340f. 
7. See below, pp. 277ff. 
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fared, we may well believe that Manasseh's murderous acts ex
tended to ordinary innocent folk as well. It is by no means impos
sible that he felt compelled to suppress anti-As syrian movements at 
all costs, in order to preserve his throne . 

Little need be said of the reign of his son Amon. It was a short 
reign (642-640),8 though long enough to indicate that he was no 
religious reformer, nor a rebel against Assyria. But his son and suc
cessor Josiah was to prove a very different man. 

Josiah's thirty-year reign was by no means uneventful inside 
Judah, while all around Palestine there was political turmoil. At the 
time of J osiah' s accession the Assyrian king was still Ashurbanipal, 
under whom the Assyrian empire had reached its greatest territorial 
extent; when Josiah died in 609, that mighty empire had utterly col
lapsed. Egypt, not long before overrun by the Assyrianarmies, had 
achieved independence before Manasseh's death, and was to play an 
increasingly active military role as Josiah's reign progressed. 
Babylon too was about to play a major part in world events, and as 
Josiah came to the throne the whole situation in the Near and 
Middle East was in a state of flux. Small states like Judah must have 
watched the development of events in relative bewilderment. 
Though they were only pawns in the game, they were obliged to 
make vital decisions , whether to support this or that major power, or 
when to make a fresh bid for independence. The overwhelming 
national sentiment in J udah was utter hatred of the oppressor. Let 
Nahum, a prophet of this era,9 voice it for us: "Ah! Blood-stained 
city (i.e. Nineveh, the Assyrian capital), steeped in deceit, full of 
pillage, never empty of prey! ... The dead are past counting, their 
bodies lie in heaps, corpses innumer;:tble, men stumbling over 
corpses - all for a wanton's monstrollswantonness, fair-seeming, a 
mistress of sorcery, who beguiled nations and tribes by her wanton
ness and her sorceries" (Nahum 3: 1-4). 

The Egyptians were shrewd enough to realize, in due course, that 
it might be a useful policy to give Assyria some support, in order to 
check the fast-growing power of Babylon; but Egypt had not suffered 
nearly so much at Assyrian hands as Judah had done, and to the 
citizens of Jerusalem the annihilation of Nineveh was but just 
retribution. Not that the prophets lacked realism; Habakkuk, whose 
prophecies date from the last years ofJosiah's reign or shortly after
wards, was not blind to tJ:te menace Babylon' presented. He des
cribed the Chaldaeans - now the ruling class of Babylon - as 
"that savage and impetuous nation, who cross the wide tracts of the 
earth to take possession of homes ,not theirs" (Habakkuk 1:6). 

8. He died by assassination . See below, p . 126. 
9. His ministry fell in the second half of the seventh century, but it is difficult to 

date it m()re precisely. 
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Probably the common people of Jerusalem, on the. other hand,and 
even King Josiah too,failed to see in the Babylonians anything . but 
the divinely-appointed scourge of Assyria. 

Josiah was only eight years . old when he became king, and 
naturally .enough some years passed before he could formulate 
policies of his own. It was when he was about sixteen, according to 2 
Chronicles 34:3, that he first showed his concern about the worship 
of' 'the God of his. forefather David"; but four further years elapsed 
before Josiah felt secure enough to embark on a thorough-going 
policy of religious reform. It surely cannot be coincidence that his 
move came . soon after the death of the Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal 
(668-627). By now the Assyrian grip on Palestine must have been 
very weak indeed. A year or two later the .city of Babylon broke 
finally free from Assyrian control, under the kingship of a very able 
Chaldaean prince named Nabopolassar (626-605). Soon the 
Babylonians and. their. allies the Medeswere exerting pressures .. on 
Assyria which she was too weak to resist. Her empire fell away, and 
hex; own cities began to fall. Asshur ,the old. capital, which had. given 
its. name tothecountry,wascapturedin614, and Ninevehitselfwas 
conquered and laid waste.in 612. 

Josiah's religious reforms received their greatest impetus . some 
niIle years before the fall of Nineveh. In 621 B.C.a startling dis
covery was made in the .Jerusalem temple .- ·a literary discovery 
comparable with the finding of the Dead Sea ScroUs in our. own 
century for. the excitement it provoked! During repairs to the temple 
structure, · occasioned no doubt by .the reforms already in progress, .a 
scroll came to light which the Biblenames ."the bookofthe law" and 
"the book of the covenant'\The. workmen of course handed .over 
their find to the high priest Hilkiah, who .was so impressed with it 
that he passC!dit on to the adjutant-general, Shaphan. He too read it, 
and in consequence brought it to the king and read it aloud to him. 

The dramatic sequel . is told in . 2· Kings 22f •.• Thescroll'.s.contents 
were · of such a character that J osiah, conscience-stricken, 
immediately tore his robes. as .asign·of distress and repentance, . and 
then arranged to have · the document . publicly read at the temple, in 
the hearing<of"the whole population, high and. low". The people 
next pledged themselves to their God in solemn covenant, and the 
king · proceeded to inaugurate yet more sweeping reforms. Every 
vestige of pagan religion was now outrooted from Judah; npt only 
were specifically heathen shrines and cultic objects obliterated, but 
even sanctuaries dedicated to Yahweh, Israel's God, were system
atically desecrated. The fact was that all too many of the country 
shrines had tolerated all sorts of syncretistic worship, the "official" 
worship . having •• been adulterated by numerous . popular supersti
tions. Josiahin his zeal for the. purity of his faith now decreed that 
henceforth Jerusale~, and only Jerusalem, should be the. place of 
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worship; Ordinary people must have been startled at the great 
changes taking place; and tow:nandvillage prie~ts were instructed to 
move bag and baggage into the capital; to carry on their duties at the 
one sanctuary still functioning}Q The' climax of the reform seems to 
have been a joyous celebration in Jerusalem of the feast of the 
Passover, care being taken to observe it as the newly-found 
document prescribed. "No such Passover" ,the writer of 2 Kings 
23:22 declares, "had been kept either when the judges were ruling 
Israel or during .the times of the Kings of'Israel and J tidah' '. 

But what exactly was this powerful document? The description of 
it as "the book of the law"(2 Kings 22:8) mightsuggestthat it was 
the complete Pentateuch (i.e., Genesis"Detiteronomy inclusive); but 
the alternative title, "the' book of the covenant", is a phrase which 
occurs' in Exodus 24:7f., where it seems to designate no more than 
the preceding thre'e or four chapters (specifically, Exodus 20: 
22-23:33)~ The most widely-held view of the matter is that Josiah's 
document was either the Book' of Deu teronomy or a substantial part 
of it. Thisview is very old,dating back to Chrysostom andJerome, 
and is today widely, though not universally, advocatedin circles 
both conservative and otherwise. 11 While the separate features of 
Josiah's reforms could undoubtedly have been based on biblical 
passages outside Deuteronomy, it is striking that in the compass of a 
few chapters Deuteronomy provides a basis for Josiah's entire 
programme. In chapter 12 we find an attack on· pagan religion, and 
the command to establish a single sanctuary; in chapter 16 Passover 
regulations are givep, and they specify that the feast should not be 
observed in every town and settlement; and chapter 18 refers to 
Levites coming to the one sing.Ie sanctuary. Finally, the very 
strongly worded curses and warnings::!ofmhapter 27f. couldreadiIy 
explain the distress and alarm displayed by Josiah on his first 
acquaintance with the :newly-discovered scroll. 

Josiah's religious reforms were :not without their political effects 
and overtones; The show of independence and the eradication from 
Judah of everything foreign would have been viewed with deep 
suspicion in Nineveh; but by the year 6~ltheAssyrians were much 
too concerned with events nearer home to pay any heed to such 
minor affairs in a minor subject state. Even so, the mention in 2 
Kings 23:8 of Geba and Beer-sheba, which were probably the 
traditional northern and southern boundary cities of Judah, may 
well imply that J osiah now re-incorporated the . territory which 
. , . : ' . ~ - . - : . 

10. In point offact, this measure was one of the tirst ofJosiah ' s reforms to be 
disregarded. It must have been a most unpopular decree - much as if all churches 
and 'chapels throughout Britain were to be closed down, and worship permitted only 
at Canterbury Cathedral , by act of Parliament. . 

11. The prohibitive size of any scroll containing much more than, say, 
Deuteronomy renders it unlikely that Josiah's "book of the law" comprised the 
Whole Pentateuch. . 



120 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

Sennacherib had wrested from Judah.in the . time of Hezekiah. Be 
that. as it may, J osiah showed even greater boldness and enterprise 
when he decided to implement his reforms in the old Northern 
Kingdom, long since an Assyrian province, as well as in Judah. 
Bethel, just north of the Judaean frontier, was his first target; 
meeting no opposition there, he proceeded to desecrate shrines and 
execute idolatrous priests. all over the province of Samaria, even as 
far north as the old tribal . territory of N aphtali (cf. 2 Chronicles 
34:6f.). It is evident that Josiah was free to act with impunity, and 
that he in. fact reunited Judah and Israel under his kingship.12 

The optimists - and Judah had plenty at this period- must 
have thought that a new golden age had dawned for the people of 
Israel, that Josiah was another David. But the realists knew 
otherwise; the prophetess Huldah had already given a grim warning 
of what future Judah could expect (2 :Kings 22: 14-20). The reality 
was that the steady collapse of the Assyrian empire was leaving a 
power vacuum. In David's era no major state had been powerful 
enough or ambitious enough to seek to control Palestine;. but now 
both. Babylon and Egypt were anxious to rule Syria and Palestine, 
and J udah was a match for neither of them-. 

The weakness of Judah was exposed a mere five years after 
Josiah'smajor reforms. The Egyptian king (still PsamtikI) had 
already realized the political necessity of bolstering up the Assyrian 
forces as a brake on the growing power of Babylon, and in. 616 he 
sent an army to help the Assyrians, as we know from Babylonian 
records. 13 A glance at the map suffices to show that an Egyptian 
army could not. have reached Mesopotamia: without. marching 
through Josiah~s territqry, ,'The route followed was no doubt "the 
Way of the Sea", the roa,clllP the Philistine coast, through the pass 
of Megiddo into the Valley of] ezreel, and so across the Jordan, . and 
away to Damascus and the north east. We have no way of knowing 
what action, if any, J osiah took; but at least it is certain that the 
Egyptian armywas not stopped or turned back. 

As far as Assyria was concerned, Egyptian assistance merely 
prolonged her death-throes. The climax came in 612, with the fall of 
Nineveh; but even yet the Assyrians fought back, moving their 
headquarters into Syria, where the last Assyrian monarch, Ashur
uballit 11,. set up court at Haran. Two years later the Babylonians 
and their allies drove him from there, across the Euphrates. In the 
following year came the end for Assyria; the As syrians , again 
supported by an Egyptian army, 14 recrossed the Euphrates and 

12 For details of the size of his realm, cf. LB, pp. 348-351. 
13. Cf. ANET, p. 304. 
14. Note that 2 Kings 23:29 must be translated as in modem translations, and not 

as in AV or RV; the Egyptians were supporting, not attacking, the Assyrians. 
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assaulted Haran, hoping to recaptut:e it, but all in vain. Theattempt 
failed miserably, and from . now On all mention of the Assyrian 
regime drops out of the picture; the struggle was now a. simple tw,?
sided one, the Egyptians' based on Carchemish on the 'west bankbf 
the Euphrates, the Babyloniansmaiiitainirig their position east of 
the riveL '. '. " '. • ' 

This \Vas the situation which developed in .t5Q9, the year in which 
Psamtik was succeeded by his son Necho n as kirigofEgypt. Necho 
immediately set out -withhis armies forCarchemish, to join the 
fruitless Assyrian assault on Haran; but on this occasion J osia.h 
chose to act, by blocking the pass ofMegiddo against the passage of 
the Egyptian troops, The result is told in a laconic sentence in 2. 
Kings 23:29: "Josiah went to meet him; and when they met at 
Megiddo, Pharaoh Nechoslew him." The wording almost suggests 
a parley, . but the very riame Megiddo, site -of so many historic 
battles, implies more thanthat. 2 Chronicles 35: 20-24; confirms that 
a battle did take place, and gives afewdetailsofthe affray; further 
confirmati()n has probably been provided by archaeologists: signs of 
damage to the walls ofthecity of Megiddo are visible/ 5 and though 
one cannot date the destruction precisely, the events of 609 B.C. 
seem the most probable historical context for it. 

So J bsiah diedin battle- not yet forty years of age, despite the 
length of his reign. In him died Judah's last king of any ability; and 
with him died any hope ofJuda.h's remaining independen.t. IfNecho 
declared ' before the battle of Megiddo that he had no quarrel with 
Judah, it was a different matter afterwards. His . intention was to 
make J udah and the other small states in the area part oCa new 
Egyptian empire; in the event, his empire was to be of very short 
duration, but for the next four years jU'dah-was firmly controlled by 
him. In Jerusalem, Josia.h'syoungest sonJehoa.hazl6 succeeded to 
the throne, but after a mere three months as king he was deposed by 
Judah'sriew overlord, Necho.It appears thatJehoahaz had to go to 
Necho's Asiatic headqUluters, Riblah, to have his kingship 
confirmed (cL 2 Kings 23:33); that would have been humiliation 
enough, butNecho demonstrated his power over Judahby deposing 
and deporting him and replacing him by his older brother 
Jehoiakim. It isnotdearwhypopular opinion inJudah hadpre
ferred . the . younger brother as king, and it is ' equally .. uncertain ' why 
Necho's choice ·Jell on the older man. Perhaps Jehoa.hazhad been 
expected to maintain an · anti~Egyptian policy, whereas J ehoiakim 
may well have been taking a.pro-Egyptian stand. Certainly 
J ehoiakim was an unscrupulous and self-serving man; on the other 

15. Cr. W. F. Albright, The Archaeology of Palestine (Harmondsworth, 1960 edn:) p. 
130. 

16. His personal name was Shallum, cf. Jeremiah 22: 11. Jehoahaz was his throne
name . . He was the youngest of four brothers. 
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hand, the record indicates that. he was consistently loyal to Egypt. 
He didnot'allow the fact that he was merely a puppet-king to deter 
him from putting on a show of. royalty; in spite of the tribute his 
citizens had to pay to Egypt, he burdened them with taxes and worse 
to.' finance <a brand new palace, for himself, at Beth-hakkerem, just 
outside Jerusalem.17 Such wanton luxury amounted to the 
oppression of his people, and the prophet Jeremiah was not slow to 
condemn it: . 

Shame ()n the man who builds his house by unjust means 
and completes its roof-chambers by fraud, 
making his countrymen work without payment; 

. giving them no wage for their labour! 
Shame on. the man who says, 'I will build a spacious house 

with. airy roOf-chambers, . . 
set windows in it, panel it with . cedar 

andpaintit\Vith vermilion'! 
If your cedar is more splendid, 

does that pr()Ve you aking? 
Oeremiah 22: 13ff.) 

Necho's control of Judah lasted four years .. During that time, the 
Babylonian armies never relaxed their struggle for supremacy over 
the Egyptians, and in 605B.C. they gained the upper hand. A new 
and vigorous soldier came on the scene 'in that year, as commander
in-chief of the Babylonian forces. He was the crown prince of 
Babylon, son< of the aging Nabopolassar. His name was 
N ebuchadrezzar. -. 

As we · have noted,Carchemish had been for some years the 
Egyptians"advance camp'ior"operations in north Syria, while the 
Babylonians had remained poised on the eastern banks of the 
Euphrates. In 605 Nebuchadrez~l' led his troops across the river, 
advanced on Carch;emish and inflicted a heavy defeat OIl the · forces 
ofNecho (cf. Jeremiah 46:2). Routed there and again at Hamath, 
the surviving Egyptian soldiers fled homewards , hotly pursued by 
the victorious Babylonians, who set about annexing the territory to 
the south - including Philistia and Judah. The Babylonian army 
mightha.ve pressed on further than they did, but news arrived of the 
death of Nabopolassar, and Nebuchadrezzar immediately returIled 
to Babylon for · the important ceremony of accessi()n to his father's 
throne. 

Thus, without any choice in the matter, Judah exchanged 
Egyptian control for Babylonian control. "The King of Egypt did 
not leave his own land again, because the King of Babylon had 
stripped him of all his possessions, from the Torrent of Egypt to the 

17. Modern RamatRachel. Cf. Y. Aharoni, BA 24 (1961), p. 118. 
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river Euphrates" (2 Kings 24:7). It must be added, however, that 
the Egyptian rulers were not by any means reconciled to this 
situation, and Egyptian intrigues at the court of Jehoiakim and his 
successors were to pay no small part in the fate of Jerusalem. 

Nebuchadrezzar took all necessary steps to ensure the internal 
security of his realm, paying special attention to the newly-.acquired 
territories such as J udah. He records that in 604 and .again in 603 he 
marched into "the Hatti-Iand"(the regular term used in Akkadian 
documents to embrace Syria and Palestine), and that "he took the 
heavy tribute of the Hatti-Iand back to Babylon"}S The Babylonian 
Chronicle does not specify any of the states or kingdoms · except 
Ashkelon, conquered in 603; but 2 Kings 24:1 notes explicitly that 
Jehoiakim became Nebuchadressar's vassal, perforce. If the first 
paragraph of d:W Book of Daniel refers to these events, we may 
conclude that Nebuchadrezzar's plunder was accompanied by 
hostag<:!s, of whom Daniel was one. 19 

Nebuchadrezzar's name.is synonymous with the sort of arrogant 
pride . which the Greeks called hybris. He had ample cause for 
satisfaction. In a few years the _ roles of Syria and Babylon were 
reversed, and Babylon had recovered the position, which she held a 
millennium before, of mistress of an empire. Babylonian armies had 
been everywhere successful; of her only two potential rivals, the one 
(Media) ·was friendly, the other (Egypt) humbled. Nebuchadrezzar 
had begun a long reign which would be for the most part peaceful 
and prosperous. 

But it does not take -muchimagination ito appreciate that Nebu
chadrezzar's satisfaction Was matched by a great dealofsullell 
resentment in Jerusalem. Assyria an&Babylon's reversal of roles 
meant little to the Judaeans; both Assyrians<and Babylonians ·came 
from "the Far East" as far as they were concerned, speaking 
(literally) the same language, and pursuing identical policies. There 
was no reason at all why Judaeans should prefer Babylonian rule to 
Assyrian domination; moreover the · IIlemory was green of some 
years of independence andsuccess,underJosiah's leadership. Small 
wonder, then, that Jehoiakim and many of his subjects looked to 
Egypt for aid against their new Mesopotamian overlords. Jeremiah 
took an opposite view; he was shrewd enough to realize that Nebu
chadrezzar's victory over Necho was no accident, and that the 
Babylonians were immeasurably more powerful than the Egyptians. 
His council was meek submission to Nebuchadrezzar(27:9ff.); but 
that -advice was too bitter a pill for most of -his fellow-countrymen, 
and consequently the prophet -began to proclaim . the inevitability of 

lB. Cf. DOTT, p. 79. . 
19. Cf. D. J. Wiseman in D. J. Wiseman and others. Notes on some problems in the 

Book of Daniel (London, 1965),pp. 16ff. 
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utter disaster for J udah. Here again we may see how in the prophets 
political realism, or to be more accurate a sure prescience of events, 
went hand in hand with a religious message: Jerusalem would fall, 
not because Nebuchadrezzar was all-powerful, but because Judah's 
!lins invited divine ret~ibution ; Jeremiah, however, was not the only 
man wearing the propheesmantle; other men gave opposite advice 
in the name ofYahweh, and we may well imagine that many Juda
eans did not know whom to believe - until the very course of evems 

. proved that Jeremiah's opponents were the false prophets. It is 
particularly interesting to notice how Isaiah's proclamation that 
Jerusalem would not fall in Hezekiah's reign, almost a century 
earlier, had now become a sort of national dogma; the false prophets 
never tired of proclaiming that Jerusalem was impregnable to 
human armies. No doubt many were convinced by their arguments, 
since human ·nature is so prone to wishful. thinking, 
. By the time of Jehoiakim's reign, Jeremiah had already been 
exercising a . prophetic ministry for many years; Though not 
uncritical, he had had no open.quarrel with J osiah; but at the very 
outset of J ehoiakim' s· reign theprophettook dramatic action . which 
almost inevitably infuriated the new monarch. He entered the very 
temple court and proclaimed that the temple was destined to fall, 
exactly as .the Shiloh sanctuary had done long before Oeremiah 
7:1-20). Theitcmple personnel, priests and prophets alike, were 
eriragedby this sermon, so very different from the false optimism of 
their own public utterances, and before long Jeremiah found himself 
on trial for blasphemy, Hisjudges, however, had imbibed some
thing of the spiritofJosiah's reform, and they gave him a fair trial 
and acquitted .him. Jere.m~~was fortunate to have some influential 
friends; another prophet of.~heday, Uriahbyname, who preached 
precisely the same message as Jeremiah, was harried into exile, only 
to be dragged back to J udah and murdered - by royal command 
(chapter 26). Even Jeremiah did not escape a flogging and the 
indignityofa night spent in the stocks Oeremiah 20: H.). 

In the year . following the Babylonian victory at Carchemish 
Jeremiah decided to reinforce his message, by compiling a scroll of 
allllissermons to date,.md having them read publicly at .a major 
festival in the temple, .when crowds of Judaeans were present. His 
secretary Baruch both wrote the scroll and gave the public reading. of 
it. The temple authorities soon got to . hear of it, and the scroll was 
seized and taken . to the king~ Friends rushed both J eremiahand 
Baruch into hiding, while Jehoiakim had the scroll read

r 
aloud to 

him. Contemptuous of its contents, he chopped it to pieces with a 
penknife and burned it section by section. He made some endeavour 
to locate Jeremiah and Baruch, but otherwise proceeded, unmoved, 
to pursue his own policies .. (chapter 36). Jeremiah, ·equallyllnmoved 
by the royal threats, set about producing a second edition of his 
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prophecies; it comprised the full contents of the first scroll, "and 
much else ... to the same . effect" Qeremiah.36:32). The word' of 
God was not easily stifled; · his warnings might be. ignored, but they 
could not be annulled or frustrated. · 

For three years, at any rate,Jehoiakimhad nooption ibut to pay 
tribute and remain. subservient to N ebuchadrezzar (2 Kings 24: 1); 
the grim fate of Ashkelon ill 603B.C., with its destruction and the 
deportation of many of. its citizens, was incentive enough to be 
submissive. He then revolted,by the simple expedient of refusing or 
neglecting to pay the annual tribute. Hejudged thembment to be 
right because the Babylonian army had just (601) suffered. a defeat 
or near-defeat on the Egyptian border; probably rumour had it that 
the . Egyptians had> won . a · handsome · victory; ...• The sequel clea.rly 
shows that both sides suffered heavy losses/Q and needed some time 
to recoup and reorganize. Jehoiakim'srevolt,therefore, was not 
immediately crushed; but it was only a matter of time. In the fol
lowingyear(600) "the King of Akkad (i.e. Nebuchadrezzar) stayed 
in his ·· country. He organized his chariots and many horses". 21 In 
599 Nebuchadrezzarmovedinto the Palestine area,but his first 
campaign was against the Arab tribes of the · semi-desert regions. It 
was at the erid of 598 that he finally assaulted J udah and besieged 
Jerusalem. In the meantime, however, Jehoiakim ·had been harassed 
by "raiding-parties of Chaldaeans, AraIilaeans, Moabites and 
Ammonites" (2 Kings 24:2) .. Of these the Chaldaeans were such 
detachments of Babylonian troops as were in the area, while the re
main,ing forces were drawn from the old enemies that were now 
under Nebuchadrezzar's domination. 

There is some obscurity ab01itthe ·endi·of Jehoiakim's reign. We 
kriowthat he ceased to be king atthe' :Veiybegirining elf the siege of 
Jerusalem, since the siege lasted three months (December 
598-March 597), and it coincided with the three month reign of 
Jehoiakim's sonJehoiachin.22 2 Chronicles 36:6 is ambiguous about 
the fate of Jehoiakim; according to the New English Bible and the 
Jerusalem Bible the verse states that he was taken in fetters to 
Babylon, but other English Versions (including the Authorized Ver
sion and the Revised Standard Version) are probably more correct 
to leave the mattetan open question,and. state merely that he was 

'put in fetters preparatory to being taken to Babylon. It may be that 
he was assassinated,by his own people. Itis intriguing that2 Kings 
24:6 records the mere fact of his death, . but says nothing about the 
circumstances nor where he was buried (a detail which is supplied 
for most of. the kings); however, we find in Jeremiah 22: 19 the 

20. Indeed, Babylonian records admit the fact: "they clashed in open battle and 
inflicted heavy losses on each other" (ANET, p. 564). 
21. CLANET, p,564. . 
22. Ibid.; 2Kings 24:8-12. 
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prediction that he would be "buried like a dead ass, dragged 'along 
and flung out beyond the gates of Jerusalem". 

,.: But if he was assassinated, who perpetrated the deed,andwhy? 
One plausible explanation is that he was murdered by the pro~ 
Babylonian, party in Jerusalem, in an effort to appease Nebucha~ 
drezzar; ifso, his son Jehoiachin sided with the pro-Egyptian party, 
and continued to resist. 23 Alternatively, it is not at all impossible that 
Jehoiakim decided to submit to Nebuchadrezzar - which would 
explain how he came to be captured before his capital fell- and was 
assassinated by the pro-Egyptian party, who then put pressure on 
Jehoiachin to resist Nebuchadrezzar. (This second possibility fmds a 
measure ofs1,lpport in the history of Jose ph us. y' . 

One thing is certain; and that is the fact that by now the kings of 
Judah were puppets not only of the great powers controlling the 
area, but also ofthevariouspolitical parties and pressure groups 
within their own realm. Since the time of Hezekiah each king had 
represented one particular political viewpoint within J udah; 
Hezekiah and J osiah had been',' nationalists ~, (and it must not be 
overlooked that their religious reformswer:e part ofa nationalistic 
policy), . while Manasseh and presurnablyAmon had been "col ... 
laborationists",pro-Assyrians. Jehoiakim was pro-Egyptian. But 
whereas the stronger kings riodoubtimposed such policies on the 
state they ruled, by now the king was to a large extent governed by 
the strongestpolitical party in Jerusalem. The death of Amon, 
J osiah's predecessor, as described in · 2 Kings 21 : 23f., illustrates the 
point; .some 'sort of palace revolution led to ' his overthrow · and 
assassination, but a popular uprising occurred immediately, in 
which theconspiratorswer~, ~?,ecuted, and the youthful Josiah made 
king, obviouslyurider the control of regents . . 
Jehoiachin,2~then, was completely at the mercy of circumstances 

. w~en he became king. One cannot butfeel sympathy for a king who , 
at the age of eighteen, inherited asa kingdom a beleaguered city; 
and who three months later was takenirttoexile where he remained 
until , his \ death, . at least thirty~five .' years later. 26 Of his personal 
character we know little. 2 Kings 24:9 indicates that "he did what 
was wrong in the eyes of the l.ORD" , which probably means that he 
did nothing' to discourage " idolatry; • but on · the whole the biblical 
writers treat him geJltly, and it may be significant that Ezekiel dated 
his prophecies by the year of Jehoiachin's exile, ignoring totally 
Jehoiachin'ssuccessor in Jerusalem,Zedekiah. Many Judaeans, 
evidently, long retained their allegiance to their king-in-exile . . 

. , 

23. Jehoiachin very swiltlydecided to submit to Nebuchadrezzar, and it is not 
impossible that this was his intention from the outset. 

24. Ant. x, 6, 3. . 
·25 . Biblical texts give two other forms of his name - Jeconiah and Coniah. 
26. He lived longer than Nebuchadrezzar (605-562 B.C.), cf. Jeremiah 52:31-34. 



]UDAH'S DECLINE AND FALL 127 

Jerusalem opened its' gates to Nebuchadrezzarin March 597 (see 
plate 9 facing p. 176); it could have held out much longer, as events a 
decade later were to prove, so we mUst assume that Jehoiachin or his 
counsellors now decided that submission was the prudent course Of 
action. Such submission served to preserve the city from'destrUction 
and save many lives; moreover, it enabled Judah to retain its status 
asa kingdom. Nevertheless, having proved a disloyal vassal, Judah 
could not hope to escape scot-free. The Babylonian ChrOIiicle sUms 
up in a sentence the retribution that was exacted by Nebuchadrez
zar: "He appointed therein Qerusalem)a king of his own choice, 
rece~ved its heavy tribute and sent them to Babylon" .27 The new 
king was Jehoiachin's uncle Mattaniah (yet another son of Josiah), 
who took the throne, with the regnal name of Zedekiah (2 Kings 
24: 17). There is some evidence that his realm was reduced in size, 
and that the southern territories (the Negeb and Shephelah) were 
detached from it;2B it is safe to assume that Judaean control of 
Samaria had ceased with Josiah's death . 

. Jehoiachin was deported, and many other men of substance with 
him; his family, leading officials, military commander and troops, 
and even skilled craftsmen were taken. 29 Ezekiel was exiled, ,but 
Jeremiah, who had proved himself so pro-Babylonian, was not. Thus 
Nebuchadrezzar hoped to decimate the pro-Egyptian and nationalist 
parties in Jerusalem, and to shore up thepro-Babylonian party 
under Zedekiah's leadership. It mUst be said, however, that the 
Babylonian measures were rather clumsy; Judaean hopes that 
J ehoiachiri would return to the throne were kept alive by the faCt that 
the Babylonians themselves seemed to acknowledge that he was the 
legitimate king ofJudah. Textsdiscoverediii Babylon explicitly refer 
to him as king of Judah,3o while j~i · ha.ndles found in Palestine 
indicate that the crown property, in whole or part, still belonged to 
him.31 It may be, of course, that if the pro-Babylonianpartyhad 
gained the upper hand in Judah, and ifJudah ha.d 'showrtsigns of 
accepting Babylonia.n suzerainty, Nebuchadrezzar would have 
released and reinstated Jehoiachin. But Nebuchadrezzar under
estimated both the extent of nationalistic feelings in Judah and the 
effectiveness of Egyptian propaganda, and in effect he undermined 
Zedekiah's authority, reducing his status virtually to that of,regent. 
It appears that Zedekiah was no very strong character; but in any 
case, he had no opportunity to be strong. 

27. DO TT, p. 80, 
28. Cf. Y. Aharoni, LB, pp. 355f. 
29. The exiles numbered 3,023, according to Jeremiah 52:28: the figures given in 

2 Kings 24: 14ff. would appear to be inclusive oflater deportees. Possibly Jeremiah's 
figure excludes women and children, on the other hand. 
30. Cr. DOTT, p. 86. 
31. Cf. DOTT, p. 224. 
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The book of Jeremiah affords us many a glimpse of life in J udah 
and Jerusalem during the reign of Zedekiah. The prophet himself 
consistently supported pro-Babylonian policies, wisely enough, and 
the king was disposed to heed his arguments. But there were many 
in JerusaleW: .. ,who denounced such policies as defeatist and un
patriotic, and sought only the opportunity to rebel against Nebu
chadrezzar yet again. Such counsellors Jeremiah dismissed scorn
fully as "bad figs", asserting that all the "good figs" had been taken 
into exile (chapter 24); Jeremiah thus put his finger on one dis
advantage of the Assyrian and .Babylonian deportation policies - to 
remove the top men in an administration is tantamount to putting 
influence if not power in the hands of second-rate and upstart 
statesm.en . . One of Jeremiah's bitterest opponents was Hananiah; 
as a prophet,he too . could claim that. he spoke the oracles of God, 
and could allege that Jeremiah was the false prophet (chapter 28). 
Amongthe exiles, another prophet, Shemaiah by naIIle, was c(mtra
dicting Jeremiah's warnings and preaching .an absurdly optimistic 
message; Jeremiah felt it appropriate to send a letter making the 
realitie~ of the situation clear (chapter 29), . Before long, however, 
one of the exiles, Ezekiel, received the caD to be a prophet, and he 
was to preach among the exiles the same sort of message that 
Jeremiah was proclaiming in the homeland. Neither man saw the 
slightest basis for' optimism; 

The battle of words in Jerusalem was of course punctuated by 
events. One event of interest occurred in 594, when representatives 
of a number of small states in the area gathered in Jerusalem to 
discuss the possipilityof concerted action against Babylon Oeremiah 
27:3); it is highly probable rthat Egypt was represented at the nieet
ing, .even if it had not engiheered it. The bac"kground tothis meeting 
was a revolt against N ebuchadrezzar . in Babylonia itself (December 
595-January594); but Nebuchadrezzar soon restored order, and 
was to be found in Syria later in 'the year, receiving tribute from his 
western vassals. The would-be rebels among the latter decided 
therefore to bide their time. 

A further four or' fiv~ years elapsecl, and then Zedekiah took the 
final ' and fatal step of rebelling. Records for the, reign of Zedekiah 
are scanty, and we do not know the precise circumstances which led 
to the revolt. It was not completely spontaneous, for'it seems that 
both Tyre and Amm.on supported the suicidal enterprise,32 and there 
can be no doubt that Egypt had promised strong military aid. It was 
certainly no sign of weakness on Nebuchadrezzar's part that occa
sioned the rebellion. Possibly the spark which set the revolt ablaze 
was the accession of Hophra to the throne of Egyptc.589 B.C.; it 

32, After the 1~1 of Jerusalem, Nebuchadrezzar went an to besiege Tyre for 11 
years. Amman's Involvement seems a natural inference from EzekieI21 :18-22. 
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appears that he was rather more ambitious to recover lost ground .in 
Asia than was his predecessor Psamtik 11.33 Whatever the external 
circumstances may have been,howev'er, the real cause ofZedekiah's 
ill-fated revolt was internal pressures within Judah. The king's hand 
was forced by short-sighted noblemen and popular ' clamour, 
expressing the pent-up resentments at Babylonian oppression, 
coupled with burning nationalistic fervour . and a coherent but 
specious theology (which maintained that] erusalem could not fall). 
Such a combination of deep human emotions ~ hatred, pride, 
patriotism, and religious convictions ....;"" could not be permanently 
repressed. 

Nebuchadrezzar's reaction was swift and sure. The Babylonian 
armies marched into J udah and proceeded to invest and reduce all 
the fortified towns and cities; Jerusalem itself found · itself besieged 
towards the end of 589 B. C. (cf. 2 Kings 25: 1). Before the end of the 
following year, only three cities were still holding out, Jerusalem 
itself, Lachishand Azekah Qeremiah 34:6f.). 

Lachish was a major city of ancient Judah, but itproved difficult 
to identify its site in modern times. 34 In the 1930s, however, an 
archaeological team excavated a mound called Tellel-Duweir, and 
some documents were found which seem to have settled the ques
tion. The documents are known as the Lachish Ostraca; most of 
them· are letters . written · on potsherds, . and · they date · from precisely 
the period we have nowreached.35 Oneletter addressed to the 
military governor of the city, Y ~()sh, .. testifies t() the military liai~on 
with Egypt. Another bears witn~s~ . to .the fact .. th~t not everyone in 
Jerusalem waS whole-heartedly in favour()ftherebellion. Of special 
interest is the fact that theseletters, sec~~.a.r .arid military as they are, 
repeatedly name the sacred name ofYahweh; clearly the military 
officers were innodoubt thatZ~d<:!kiah'srevolthad God's blessing. 

It appears from one letter tha.tJ\zekah had just fallen, that its 
signal~beacons had been extinguished. Only Lachish and Jerusalem 
now remained;and Lachish. did notlast much longer. Its major 
buildings weredeliberately bu~nt, its walls broken down. It was in 
the remains of the burned-out guardroom under the gate-tower of 
the city that most of the ostraca""erefound in 1935. 

Jerusalem had one brief respite, when the Babylonian army raised 
the siege in order to confront an Egyptian army which was marching 
northwards to honour Pharaoh Hophra' s promises to Zedekiah 
Qeremiah 37:5). The citizens of the capital-Jeremiahexcepted
were overjoyed, and convinced themselves that their problems were 
over. Even at this point of time, when the downfall of Jerusalem was 

33. cr. K A. Kitchcn in NBD, p, 346. 
34. Cf. AOTS, pp. 296f. 
35. Cr. DO TT, pp. 21 2-7 ; ANET, pp. 32 11'. 
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a matter of months away, they exhibited a materialistic and immoral 
self-interest which effectively demonstrates why the prophets had 
long been clamouring for social justice. Before the Babylonians had 
raised the siege, all slaves in the city had been set free by their 
owners; but as soon as Nebuchadrezzar's army moved off to con
froIit Hophra's expeditionary , force, the owners promptly re
enslaved them Oeremiah 34:8-11). Jeremiah rebuked the immoral 
deed and also the blind faith in Egypt which engendered it, in no 
uncertain terms. He stated emphatically that the Babylonian troops 
would soon return and conquer the city Oeremiah 37:9f.). He then 
prepared to leave the city, on a matterof private business; but his 
enemies interpreted his intended departure as a sign that he was ' 
going over to the enemy. He was arrested, flogged and imprisoned, ' 
in spite of his hot denials Oeremiah 37:11-16).Even there his sane 
voice was not silenced, and his enemies took even more drastic 
measures, throwing him into afuthy dungeon, where he would have, 
died of thirst and starvation but for the . intervention of a palace 
official, who rescued 'the prophet at the king's instigation (chapter 
38). But he remained in custody till the city fell. ' 

The Egyptianaimy was ' soon repulsed, and the Babylonlans 
resumed the siege. The end was not long-delayed: "The siege lasted 
till the eleventh year of King Zedekiah. In the fourth month of that 
year, on the ninth day of the month, when famine was severe inthe 
city and there was , no food for the common people, the city was 
thrown open" Oeremiah 52:5f.). Thus Jerusalem fell to the Baby~ 

, Ionian armies in August 587 (or perhaps 586); a month later Nebu
chadrezzar gave orders ' that the city should be . systematically des- ' 
troyed ~ city walls, '. houses,royal palace, and temple alike 
Oeremiah52:12ff.). The antleht sign ofYahweh's presence, the ark 

, of the covenant; probably went up in flames with the temple which 
housed it ~ at least, it is never heard of again. Many other of 
Jerusalem's treasures were plundered. 

As for the survivors, only "the weakest class of people" was left as 
vine-dressers and labourers Oeremiah 52: 16).Jeremiah records that 
832 people were now deported to Babylonia Oeremiah 52:29); this 
figure seems surprisingly low, and probably includes only adult 
males. 36 Some of the military commanders were put to death, 
together with the high priest and his deputy (feremiah 52:24-37). As 
forKing Zedekiah and his entourage; they succeeded in escaping , 
from Jerusalem , and went eastwards at top speed, hoping perhaps to 
get help and shelter with the Ammonites, Judah's ally in the revolt. 
But aUin vain; the Babylonians overtook them in the vicinity of 

36. The NEB emends Jeremiah 52:28 to mean that Ncbuchadrezzar now took two 
batches of deportees, amounting to nearly 4,000 people, quite apart from the exiles 
removed to Babylonia a decade before. 
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Jericho, and Zedekiah was brought to Riblah, Neduchadrezzar's 
headquarters . in Syria. Nebuchadrezzarpronounced sentence: 
Zedekiah's sons were killed in front of him, and then his eyes were 
put out. From Riblah the hapless ex-king went in chains to a prison: 
in Babylon; and there he died, perhaps soon afterwards Oeremiah 
52:7-11). . . 

Jeremiah, now at least sixty five years old, survived the holocaust, 
escaping his Judaean enemies' vindictiveness, death by starVation, 
and · also Babylonian swords. N ebuchadrezzar had given . special 
orders to show him favour and consideration, and the prophet was 
able to serve the new. administration (Jeremiah 39:11-14). Nebu
chadrez:z:ar brought Judah into the Babylonian provincial system, 
and appo~nted as its governor Gedaliah, formerly a high palace 
offici31 at Zedekiah's court. Gedaliah's administrative capital was 
Mizpah, some miles north of Jerusalem, which .wasofcourse too 
badly damaged to remain the capital. Jeremiah chapter 40 records 
that Judaeans who had taken refuge in neighbouring countries 
began to come back to Judah, when they learned of the new 
administration; Before long, however, nationalistic intrigues began 

. once, more, and the moderate Gedaliah (whose grandfather had been 
a leading supporter of Josiah's reforms, and whose . father . had 
befriended Jeremiah in Jehoiakim's reign) was assassinated. The 
conspiracy against him was led by a rnember of the royal farnily 
named Ishmael, and had the support of the Ammonites, who were 
still resisting the Babylonians . • Some Babylonians wereassassiriated 
too, and Ishmael took good care to flee to Ammon,out of harm's 
way. It was natural to expect that Nebuchadrezzar would .exact 
vengeance, and those Judaeans who hl:).drsJippottedGedaliah were 
apprehensive that the Babylonian king'is. anger might fall on them, 
innocent though they were. Accordingly, they fled to Egypt, taking 
with them the aged prophet, Jeremiah, who ' protested· vehemently 
but in vain (chapters 40-43). Thus. the whole Mizpah administration 
collapsed, and it was probably asa consequence of these events that 
Nebuchadrezzar, c. 582 B.C;,exiled yet another groupofJudaeans, 
745 in number (Jeremiah 52:30). Jeremiah seems to have ended his 
days in Egypt. . 

Thus Judah was left in ruins, her population decimated. 37 Many 
of her people were in exile, whether perforce - in Babylonia or 
voluntarily in Egypt and elsewhere, and many others must have died 
amid the horrors of warfare. Large parts of .the Country were 
depopulated, so much so that the. Edomites (themselve$ under 
pressure from Arab tribes) had no difficulty in overrunning much of 

37. The Negeb, in the far south of Judah, seems to have been the· one area to 
escape serious Babylonian reprisals. 

For an estimate of the populationofJudah, and a perspective-on the deportations, 
see R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel: its Life and Institutions (ET London,2 1965), pp. 65ff. 
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southern Judah and taking permanent hold there. The temple was 
destroyed, its long cultic ritual brought to an end. Above all, the 
throne had perished; David's family who had held that throne 
through all the vicissitudes of more than fou,r hundred years, were 
now deprived of royal status. David and Zion were alike ruined. 

The story ofJudah did not of course terminate at this point. The 
exiles would return, Jerusalem and the temple would rise again, the 
Jewish faith would be purged and purified; and far in the future 
another scion of David'sline would be born, King of a realm "not of 
this world" ; But that story must be left for others to tell. 

We seem to be leaving the history of Israel and J udah on a note of 
almost unrelieved gloom. Yet it was precisely at this point of history 
that the ancient biblical author (or authors) of the Books of Kings 
broke off. We cannot imagine that it gave him any pleasure to 
recount the grim detail~ of his country's downfall. What was his 
purpose in writing, then? A careful study of 1 and 2 Kings reveals 
that these books constitute an examination of the causes of the 
decline and fall of God's ancient people. If the future were to mean 
anything, the survivors of 587 B.C. must be able to ascertain and 
analyse those causes, for the lasting benefit of future generations. 
Besides, was there not one obvious lesson to be learned? The history 
of Israel and Judah had revolved around three persoJ!o:te:eli: -
prophet, priest and king. In physical terms, all three had now been 
swept away, although it was true that all three might one day be 
restored. But in spiritual and moral terms, had not the prophet been 
vindicated? The king had been unable to save his kingdom; the 
priest had · become a lackey· of the royal . court, voicing pious plati
tudes instead of the living oracles of God; but the very fall of 
Jerusalem itself had authenticated the true prophetic message, 
silenced the false prophets, and given every intelligent Judaean 

. cause to go back and re-examine the recorded words of the prophets 
of many generations. Thus while we are familiar with the terms 
"Kings" as a title for two Old Testament books, we should not 
overlook the truer prospective of those ancient Jewish rabbis who 
recognised that the books of Joshua, Judges, .Sa:muel · and Kings 
belong collectively in the category "the Prophets". 

We have now outlined the history ofthe Hebrew monarchy, con
centrating attention on the figure of the king and on political events; 
it is now high time we sought a wider perspective, following the 
example of the Old Testament historians themselves. 



Part Two 
The Enemies 



CHAPTER 13 

The Philistines 

W HAT was it that brought about the downfall of the dynasty of 
David? The obvious answer is that it was the might of Babylon; 

it was Nebuchadrezzar, Ghaldaean king of Babylon, who exiled 
Jehoiachin and imprisoned a blinded Zedekiah, far from the ruins of 
their former capital on Mount Zion. It is beyond doubt, then, that 
the J udaean monarchy died through the pressures of an external foe; 
but· it is equally true that the same monarchy was born of the 
pressures of an external foe - for who can doubt that Saul's rise to 
power in Israel was due to the menace posed by the Philistines? And 
yet another enemy, Assyria, brought about the collapse of the 
Northern Kingdom, a century and a half before Jerusalem 
fell .. 

From the purely political aspect, then, the course of Israel's 
history in these centuries was dictated as much by the activities and 
demands of other nations as it was by the internal policies and 
aspirations of the Hebrew kings. It is high time for us to pay more 
detailed and systematic attention to these nations, whose 
relationships with Israel and Judah had such far-reaching effects. 

The first major enemy encountered by the Israelite nation were 
the Philistines. The main wave of Philistines had found their 
"promised land" only a short while after the Israelites had done so. 
The Israelite exodus from Egypt is usually dated in the thirteenth 
cen~ury B.G., perhaps as early as 1275, in the reign of the Egyptian 
king Ramesses 11. A little after 1200 B.G., Pharaoh Ramesses III 
had to confront an invasion from the sea; the invaders, repulsed, 
settled instead on the coast of Palestine, and made their own an area 
which it is convenient to call "Philistia". For convenience, again, 
we may call these people "Philistines" - for this we have good Old 
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Testament precedent - although the term "Sea Peoples" is more 
. accurate. The total picture is somewhat blurred; there were several 
different ethnic groups involved, and some of them had arrived on 
the Levant coasts at least a century before 1200 B.C. They were to 
befound further north in Palestine, too. Where they originated from 
isa matter of uncertainty and debate, I but the gen~ral Aegean area 
seems . likely enough. A small but perhaps significant link with the 
Aegean may be seen in the Philistine designation for their kings, 
seranim (the singular would be seren) , which appears to be the 
equivalent of the Greek term tyrannoi, "tyrants". The dominant 
ethnic group, before long, wasthe Peleset, from which we derive, 
via Hebrew, the familiar word "Philistine". This group came from 
Caphtor, according to Jeremiah 47:4 and Amos 9:7; and Caphtor 
was the name for Crete. (The parallel term Kerethites (Cherethites) 
seems. to link up more directly with our word "Crete"; cf. Ezekiel 
25:16.) 

At first these "Sea Peoples" mastered much of the Levant coast, 
and dominated the older population (the civilization familiar to us as 
the "Amorites" or "Canaanites"inthe Old Testament books); but 
it was the strictly Philistine area, from J oppa southwards, where 
they settled most . strongly . and permanently, and which Was most 
intimately concerned with the history of Israel. In this area there 
were five major cities, Ashdod, Ashkelon and Gaza onor very near 
the coast,and Ekron and Gath further inland. The rulers of these 
cities were independent of each other, but yet they co-operated well; 
we see in 1 Samuel 29:3-7 how the king of Gathwas overruled by his 
fellow-rulers and was content.t~_,"abide by their decision. There were 
other cities in Philistia (Joppa,- for one), but evidently they were 
controlled by the pentapolis listed above. . 

In the two centuries prior to 1200 B. C., the whole of Palestine and 
Syria had been overrun by avariety of "outsiders", Aramaeans, 
Israelites, Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites, in addition to the 
sea-invaders. The Canaanites, the earlier inhabitants, were by no 
means wiped out; they retained a considerable number of cities, and 
in the northwest section of the land they were presently able to 
reassert their ascendancy, in the region we term Phoenicia (roughly 
equivalent to the modern Lebanon) .. The north east se.ctionbecame 
Aramaean territory; and the southernhalf ofthe country, west ofthe 
Jordan, was shared between Philistines, on the coastal plain, and the 
rather loosely-knit confederation of Israelite tribes inland. It was 
therefore almost inevitable that there should ultimately bea measure 
of conflict between the Philistines and the Israelites; but it took time 
for the hostilities to develop. Both peoples were fully occupied in 
consolidating their new territorial possessions, till 11 00 B. C. at least. 

1. Sec T. C. Mitchell in AOTS, pp. 410f., for details. 
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In the struggle with Israel, we see the Philistines endeavouring to 
expand eastwards, up into the hill country; but there can be no 
dOl!,bt .thattheysought expansion westwards too, in maritime trade'. 

'A~ interesting tale~~lating totheear1yeleve~th .cent1.lry comes 
from Egy.pt, ,but . thr0r'~ ,soIllelight onthePhilistinesatthisperiod .• It 
istn.estory , ofWen·J\Ill\lJ:l,2~nEgy.ptian, •• priestwhow~s .,. entrusted 
widrthe .... tasl~ofsailing,·~9~yblos(theOldTestamentGebal) 'on the 
PhoeniciaIlcoasttopllrchase , timber. He putinJirst ' at Dor, a , few 
milessouthofth,e ,mode,rn Haifa; ' Dor' lay on a stretch , of, the coast 
which hadobeenoccupic;:d by the Tjekker;agroup of the Sea .Peoples 
who had arrived in Palestine at the same time as the Philistines . 

. While . the ship was in, ,harb,?ur ,aseamail absconded with' Wen
Amun's ,rnoney. , Wen-~InUIi reported ,the ,theft to the king ·ofDor; 
eXPectinghimto enfor~flaw and order, and take steps to apprehend 
the , thief; but the ." tr#~tIllent he received was socas\laL and 
unconcerned that at la~~;in ' exasperation, he sailed further north 
andi seized and looted a boat belonging to the Tjekker. In con
sequence, the Tjekkersent eleven ships to pursue him. Evidently , 
Wen-Amun escaped, buttb,e text breaks off, and we do not know the 
details. 

This story confirms the,,~xtentof "Philistine" domination at this 
time, and shows how cOl1terpptuousthey collld be of other people's 
interests and rights. It '>, illso demonstrates something ,: of their 
maritime prowess, Clear1Y 1:~he Philistines and their associates were 
unchallenged on the coastal"elains;andthe story. ofSaul'revealshow 
easily they could moveint()/:thePlain of Jezreel, too; By now they 
were encircling muchofJsra.el,forthey ,.' had ,' also expanded to the 
south east of Philistia,into,itheNegeb(asis blear from the, Philistine 
pottery found abundantly in the Negeb). ' >.> 

Their monopoly of iron weappnsand their thorough ' acquaintance 
with military techniques permitted >them to make the attempt to 
conquer the hill-country , .that is to say ,the tribal areas of west 
Manasseh,Ephraim, Dan, BeIljamin,Judah and Simeon. Dan was 
a major victim; the Samson narratives illustrate the pressures to 
which the Danites were subjected. West Judah also suffered from 
their inroads. After the /disastrous battle ' ofAphek, the Israelites 
found themselves subjec;tt()thePhilistines, who placed "garrisons at 
strategic points in the hill-country. , The Philistine succ;esses were due 
to their advantages in the way of military weapons and skills, not to 
their numerical superiority. On thecoritrary, in their own area 
many of the indigenousCaIlaariite population had survived; though 
theY. were subservient to ',th,e.irrule .. TheJact that David and his men 
could serve as mercenades:for . .AchishofGath in itself illustrates,the 
relative ' lack , of Philistine,'~lan~power. 

2. Cf. ANET, pp. 25-29. 
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Saul's victories over the Philistines were partial and inconclusive, 
and his reign ended with the inglorious debacle at Gilboa; neverthe
less, Saul's achievements were sufficient to prove to the Israelites 
that, if united and given adequate generalship, they could defeat the 
Philistines.It was David who provided both; and in a generation the 
Philistineswere crushed, never to prove a major power in the area 
again. According to 1 Chronicles 18: 1 he even took the city ofGath; 
but if sol he must soon have restored the city to the Philistines, 
since Achish was still king there early in Solomon's reign (cf. 1 
Kings 2:39), though perhaps with merely vassal status. David 
respected the Philistines' fighting abilities sufficiently to take his 
personal bodyguard from their numbers; Gittites(i.e. men of Gath) 
are mentioned among his personal troops in 2 Samuel 15: 18. 
David's success meant that the Philistines· were from now on 
confined to Philistia proper; and even there they were tributary to 
him. 

But in a sense, the Philistines were conquered by the Canaanites 
as much as by the . soldiers . of Israel. It may· well be that the true 
Philistine element in Philistia was decimated in the heavy military 
defeats they suffered, with the result that the Camianites there once 
again rose to the surface. However, even before David's victor~es the 
process had begun. As early as Samson's time, the chief god 
worshipped by the Philistines in Gaza was Dagon Oudges 16:23); in 
Samuel's time, the same god was revered at Ashdod(l Sarnuel 
5: H.); but Dagon is the name of an ancient Canaanite deity. True, 
the Philistines may have recognised that the indigenous Dagon had 
the same. character .1nd attributes as some deity of their own, and so 
equated the two deiti~s,. thUS. enabling their Canaanitesubjects to 
worship at the same shrine's as themselves. The fact remains, how
ever, that we do not know the name of a single Philistine deity; 
Ashtoreth at Beth-shan (1 Samuel 31: 10) and Baal-zebub of Ekron 
(2 Kings 1:2) were also Canaanitedeities. 

In other respects too, the Philistines adapted themselves rapidly to 
Canaanite ways. Their own language gave way to Canaanite;4 their 
own distinctive culture and distinctive artifacts (such as· pottery) 
gradually disappeared; and politically they fell into the independent 
city-state . pattern so typical ofthe Canaanites. In future their five 
cities did not show the cohesion and common policies which had 
made the Philistines such a force to be reckoned with. It is not 
without good reason that in the Bible the distinctive term serdnim 

3. The paraIlelpassage in 2 SamueI8: L does not mention Gath, a fact which 
raises textual and historical problems. See J. Mauchline, 1 and 2 Samuel (NeB. 
London, 1971), ad lac. One possibility is that the reference is to a different Gath. 

4. The statement in Nehemiah 13:23f. about "the language of Ashdod" as late 
as the fifth century must refer to a local Canaanite dialect, as would certainly be the 
case with Ammon and Moab. . 



THE PHILISTINES · - 139 

("lords") gives way to the ordinary Canaanite word melakim 
(' 'kings' '). 

The rest of Philistine history, therefore, can only be told in terms 
ofthe individual cities and .their fluctuating fortunes, or of general 
political influences over the area. lsrael'sdominating .influence 
began to ebb towarqs.the end of Solomon's reign,to be. replaced by 
Egyptian . interest. The campaign of Shishakin Rehoboam~sfifth 
year was able to use Gaza, the most southerly Philistine city, asits 
starting-point. But the Egyptians soon lost their interest in Palestine. 
Border fighting, sometimes on a fairly big scale, occupied Philistine 
and Israelite (i.e. the Northern Kingdom) troops Jor halfacelltury 
(cf. 1 Kings 15:27; 16:J5ff.). JehoshaphatofJudah(873-848)was 
then able to reimpose Judaean suzerainty over the Philistines, and 
take tribute from them (2 Chronicles 17:11). In the reign ofJehoram 
ofJudah, itwasJudah's turn to suffer; but the mostthePhilistines 
could achieve consisted · of plundering incursions · (2 Chronicles 
21:16f.} The major power in the Palestinian area at the end ofthis 
ninth centurywas -the Aramaean kingdom of Damascus, which 
dominated the affairs of bothIsraelandJ udah during this period; 
Philistia was at a greater distance from Damascus and suffered less, 
but at ()ne point the Syrian king Hazael did seize thedty of Gath (2 
Kings 12:17). 

By now, however, the Assyrians were poised for the control of 
:pale!!tine, and before the ninth century ended Assyrian .records were 
making their first mentioIlof:philistia, Adad-nirari III relates that in 
his fifth year (c. 806) ~e ." gave the word for the.vast army of As syria 
to march to the landofPhilistia" /The greatkipg was satisfied· with 
tribute however. 

In the first half of the_ eighth century, a quiescent Assyria allowed 
the twin Hebrew kingdoms to recover lost ground and to enjoy 
almost a second goldeIl :~ge. King Uzziah ofJudah profitedby ·this 
situationtoattackPhilistiayet again; the citiesof Gathand Ashdod 
were among those he sacked .-(2Chronicles 26:6) . . -No doubt the 
Judaean settlements Uzziahplanted inthe neighbourhood of Ash
dod did not l()ng survive, onceJudah'spower declined again. A new 
Philistine town seems to have sprung up at Gath, but Gath was in 
fact doomed; at the end of theceIltury the Assyrian kingSargon 11 
attacked it again (715 B. C.). Even before that, the prophet Amos 
could ignore its very existence, when he .ptonounced doom on the 
other fourleading cities ofPhili~tia (Amos.1: 6ff.). 

These other four cities survived, but now that the day of the big 
empires' control of. Palestine h~d arrived, they had no chance of 
independence. They fought against the inevitable; none the-less, in 
common with other states round about. We can see how divided 

5. DOTT, p. 5L I~Akkadian,the name Philistia appear~ as "Palashtu". 
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among themselves the Philistines were by this date, in the complex 
of events culminating in Sennacherib's invasion in 701 B.C. Oftheir 
five major cities, Ashdod refused to act against Assyria -Senna
cherib's predecessor, Sargon, had taken Ashdod by storm eleven 

. years earlier (cf. Isaiah 20:1), and she had learned her lesson. The 
king of Ekron, who was called Padi, also remained loyal to Assyria, 
but his leading citizens had other ideas, and placing Padi in the 
custody of Judah's king Hezekiah, they committed their city to the 
revolt. Gaza, it seems, also declined to join the revolt, and suffered· 
invasion by Hezekiah in consequence (2 Kings 18:8). But the fourth 
city, Ashkelon, under its king Sidqa, wholeheartedly supported 
Hezekiah's rebellion.· The Assyrian king crushed the revolt, 
punished the rebels, and rewarded those who had remained loyal: 
Padi not only recovered the throne of Ekron, but a slice of Judaean 
territory as a bonus; Ashdod, too, had its territory enlarged at the 
expense ofJudah. 

As the seventh century proceeded, the Philistine cities meekly 
accepted Assyrian domination; they could do little else, in view of 
the powerful Assyrian presence, occasioned by the invasions of 
Egypt by Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal. But as Assyrian power 
declined, other pressures exerted themselves on the area. One 
particular disaster of uncertain date (perhaps about 610 B. C. ) 
suffered by Ashkelon is related by the Greek historian Herodotus. 6 

One of the causes of the Assyrian decline was the inroads of nomad 
horsemen from the Russian steppes, notably the Scythians, who on 
occasion swept fiercely down the Palestine coast,only tobe repulsed 
on the Egyptian frontier; as they returned northwards, they 
plundered the temple ofAstarte in Ashkelon. 7 

For a few years, Egypt was the dominating force in Philistia, as 
her armies marched through it year after year to support Assyria in 
its death-throes and to defy Babylon. Gaza apparently tried to 
withstand Pharaoh Necho at about the same time thatJosiah tried to 
do the same at Megiddo (609 B.C.); Jeremiah 47:1 mentions 
"Pharaoh's harrying of Gaza" '. Nevertheless, in the next few years 
the Philistine cities resisted the Babylonian armies to the best of their 
ability, aided and abetted by the Egyptians. A letter of the time 
(discovered in Egypt in 1942) from a Palestinian king, urgently 
requesting Egyptian military assistance against Babylon, is often 
thought to have come from Ashkelon. 8 

It was N ebuchadrezzar who virtually wiped out Philistia as a 
distinct political entity. For many years the Philistines had become 

6. Herodotus i. 105. 
7. It is not certain, however, how accurate Herodotus' information was. The 

Scythians appear in the Old Testament as "Ashkenaz" (e;g. Genesis 10:3; 
Jeremiah 51 :27). 

8. DOTT, pp. 251-255. 
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more and more indistinguishable from their Phoen~cian neighbours 
to the north, and Nebuchadrezzar's deportation policy, put into 
effect after his devastating conquest of Philistia in 604 B. C., put paid 
to the last vestiges of anything distinctively Philistine. The cities 
themselves remained, of course; Gaza and Azotus (= Ashdod) are 
mentioned in the New Testament, and some of the ancient names, 
especially Gaza, are still functioning today. 

What legacy did these folk leave to posterity? Archaeologists have 
unearthed some of their material remains; but their distinctive 
pottery and their intriguing "anthropoid" coffins~ (see plate 10 
facing p. 177), they themselves abandoned after their heyday. A few 
Philistine words have survived, through the medium of the Hebrew 
Bible. Three Hebrew words are commonly credited to the Philistine 
language, namely seren ("lord" or "tyrant"), kobha ( or qobha ( 
("helmet"), and argaz ("box"). All three survive in modern 
Hebrew, although the first two have changed meaning - seren now 
denotes an army captain, and today kobha ( is the ordinary word for a 
hat. 

Their most notable linguistic legacy is the name "Palestine", 
wh~ch is still a very convenient term, even though it no longer 
describes a political entity. The ancient Greeks in due course made 
the name Palaistine, i.e. "Philistine", do service for the whole 
country, in much the same way that in . Britain we often call the 
Netherlands "Holland", a term which strictly should apply only to 
two coastal provinces of the country. The Greek term was given 
fresh currency by the Romans after the second Jewish revolt (A. D. 
132-5), when they decided to abolish the term Judaea once and for 
all. The seventh century Muslim conquest later brought the term 
into ordinary Arabic usage. 

Their most significant legacy, however, was their effect upon 
Israel. By the very fact of the challenge they threw out, they 
transformed the structure of Israel from a loose tribal federation to a 
unified kingdom. A less powerful enemy could have been dealt with 
by a single Israelite tribe, or posslbly by a temporary alliance of two 
or . three tribes, as happened often enough during the period of the 
Judges. On the other hand, a more powerful enemy, like the 
Assyrians two or three centuries later, would have steam-rollered 
over the Israelites, and a political unification of Israel could never 
have taken place. 

The Philistine challenge, then, made Israel what it became under 
Saul, and more particularly under David, who may be said to have 
learned a great deal from the Philistines. They showed that there 
was a power vacuum in the area; it was David who proved the man 

9 . See illustration in ANEP, fig. 641. 
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to fIll it, using military tactics learned from the Philistines . Thus in a 
sense they made David what he was, and thus they stand behind the 
Davidic dynasty, and the Messianic ideal, with all its consequences 
for J udaism and Christianity. 10 . 

10. F9r further information about the Philistines, see K . A. Kitchen in POTT, 
chapter 3. 



CHAPTER 14 

Transjordan and Amalek 

ALTHOUGH it was undoubtedly Philistine pressure which brought 
about the unification of the Israelite tribes under Saul, the first 

military campaign of the monarchy, as recorded in 1 Samuel, was 
not after all with the major foe to the west but with the much smaller 
nation of Ammon, across the Jordan. During the monarchy, the 
northern part of what we can conveniently call Transjordan was 
peopled by Israelites; but south and south-east of the Israelite area 
(Gilead)lay the three small nations of Ammon, Moab and Edom.· 
Their relationship with the Israelites was one of friction when it was 
not outright hostility, even though all were closely related and 
appear to have spoken the same language, or rather, slightly varying 
dialects ofthe same language. 2 

The Book of Genesis sets the scene for this relationship . Genesis 
19 depicts the origins of Moab and Ammon as distinctly sordid; and 
Genesis 36:1, which equates Edom with Esau, indicates that the 
tension between Jacob and Esau was symptomatic of the whole 
relationship between their respective progeny. Such passages in 
Genesis also acknowledge the fact that these three Transjordanian 
peoples were, unlike the Philistines, close relatives of the tribes of 
Israel, and of course each other. We may also glean from Genesis 
. that the three groups were semi-nomadic at first. 

By the thirteenth century B.C., Moab and Edom had established 
themselves strongly athwart the major trade route known as the 

1. See the map in C. M. Jones, Old Testament Illustrations (Cambridge, 1971), p. 
14. 

2. Probably an Edomite would have understood an Israelite as readily as a 
Scotsman can understand a Y orkshireman today. 
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King's Highway;3 Ammon took longer to abandon semi-nomadism, 
but all three kingdoms presented something of a barrier to the 
Israelite tribes as they sought to enter Transjordan via the King's 
Highway. Moses avoided causing them any offence by taking a 
circuitous route to avoid Edomite and Moabite territory, and then 
marching between the Moabite and Ammonite lands, en route 
defeating the king of Heshbon, Sihon by name (Numbers 20f.). 
Sihon was an Amorite, who had previously attacked Moab, so the 
Moabites must have welcomed the Israelites' action. It was the tribe 
of Reuben which came to occupy this region, and thus separated the 
Ammonites from the Moabites. The latter, however, who had 
earlier forfeited some of this territory toSihon, lost no opportunities . 
to inflltrate and overrun Reubenite lands; the Moabite boundary 
should have been the Arnon River (which runs Wf;st into the Dead 
Sea). This conflict came to a head when a Moabite king named 
Eglon was able to conquer Reuben, cross the Jordan, and make 
himself master of the Jericho area in Benjaminite territory; Ehud 
was the "judge" who drove the Moabites back across the Jordan 
Oudges 3:12-30). The Ammonites had supported the Moabites in 
this campaign, and in spite of Ehud's victories, the position of 
Reuben remained far from happy or secure, with hostile neighbours 
to the south and east. Later it was the Ammonites' turn to take the 
initiative against the Israelites in Transjordan; J ephthah was the 
Israelites' leader and deliverer on this occasion 0 udges 11). 

A period of peace followed, in which it was evidently safe and 
even advantageous for a J udaean family to migrate to Moab (Ruth 
1: 1); the consequence wa~ that King David' s great-grandmother 
was a Moabite woman. No doubt there was a good deal of 
friendliness between ordinary citizens of the Israelite · tribes and 
Moab and Ammon; otherwise there would have been little 
temptation for Israelites to start worshipping Moabite and 
Ammonite deities (cf. Judges 10:6). It is difficult to be sure how to 
interpret the fact that during the conflict between Saul and David, 
the latter's family took refuge with the Moabite kint (1 Samuel 
22:3f.). It may be that David's family had always remained on good 
terms with the Moabites; alter:p.atively, we may view the Moabite 
king's action as intended to be hostile to Israel, since David was a 
thorn in the side ofIsrael's king. It is not unlikely that. the Ammonite 
king Nahash befriended David at the same time (cf. 2 Samuel 
10: H.), and in his case there was no reason why he should show 
favour to David except hostility to Saul. 

There was every reason for N ahash to be hostile to Saul. Some ' 
time before David came on the scene, Nahash had endeavoured to 

3. For a discussion of the uncertainties of the early history of Moab and Edom, 
and for further general information, see J. R. Bartlett in PO TT, Chapter 10. 
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make himself master of the Israelite territory to the north west, and 
had attacked and besieged the city of J abesh-gilead. This Ammonite 
attack happened to coincide with Israel's half-hearted decision to 
adopt a monarchic constitution; and so it came about that the first 
enemy of the Israelite monarchy was Ammon. Saul, who had 
become king only a few weeks earlier, rose to the occasion nobly and 
inflicted a heavy defeat on Nahash's army. Ifwe can credit Philistine 
pressures with leading Israel into a monarchy, we can in turn credit 
the Ammonites with supplying Saul with the opportunity to prove 
himself an effective king. His victory in Transjordan brought all 
Israel behind him (1 Samuel 11). 

No details are given of his further campaigns · against the Trans~ 
jordanian kingdoms, but 1 Samuel 14:47 records that Saul inflicted 
defeats on Ammon, Moab and Edom alike. These campaigns were 
intended to secure Israel's frontiers, insofar as they were not 
defensive measures. Thus Edom, which had played little part in 
Israel's history during the period of the Judges, will have met Saul's 
armies in battle on the southern border ofJudah, near the south west 
end of the Dead Sea; it is clear that Saul did not march right through 
Moabite territory in order to attack the Edomites. 

It · was David who turned defence into · attack. What series of 
inciderits precipitated his wars with Moab and Edom we have no 
way of knowing, but it seems clear that the Ammonites chose to pick 
a foolish quarrel with David. 4 No doubt both Moab and Ammon felt 
much less friendly towards . David once he became king of a united 
and potentially powerful Israel. At any rate, the upshot was that in 
spite of such · alliances as they could form, the three Transjordanian 
kingdoms were conquered by David, . with a ' great deal of blood
shed.The Moabite ruler seems to have ~emained king, but as a mere 
tributary vassal of David. The Edomite royal house was all · but 
exterminated; a lone survivor fled to Egypt. Edom had an Israelite 
governor appointed over it; but Ammon may well have had as its 
governor an Ammonite appointed by David. It is interesting to note 
that when David fled to Transjordan during Absalom's revolt one of 
his wealthy friends and benefactors there was Shobi, a brother of the 
defeated Ammonite king (2 Samuel 17:27). Quite conceivably Shobi 
was governor of Am.mon. 

The united monarchy of Israel had little difficulty in controlling 
Ammon and Moab, but Solomon ~vidently experienced some dif
ficulty in maintaining his grip on Edom. The prince who had 
escaped to Egypt, Hadad · by name, decided that he could safely 
return to Edom early in Solomon's reign, and he did so. · "He 
maintained a strangle-hold on Israel and became king of Edom" (1 
Kings 1l:25). It seems likely, however, that his "rule" was purely 

4. 2 Samuel 10:1-5. See above, p. 46. 
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nominal, and that a constant guerrilla compaign was all that he could 
achieve against Solomon. By contrast, Ammon probably endured 
Israelite suzerainty without too much concern, since her trading was 
healthy and rewarding. Solomon contracted diplomatic marriages 
with all three kingdoms, in an effort to keep the situation stable (1 
Kings 11:1). 

The situation changed dramatically on Solomon's death, when 
Israel broke into two halves. The Southern Kingdom, Judah, 
retained its hold on Edom, apparently, for more than half a century 
later a deputy of King Jehoshaphat ruled there. Ammon and Moab, 
on the other hand, which came now within the orbit of the Northern 
Kingdom, in due course took the opportunity to break free, 
apparently without any serious attempt by Jeroboam or his suc
cessors to hinder their defection. Omri was the king of Israel who 
imposed control over Moab once again. Ammon remained inde
pendent, and joined in the coalition headed by Israel and Damascus 
which confronted the Assyrian army at Qarqar, in 853 B.C. The 
king of Ammon, Ba'asa by name, sent a contingent of troops, 
Shalmaneser III records. 5 

Moab and Edom were not long in following Ammon's lead. The 
king of Moab who gained independence for his country was Mesha, 
whose rebellion is discussed in 2 Kings 3. This same Mesha left his 
own document recording the course of events - the so-called 
Moabite Stone,6 discovered in 1868 in the ruins of the ancient 
Moabite city of Dibon. From this it appears that Israelites of the 
tribe of Gad had occupied the territory, formerly in Reuben's 
possession, which separated Moab from Ammon. Moab had always 
begrudged Israel's holding-sin this region, and Mesha now deter
mined not only to free his country from Israelite control but also to 
add to his realm this disputed territory; after a struggle he achieved 
both objectives. The strategy of the Israelite king Jehoram was 
clearly to surprise Mesha by attacking him where he least expected it 
- i.e. from the south, advancing via Judaean and Edomite country 
- but the ploy, though it came within an inch of success, failed to 
bring Mesha to heel. Moab's border was therefore now located 
considerably further north than had hitherto been the case. 7 The 
joint Moabite, Ammonite and Edomite attempt at reprisals against 
J udah was however unsuccessful. 8 

Edom's moves towards independence seem to have been more 
gradual. The J udaean governors of earlier days had before this cam
paign been replaced by an Edomiteking, presumably a vassal of 

5. Cf. DO TT, p. 47. 
6. See DO TT, pp. 195-198 for translation, notes and a photograph of the 

inscription. 
7. See MEA, map 131. 
8. See 'above, p. 78. 
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Jehoshaphat (cf. 2 Kings 3:9); the next king ofJudah was unable to 
maintain Judaean control, · and the Edomite king became inde
pendent (2 Kings 8: 16, 20) . 

. In the first half of the eighth century, both Israel and J udah grew 
relatively strong again, after the collapse of the Aramaean kingdom 
of Damascus (which may well have been dominating Ammon and 
Moab as well as Israel).9 The result was that all three Transjordanian 
kingdoms were brought to heel once again. Amaziah ofJudah re con
que red Edom, and his son Uzziah probably asserted control or 
partial control over the Ammonites and Moabites. By now Moab 
was in decline, partly due to Ammonite encroachment, it would 
appear. The power of Judah proved ephemeral, of course, anci 
though immediately after Uzziah's death Ammon tried unsuccess
fully to break free again (2 Chronicles 27:5), before long it was 
Assyria, not Judah, which was imposing its control upon Trans
jordan. Tiglath-piIeser III (745-727) was the first king of Assyria to 
make the Transjordanian kings his vassals. They were unwilling 
vassals, naturally, and Assyrian records mention occasional revolts 
by them. Edom and Moab are explicitly mentioned along with 
Judah and Philistia as would-be rebels against Sargon 11 in 711 
B.C.1O 

Of the three kingdoms, Ammon was the most prosperous under 
Assyrian rule; the Assyrians evidently permitted the Ammonites to 
make good use of their advantageous position on the trade-routes. 
But Ammon's decline was not long delayed; she proved as resolutely 
unwilling as Judah to permit the Babylonians to replace the 
Assyrians as the masters of the whole area, and showed the same 
folly in defying N ebuchadrezzar. At the same time as J ehoiakim' s 
revolt, to be sure, Ammon remained loyal to Nebuchadrezzar, and 
sent detachments of troops to assist the Babylonians against J udah, 
as did also the Moabites (2 Kings 24:2). But at the "pan-Palestinian 
congress" of 594 B.C.,1l Ammon, Moab and Edom were all 
represented, and from . then on Ammon's hostility to Babylon 
became entrenched. After the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 B.C., 
many Judaeans fled to Transjordan, and one nobleman of Judah, 
Ishmael by name, conspired with the Ammonite king Baalis to 
assassinate the J udaean governor, Gedaliah, whom the Babylonians 
had appointed over Judah Oeremiah 40: 13-41 :2). 

Josephus12 reports that the Babylonians in due course took 
punitive measures against Ammon, and archaeological investigation 
has revealed that the territories of the three Transjordanian 

9. Cf. 2 Kings 10:32f. (The city of Aroer was by now in Moabite territory.) 
10. Cf. ANET, p . 287 . 
11. See above, p. 128. 
12. Ant. x, 9, 7. 
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kingdoms became significantly depopulated during the sixth,century 
B. C., the vacuum being fIlled by wandering Arab tribes (who had in 
fact been putting considerable pressures on the settled population for 
some time past). One specific result of the Arab pressures was the 
displacement of the Edomites, who moved steadily westwards and 
northwards, occupying territory in the south of Judah. A compari
son of a map of New Testament Palestine with a map of Old 
Testament Palestine will show how the Edomites had moved.13 

It was no doubt an early assault on Moab by Arab tribesmen 
which led to the disasters depicted in Isaiah chapters 15 and 16. This 
passage is unusual among the prophetic oracles concerning foreign 
nations for its sympathetic tone: "My heart cries out for Moab" , 
exclaimed the prophet (15:5). In general, the prophets felt that the 
misfortunes of the Transjordanian kingdoms were well deserved. 
Amos, for instance, attacked Ammon in these terms: "For crime 
after crime of the Ammonites I will grant them no reprieve, because 
in their greed for land they invaded the ploughlands of Gilead" 
(Amos 1:13). It is interesting that his denunciation of Moab, onthe 
other hand, is based on Moabite injustices towards the king of its 
neighbour Edom (cf. 2: 1), not on its dealings with J udah or Israel. 

The Edomite encroachment upon south Judah was particularly 
resented; even if'the Edomites were themselves under pressure, they 
showed unwarranted and unbrotherly harshness in their callous 
appropriation of Judaean lands at a time when Judah was reeling 
from the Babylonian onslaught. The exilic Psalm 137, recalling how 
"By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept", invokes the Lord 
to "remember ... against the people of Edom the day of 
Jerusalem's fall, when they said, 'Down with it, down with it, down 
to its very foundations!' ". Similarly Ezekiel 35: 5 accuses the 
Edomites thus: "You have maintained an immemorial feud and 
handed over Israelites to the sword in the hour of their doom, at the 
hour of their final punishment". And the whole of the little Book of 
Obadiah constitutes a vigorous denunciation of Edom. 

We need not trace the history of these Transjordanian kingdoms 
further. The area became more and more Arab in, character as time 
passed, though the ancient names of Ammon, Moab and Edom per
sisted into early Christian centuries. Indeed, the name Ammon still 
persists, in the form Amman, the capital of the Hashemite kingdom 
of Jordan. This city's full name in Old Testament times was 
Rabbath-beney-Ammon, i.e. "Rabbah of the Ammonites". 
Rabbah was the Ammonites' capital and only major town. David's 
men were able to capture it only after a siege which lasted a period of 
at least some months; it was during the siege of Rabbah that David 

13. The New Testament Greek name for "Edam" is Idumaea; Herod the Ureat 
was an Idumaean. 
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committed adultery with Bathsheba, and her husband Uriah's death 
occurred outside the city walls (cf. 2 Samuel 11). 

The Old Testament testifies to some of the chief pursuits and 
interests of the Transjordanian kingdoms. Moab, 2 Kings 3:4 
indicates, gained its main wealth from sheep - the geography and 
climate still make sheep-farming very common in this region, which 
(:onsists mainly of a high plateau (to the east), with a steep descent to 
the more fertile eastern shores of the Dead Sea. Its northern bound
ary was the gorge of the River Arnon, its southern boundary the 
Brook Zered. Its chief towns were Kir-hareseth (Kir-Moab) and 
Dibon, north of the Arnon, after Mesha's ninth century conquest of 
that district. . 

Moab's southern neighbour, Edom, was famed for its pursuit of 
wisdom, on which it prided itself. Wisdom was an international 
pursuit, and Edom's geographical position gave it ready contact 
with various countries - Egypt, North Arabia, Canaan, Syria and 
also Mesopotamia. It seems likely that Job's three "comforters" 
were wise men of Edom; Eliphaz, at least, came from Teman, one of 
the chief towns of Edom. The arrogant dogmatism of Job 's friends 
seems to have typified Edomite wisdom, if we may judge by the chal
lenge uttered by Jeremiah, as he predicted disaster for Edom: "The 
LORD of hosts has said: Is wisdom no longer to be found in Teman? 
Have her sages no skill in counsel? Has their wisdom decayed?" 
Qeremiah 49:7). Obadiah referred to their "proud, insolent heart", 
as he prophesied the destruction of all their sages and their wisdom 
(Obadiah 3,8). 

Edom's chief towns wereSela and Teman (both near Petra), and 
Boztah further north. Her territory ceJ;ltred in the Arabah - the 
valley which lies between the Dead Sei and the Gulf of Aqaba -
and it was here that the chief source of her wealth lay, in the copper 
that was mined and exported. At times both Edom and Ammon 
were richer than Judah, as can be judged from the relative size of 
tribute imposed on them by the Assyrians. 

Religion of Edom and Moab 

We are not well informed about the religion of ancient Edom; the 
Old Testament indicates that the chief deity of Ammon was na~ed 
Milcom (cf. 1 Kings 11:5) and the .state deity of Moab Chemosh (cf. 
1 Kings 11:7), but there is no such information for Edom. Other 
SOUI:ces, however, give the name Qaus as Edom's chief god . None of 
these three kingdoms was monotheistic, and the evidence is clear 
that all three worshipped a similar pantheon which included deities 
drawn from the North Arabian and also Canaanite cultic systems. 
The ubiquitous Canaanite Baal, for instance, was worshipped in 
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both Ammon and Moab; while the name of the lone survivor of the 
Edomite royal family in David's time, Hadad, tells its own tale--. 
that Baalwas worshipped in Edom too, but under his other name 
Hadad. Some description ofCanaanite religious belief and practiCe 
is .. given .elsewhere · in this book;14 'but ·the further question arises 
whether we can identify any of the Transjordanian state deities with 
any deities worshipped .elsewhere. Possibly the Edomite Qaus (if not 
an Arabian deity) was yet another name for the storm..;god Baal or 
Hadad; and a good case can b~made for thinking that the Ammon
ite Milcom was simply the MoabiteChemosh under another name, 
and that both are to be equated with the Molech worshipped just 
outside Jerusalem. 15 It is 'possible, on the other hand, that the 
Moabite Chemosh, at least, was the same god as Baal once again. 

Something of the Moabites' own conception of their faith can be 
gauged from a study of the Mesha Stele - a document unique of its 
kind. The Stele reveals both the · degree of similarity and ' dis
similarity between the faith of Moab and that of Israel and J udah. 
The Moabite king who authorized the inscription believed that 
Moab's political troubles had been due to his god's anger; in other 
words, his philosophy of history was ' closely akin to that of the Old 
Testament writers. On the other hand, the wrath of Chemosh, 
unlike that of Yahweh in the Old Testament, has no moral or 
religious quality about it" .16 The harsh Moabite god changed his 
mind, King Mesha believed, because of the fact that the crown
prince was put to death as a sacrifice, or so we may judge from 2 
Kings 3:27. Such a practice and such a concept are far removed 
from the biblical understanding of what would gratify Yahweh. 

The Amalekites 

Very close kin to the Edomites were ' the Amalekites (cf. Genesis 
36:12, 16), who were a foe confronted by both Saul and David. 
Unlike the Edomites, however, they were nomads, and the various 
biblical references to them show how mobile they were. Inthe main 
theyroamed in the desert and semi-desert areas south and south-east 
of Palestine, and it was here, therefore, that most of their recorded 
clashes with Israel took place, from the time of Moses onwards (cf. 
Exodus 17: Sf.). They gained much of their livelihood ' from raiding 
(in the immemorial nomadic fashion), and this feature made them 
the inveterate and feared enemies of settled ' populations; thus in 
Saul ' sreign the Philistines and the Judaeans were united in their 

14. Cf. chapter 20. 
15. See below, p. 205. , 
16. T.C. Vriezen, The Reiigionl!fAncient Israel (ET London , 1967); pp. 62f. 
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hostility to the Amalekites, a situation from which David was able to 
profit (Cf. 1 Samuel 27:7ff.). 

No doubt the weak and disunited character of Israel during the 
later period of the Judges permitted and encouraged Amalekto prey 
systematically on the southern tribes of Israel; at any rate, they 
established a settled headquarters somewhere to the south ofJudah, 
and they were sufficiently organized to have a king. They posed a 
sufficient threat to oblige Saul to embark on a full-scale and far
reaching campaign against them. It was a very successful campaign, 
too, and theAmalekite king Agag, was captured (1 Samuel 15). 

David inflicted further defeats .on them, after they had recovered 
sufficiently to start a fresh series of impudent raids on south Judah. 
It would seem that between them Saul and David decimated the 
Amalekites, and effectively . prevented their raids on Israelite 
territory. We hear very little more of them; a mere five hundred 
Simeonites wiped out the last remnant of them in Hezekiah's reign, 
c. 700 B.C. (cf. 1 Chronicles 4:42f.). 



CHAPTER 15 

Syria 

A NOTHER early and persistent enemy of the Israelite monarchy 
occupied the regions to the north east of Palestine, in other 

words the country we know as Syria, in Hebrew" Aram" . 1 Modern 
Syria is a political unity, but in Old Testament times the Aramaeans 
were divided into a number of kingdoms; of these kingdoms the 
nearest neighbour to Israel at most periods was the kingdom of 
Damascus, and when the Old Testament refers to Syrians without 
further description, the inhabitants of this territory are usually 
intended. 

The Israelites and the Aramaeans became masters of their 
respective areas at roughlyihesame time, though both peoples could 
lay claim to ancestors in these same regions in the preceding 
centuries. The name "Aramu" appears in Akkadian records as 
early as 2000 B. G.; no doubt Aramaeans gradually infiltrated. the 
more fertile lands north of the Syrian desert (probably their original 
home) throughout the second millennium B.G., till by 1000 B.G. 
they were the dominant element in the population of Syria. In 
Genesis, the name Aram first appears as a son of Shem (10:22), and 
then as a descendant of Abraham's brother Nahor (22:21). Un
doubtedly the patriarchs of Genesis were very close kin to the 
Aramaeans of their day; Jacob's wives were Aramaeans, and at a 
later date Israelites recognised that they could appropriately call 
their own forefathers Aramaeans (cf. Deuteronomy 26:5). In process 

1. The names "Aram" and "Edam" are scarcely distinguishable in the Hebrew 
script,. and as a result it is not always clear which people or territory is under 
discussion. In 2 Samuel 8: 13, for instance, some Hebrew manuscripts have the one 
name, some manuscripts the other. 
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of time, however, a distinction in language grew up between the two 
peoples, the o<;:cupants of Syria speaking Aramaic, the Israelites 
Hebrew. The earliest witness to this difference is the narrative of 
Jacob's pact with his father·in·law Laban (Genesis 31). The cairn of 
witness bore the Aramaic name Jegar·sahadutha, and the Hebrew 
name Gal·ed (verse 47). Obviously these two names happen to be 
totally dissimilar, but in general the two languages were very alike/ 
as close as modern Spanish is to Italian, for example. 

Friendly relations seem to have continued between Aramaeans 
and Israelites during the era of the Judges, while. both peoples were 
settling down and establishing themselves .. But Israel's very first 
king, Saul, clashed with at lea.st one Aramaeanking, according to 1 
Samuel 14:47 . The latter's territory. was Zobah, to the north·west of 
Damascus; but we are not told where the battles were fought. Zobah 
was a rich kingdom and powerful at this time, and it is possible that 
its troops aided the Aramaean states south of it - Beth·rehob, 
Maacahand Geshur - against Saul. But we can only conjecture. 

Whether Geshur (which lay immediately east of the Sea of 
Galilee) was hostile to Saul or not, its king Talmai was quite 
prepared to befriend David. David married a· royal princess of 
Geshur, who became the mother of Absalom (2 Samuel 3:3). Once 
David became king of a united Israel, we may judge from the silence 
of the records that Geshur,. his nearest Aramaean neighbour, 
decided that discretion was the better part of valour. The other three 
kingdoms we have mentioned, however, plus the kingdom of Tob 
(east ofGilead) were drawn into conflict with David. Zobah no 
doubt took the lead,. and sent troops toassist.first the Moabites and 
then the Ammonites in their unavailing efforts to withstand Israelite 
pressure (cf. 1 Chronicles 19:7; 2 Sarnuel10:6·19). 

The king of Zobah, by name Hadadezer, though unsuccessful in 
extending his influence in Transjordan, had mastered the Aramaean 
states to the north of him, up as far as the Euphrates. One of his 
vassals, Toi of Hamath, organized a revolt against Hadadezer, who 
responded by setting out "to re·erect h~s monument of victory by the 
river Euphrates" (2 Samuel 8:3). Thus the major part ·of the 
Aramaean armies were directed northwards, away from Israel, and 
David chose this precise strategicmomentto strike. Despite a. hasty 
attempt by the Aramaeans of Damascus to cover Hadadezer's rear, 
David won a handsome series of victories,by which he smashed the 
power of Zobah, and himself became suzerain of the whole Ara· 

. maean region as far as the Euphrates. King Toiof Hamath sent 
David greetings and congratulations - but also tribute (2 Samuel 
8:9f.). An Israelite garrison was stationed in Damascus (verses 5f.). 

2. For instance, the Hebrew word shekel has tekel as its Aramaic equivalent, cf. 
Daniel 5:27. 

3. See MBA, map~ 101£. 
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So long as Israel remained united, the Aramaeans could not hope 
to retrieve their fortunes to any appreciable extent. Solomon held 
them as firmly under control as did David before him. One section 
of Aramaean territory sought to break away, but Solomon "went to 
Hamath-zobah and seized it", and felt secure enough to build store
cities in the neighbourhood (2 Chronicles 8: 3f. ). There was also a 
measure of trouble at Damascus. 1 Kings 11 :23f. recounts briefly 
how a young Aramaean soldier of fortune, Rezon by name, deserted 
from the army of Hadadezer of Zobah and became captain of a 
guerrilla band based on Damascus. This adversary of Solomon 
ultimately became king of Damascus, and thus established a king
dom which was to give Israel a great deal of trouble in later days; but 
it is doubtful if Solomon considered Rezon a serious enemy. 

When Solomon's kingdom fell apart, however, the Aramaeans 
found themselves independent, and Damascus soon achieved a 
power to rival Jeroboam's Israel (Zobah had now declined, and the 
only other Aramaean state to achieve power west of the Euphrates 
was Hamath). The first king of Damascus, after Rezon himself, to 
figure in Israel's history was Benhadad I, who came to the throne 
SliG~ after 900 B.C. His father arid predecessor Tabrimmonhad 
made an alliance with Judah against Israel; but in Benhadad's reign 
some sort of pact was made between Damascus and Israel, until 
KingAsa ofJudah paid him to change sides and attack Israel. Ben
hadad willingly did so, and invested Dan and other Israelite cities on 
Israel's northern frontier (1 Kings 15:16-21). The sequel is not 
recorded, but presumably Benhadad withdrew once the main 
Israelite armies. came to t.lle rescue of their beleaguered cities. But by 
the middle of the ninth<;:~I1~t,Iry we find a Benhadad - either the 
same king or (more probably) an identically-named successor4 __ 

firmly in control of the Israelite city of Ramoth-gilead, in north 
Transjordan (cf. 1 Kings 22.1ff.). The Syrian inroads into Israel had 
begun. 

Meanwhile the Assyrian inroads into Aramaean territory had· also 
begun. A century or two earlier the. Aramaeans .had put a great deal 
of pressure on. Assyria. itself, but the Assyrians had gradually 
resolved their difficulties and taken the offensive. In the early ninth 
century Ashurnasirpal 11 had sent armies through northern Syria, 
and now in. 857 B. C. his successor Shalmaneser ilL defeated the 
major Aramaean state north of the Euphrates, Bit-Adini,5. and went 
on to capture the city of Carchemish. The kingdoms to the south 
west took fright, as well they might, and a strong coalition was 
formed to stop the Assyrian advances. The kings of Damascus, 

4. In Assyrian. records he is called Adad-idri (cf. DO TT, p. 47), i.e. 
"Hadadezer" - unless Hadadezer was successor to Benhadad. 

5. The Old Testament Beth-eden (cf. Amos 1:5). 
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Hamath and Israel (Ahab) were the leaders of this confederacy, 
which confronted the Assyrian armies at the battle of Qarqar in 853 
B.O.6 The Aramaean kings and their allies gained a temporary 
respite as a result of the battle. 

In his more ·local struggles, Benhadad succeeded in deposing 
minor Aramaean kings and extending his own kingdom. Against 
Israel, he had some successes but. more failures. He was able to lay 
siege to Israel's capital city, but was driven back and soundly 
defeated; an invasion south of the Sea of Galilee was also driven 
back (cf. 1 Kings 20); and it seems that he lost control of the city of 
Ramoth~gikad (cf. 1 Kings 22). 

The king under whom the power of Damascus reached its zenith 
was Hazael, a usurper in whose accession both Elijah and Elisha 
took some interest. Early in his reign there was a fresh invasion by 
Shalmaneser Ill's armies, and twice over Damascus was assaulted 
(841 and 837 B.O.), but not captured. Otherwise Hazael was left 
free to pursue his own interests, until the closing years of his life. For 
the rest of the century Israel (ruled by firstJehu, thenJehoahaz)was 
almost helpless against him. He recaptured Ramoth~gilead, and 
proceeded to annex all Transjordan; he crippled the Israelite armies; 
he conquered parts of Philistiaand threatened J udah, whose king 
hastily bought him off with a large bribe. By thus achieving control 
of Palestine and the Transjordanian trade~routes, he enriched his 
own kingdom at the expense of the other states in the vicinity, . and 
bade fair to make Israel and Judah mere Aramaean vassals. But he 
failed to reckon with the Assyrians. 

It was in the closing years ofthe century that Assyrian · armies again 
took the field in the west, under Adad"Ilirari Ill. Numerous Pales~ 
tinian states paid him tribute, possibly with the express intention of 
persuading him to take their part against Hazael. At all events, the 
Assyrian king tells us the sequel in his own words: "I marched to 
Aram and shut up Mari', king of Aram, in Damascus his capital 
city. The awful splendour of the god Ashur his -lord overwhelmed 
him and he seized my feet, expressing submission. 2,300 talents of 
silver, 20 talents of gold , 300 talents of copper, 5,000 talents of iron, 
embroidered linen garments, an ivory bed, a couch embossed and 
inlaid with ivory, countless of his goods and possessions I received in 
his own palace at Damascus. "7 A further Assyrian attack on 
Damascus in 797 B.O. left this Aramaean kingdom yet weaker, and 
permitted the gradual resurgence of Israelite power. 

The Israelite armies of Jehoash did not immediately profit from 
these disasters suffered by Damascus; Hazael's successor Benhadad 

6. See above, p. 75. . 
7. DO TT, p. 51. Note that the record calls Hazael .. Mari' ", which simply 

means "my lord". 
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It was now that the prediction of Amos came true: 

For crime after crime of Damascus 
I will grant them no reprieve, 
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because they threshed Gilead under threshing-sledges spiked with iron. 
Therefore will I send fire upon the house of Hazael, 

fire that shall eat up Ben-hadad's palaces; 
I will crush the great men of Damascus 

and wipe out those who live in the Vale of Aven 
and the sceptred ruler of Beth-eden; 

the people of Aram shall be ~xiled to Kir. 
It is the word of the Lord. 

(Amos 1:3ff.) 

Israel lost three-quarters of its territory, and the annexed districts 
were reorganized into Assyrian provinces; similarly the former Ara
maean states were all divided up and brought into the Assyrian 
provincial system. Damascus itself was captured and ravaged, and 
its monarchy brought to an end with the execution of Rezin (732 
B.C.). 

Thus ended all Aramaean independence. The Aramaean people, 
of course, was not exterminated, although many of them were up
rooted and settled elsewhere by the Assyrian deportation policies. 12 

Some of the citizens of Hamath were settled in Samaria after the fall 
of Israel's capital, a few years later. 

After Assyria's fall, the Aramaean lands did not recover their lost 
independence, but came instead under the dominion of Babylon. 
After the Babylonians, the Persians became masters of the whole of 
Syria-Palestine, and on their heels came Alexander the Great. Soon 
after his death we find a kingdom in Syria again, but it was a Greek 
kingdom, ruled by the Seleucid Greeks. In the first century B.C. the 
Romans conquered Syria-Palestine. Damascus did become a 
Semitic king's capital once again in 85 B. C., when Aretas III made 
it the capital of the Nabataean Arabs' kingdom; but it is clear that 
Aretas ruled under the tutelage of Rome. It was Aretas IV, a cen
tury later, whose governor in Damascus tried to capture the apostle 
Paul (cf. 2 Corinthians 11: 32f.); yet Damascus lay in the territory of 
the Roman province of Syria, and there can be no doubt who were 
the real rulers of the whole region. 

In the early centuries A.D. Syria became a powerful centre of 
Christianity - Antioch was evangelized before Paul's conversion, 
and soon became the hub of a thriving missionary work. It was not 
until the eighth century Muslim conquests that the whole character 
of Syria changed. 

12. See [DB i, p. 193 (s.v. "Aramaeans") for details. 
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IIlwasat first successful against Israel (cL 2·Kings 13:3). However, 
the kingdom of Damascus was drawn into a conflict with its northern 
Aramaean· sister-kingdom, Hamath, now ruled by a . king called 
Zakir. Zakirwasoriginally king of a minor state called Lu'ash, but 
he succeeded in adding Hamath to his realm; that he achieved this 
success is rather surprising, and if looks as ifhe may have been a 
protege of the Assyrians. At any rate, Benhadad of Damascus felt 
himself obliged to muster a coalition of considerable size against the 
usurper, and he led an assault on the city of Hadrach (or Hazrak). 
But he lost the battle . . " .' . 

For the story of the clash between Zakir and Benhadad, we are 
indebted to a monument inAramaic which Zakir himself ere.cted in 
commemoration of his victory . 8 It helps to explain why Damascus so 
rapidly lost itspower;Jehoash of Israel inflicted several defeats on 
Benhadad, and then Jeroboam 11 was able to recoup for Israel all the 
territory which Jehu had lost to Hazael half a century earlier. 
Apparently · Jeroboam .. was · never . able . to make .• Damascus, and 
Hamathtoo,subservienUo his wishes (cf. 2 Kings 14:28). 

But in the middle of the eighth century a. king came to the 
Assyrianthrone who· was to .. finish · all ·· hopes of ·· Aramaean · inde
pendence: Tiglath-pileserUL Hitherto Syria and Palestine had 
suffered occasional Assyrianforays and invasions; from·nowon they 
were to come under permanent Assyrianrule . The Syro-Palestinian 
states did not submit without a struggle, however; two major 
coalitio~s . were formed against the invading armies, though both 
were doomed to failure. The first of these was led by "Azriau · of 
Yaudi" ·- apparentlyUzziah("= AzariahJ ofJudah,9 although at a 
latefdatetherewas a .north' Byrian state with a name very Jike 
Yaudi,.o a state possibly founded by Jews who migrated there at an 
uilknowndate; Azriau'sefforts to thwart the Assyrian . advance 
failed, while. the second coalition 'fared even more disastrously. The 
second confederacy was headed by the kings of Damascus and 
Israel, Rezin and Pekahrespectively, Ahaz ofJudah, it will be 
recalled, refused- to support the ill-advised venture,<and was ·repaid 
by an attack 'oil his own country and its capital by the confederates; 
Itisofspecial interest that . had Rezin and Pekah succeeded.in cap~ 
turing Jerusalem, an Ararnaean would have been placed on the 
throne ofJud~h.l1 

8. Cr. DO TT, pp. 246f. 
9. See above, p. 94. ... . . 

10> The consonants of the Syrian state's nalIle are Y'dy; the vowels can only be 
conje·ctured. .. . 

11. Cf. Isaiah 7:6 (and see above,p.99). 
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Aramaean Religion 

The names of several deities worshipped by the ancient Aramaeans 
are known to us. Most of the names are already familiar from other 
sources, but the most distinctive name, and the name most familiar 
to Old Testament readers, is that of Rimmon. Naaman, the 
Aramaean general healed by Elisha, apologized in advance for the 
fact that he was under obligation to join his master the king of 
Damascus in the worship of Rirnmon (2 Kings 5: 17f.). The 
implication of the passage is that Rimmon was the chief deity of 
Naaman's homeland. 

Rimmon means "the Thunderer", and in fact the narrie signified 
the deity otherwise called Hadad; 13 the god of thunder. He was the 
chief god of the Aramaeans' pantheon, and his name is embodied in 
the names of such kings as Hadadezer and Benhadad. In the Zakir 
Stele, discussed above, several other deities are mentioned, but 
especially' 'Baal-shamen", or "the Baal of heaven". It would seem 
that this was the patron god of Zakir, and that there was a local cult 
in his honour somewhere in the state of- Zobah (Zakir's original 
home). However, Baal-shamen was probably just another 
designation of Hadad. The polytheists of the ancient Near East 
readily equated and identified gods originally distinct, and by the 
same token they seem to have localized deities who were strictly 
speaking cosmic.1 4 Certainly, at any rate, both Hadad and Baal
shamen designated a god of the sky. At a much later date, Baal
sharrien was given yet greater prominence in Syria, when under 
Greek rule Baal-shamen was equated with the chief Greek deity, 
Olympian Zeus. When Antiochus IV (Epiphanes) made his attack 
on Judaism in c. 167 E.C., it was an altar to this deity which was 
erected in the Jerusalem temple, to the horror of all devout JewsJ5 
The name Baal-shamen would have had as its Hebrew equivalent 
"Baal-shamayim"; and this is the name parodied in the Book of 
Daniel by the term "the abomination of desolation", or rather "the 
abominable thing that causes desolation" (Daniel 11: 31, 12: 11), in 
Hebrew a pair of words of which the first replaces "Baal" and the 
second (shomem or meshomem) caricatures the word shamayim, 
"heaven" . 

Another Baal was worshipped by King Benhadad I of Damascus, 
who set up a brief inscription in honour of the god Melqart. 16 The 
name means "King of the city" (i.e. of the underworld). The 

13. The two names are bracketed together in Zechariah 12: 11. 
14. Thus it was possible to' speak of Baals (or Baalim) and other deities in the 

plural. The word Ba 'at meant "lord" or "possessor" and can have been made the 
title of various deities, moreover. 

15 . Cr. 2 Maccabees 6:2 .. 
16. Cr, DOTT1 p. 239 . 
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worship of this deity was particularly favoured by the Phoenicians, 
of whose city, Tyre, Melqart was the patron deity. 

Other divine names in Aramaean religion were Elyon and Yahu. 
The former is the same name as that found in Genesis 14: 18ff., and 
usually translated "Most High". The latter can be none other than 
"Yahweh", the name ofIsrael's God; it is thought that this worship 
must have commenced in Hamath in consequence of David's 
victories, which bought Hamath under Israel's jurisdiction for the 
time being. 17 

Aramaic Language 

On the whole it seems that the Aramaeans were borrowers rather 
than creators where religion was concerned. But in another cultural 
aspect they were the benefactors of much of the ancient Near East; 
both their language and their script came to have very wide 
currency. The script was a simple alphabetic one, and it was very 
much more convenient than the cumbersome cuneiform syllabary 
used by the Assyrians and Babylonians, for example. It had its 
predecessors - it was a development of the Canaanite alphabet -
but it in turn fathered a great many other alphabets, including the 
Greek, Roman (and so our own), Arabic, and a variety of Indian 
scripts. Even Hebrew came to adopt the Aramaic script in 
preference to its own earlier alphabet; the familiar "square" 
Hebrew letters, as in printed Hebrew, came from the Aramaeans. 

The Aramaic language was of a relatively simple structure, and it 
had been taken into Mesopotamia by Aramaean migrants, so that it 
was not unknown there. Syria itself was something of a cross-roads 
in the ancient world, moreover, so that the language of Syria was 
well placed to carry its influence in all directions of the compass. 
Before the Assyrian empire collapsed, therefore, Aramaic had come 
to function as the diplomatic language of that empire, and indeed 
was widely spoken in Mesopotamia itself. The Babylonian empire, 
and after it the Persian, continued to use Aramaic as the diplomatic 
language. Moreover, the deportation policies of the Assyrians and 
Babylonians had given it prominence as the linguafranca. The result 
was that before New Testament times Aramaic had come to be the 
vernacular of many areas all round Syria, even though by now 
Greek too had wide currency in the Levant. One of the languages 
which suffered because of the advance of Aramaic was Hebrew 
itself. 

17. Fo. further details of Aramaean religion, cl'. T. C. Vriezen, The Religion of 
Ancient lrael (ET London, 1967), pp. 56-59. 
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A small part of the Old Testament is in Aramaic - principally a 
few chapters in Ezra and · Daniel. But by New Testament times 
Aramaic was so widespread in Palestine that even in Jerusalem itself 
Aramaic place-names abounded, such as Gethsemane, Gabbatha 
and Golgotha. Without doubt our Lord could read the Hebrew 
Scriptures (cf. Luke 4:16-20), and it is possible that he could speak 
Greek; but beyond a shadow of a doubt Aramaic was his everyday 
tongue. "Abba" and "Talitha cumi" are Aramaic words from his 
lips; and to them the . early church added "Maranatha", "Come, 0 
Lord!". 

If today the Aramaic tongue has almost died out (the effect of the 
Muslim conquests, again), its imprint in the substratum of the New 
Testament can never be eradicated. 18 

, IS: For furtherinformation on the Aramaic langllage, cf. F. F. Bruce. The Books 
and theParchments3 (London, 1963), chapter 4. For further details . about the 
Aramaeans see A. Malamat in POTT. chapter 6. 
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Phoenicia 

THE last of the Semitic neighbours of ancient Israel to deserve 
discussion are the Phoenicians. It may be . disputed, however, 

whether . they should really be included with Israel's "enemies", 
since there was little political hostility between the . Phoenicians and 
the Israelites. At most there was . occasional friction; and to this we 
may add that there was certainly some religious tension from time to 
time. 

"Phoenicia" is not a word we meet in the Old Testament (though 
it occurs once or twice in the New) .. lts inhabitants. called themselves 
"Canaanites" in Old Testament times, but it is convenientto have. 
a different name for them; to avoid confusion with the normal use of 
the term Canaan to denote the whole of pre-Israelite Palestine with 
its occupants. The term P~oenicia was coined by the Greeks, and is 
conceivably a translation of the word Canaan, both nam~s deriving 
from the purple dye for which. the area was noted in ancient 
commerce. l 

Ethnically, the Phoenicians were Canaanites; their homeland was 
the one area of the ancient Levant where the Canaanites were not 
permanently overrun by some other nation. Like. the Canaanites 
before them, their land was not normally a political unit, butwas 
split up into small independent city-states. Their most notable. cities 
were Tyre, Sidon and Byblos (the Old Testament Gebal), all of 
them Mediterranean ports; the Phoenicians were great maritime 
traders, and expanded westwards across the Mediterranean, thus 
avoiding to a great extent territorial conflicts with their neighbours. 

1. For further information on the Phoenicians see D. R. Ap-Thomas.in POTT, 
chapter 11; he discusses the meaning of the names "Phoenicians" and 
"Canaanites" on page 263. . . 
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The mountains of Lebanon, in any case, formed a natural geograph
ical frontier and defence on the east side of Phoenicia. Their 
southern border, with Israel, shifted from time to time, and it is 
possible that it was the subject of more hostilities than the Bible and 
other ancient documents record. 

Phoenician history goes far back into antiquity, though it is not 
well documented. In the second millennium B.C. the Phoenician 
cities suffered attacks from various major powers, particularly the 
Egyptians, who laid claim to the whole Levant coast. Then came an 
invasion from the sea, c: 1200 B. C., by the Philistines and associated 
peoples, and U garit and Byblos were among the cities which were 
destroyed at that time; at this date Sidon was the most influential 
Phoenician city (and in consequence the Old Testament uses the 
term "Sidonian" for the Phoeniciansin general), but by 1,000 B.C. 
Tyre was the most powerful, and its King Hiram 1,2 who established 
good terms with his contemporaries David and Solomon, dominated 
Phoenicia as a whole. In general, however, the city-states acted 
independently of each. other. 

In the ninth century · Phoenician power began to wane~ as the 
Assyrians began . their incursions to the west. If Hiram's treaty with 
David had been primarily a commercial arrangement, the ninth 
century treaty between Eth-baaP of Tyre and Omri of Israe! w~.s no 
doubt to cement a defensive alliance. The Syro-Palestinian con
federacy which fought with the Assyrian armies at Qarqar in 853 
B. C. included a contingent from the most northerly of the Phoeni
cian cities, Arvad. Several times during this century the Phoenician 
cities had to pay tribute to Assyria. Shalmaneser III records that in 
841 B.C. he "marched as far as the mountains of Ba'ali-ra'si,a 
headland by the sea, and put up on it a representation" of his royal 
person. 4 Hereabouts (at the mouth of the Dog River) some of Shal
maneser's inscriptions, cut in the rock face, have survived to this day. 

A century later the kings of Tyre ruled Sidon as well, but their 
greater realm gave them no greater strength with which to confront 
the Assyrians. Tiglath-pileser III and his successors put strong 
pressures on the Phoenician capital and though Tyre - one of the 
most impregnable cities of the ancient world, due to its island loca
tion - did not fall, its king Luli was forced to flee to Cyprus in 701 
B.C. (the year when Sennacherib besieged Hezekiah's Jerusalem). 
It . was Esarhaddon, Sennacherib's successor, who brought 
Phoenicia into the Assyrian provincial system, after sacking Sidon 
and besieging Tyre. Phoenicia looked to Egypt for help throughout 
the seventh century, but as vainly as Judah did, until at last 

2. A shortened form of "Ahi-ram". 
3. Or Itto-baal. 
4. ef. DOTT, p. 48. 
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Assyria's rapid decline set in. Phoenicia's independence was re~ 
gained then, but it was the last flicker before the Babylonians 

. crushed the flame of independence for ever. Tyre suffered it thirteen
year siege before finally submitting in 572 B.C. to Nebuchadrezzar. 

Sidon was later to revolt against Persia, and soon afterwards Tyre 
tried to oppose the advance of Alexander the Great; the result was 
that both cities were laid in ruins during the seco~d half ofthe fourth 
century, and the old distinctive Phoenician culture broke up and was 
overlaid by the Hellenistic ways imported by Alexander. The old 
Phoenician language, too, like Hebrew cl dialect of Canaanite, gave 
way before Aramaic. In terms of language, culture and political 
units the New Testament use of the term "Syro-Phoenician" is 
wholly appropriate for later centuries. 

Outside their homeland, however, there were Phoenicians who 
held on to power and independence for a much longer period. As the 
early Phoenicians had developed their maritime commerce, they had. 
established trading-postings here and there across the Mediterranean, 
and in course of time some of these posts became independent 
Phoenician colonies. In their heyday such colonies were to be found 
right across the Mediterranean from Cyprus to Spain, though 
nowhere so strongly as in North Africa, in what is today Tunisia. 
The most powerful Phoenician city in North Africa was Carthage, 
which proved such a formidable rival to Rome from the fourthcen
tury on, until finally the Romans sacked it in 146 B.C. In the 
coloIlies thePhoenician language survived longer than in the home
land. The Malta on which St. Paul was ship-wrecked in the first 
century A.D. was stiIIPhoenician-speaking, to judge by Luke's term 
barbaroi (Acts 28:2), i.e. people ,who did not speak Latin or 
Greek. The name "Carthage" meant "'new city" (like "Neapolis" 
in Greek, which survives in the names Naples and Nablus) in 
Phoenician;5 its famous sons such as Hannibal and Hasdrubal bore 
Phoenician names. 

The· cultural accomplishments of the Phoenicians were consider
able. Unfortunately few of their literary achievements have sur
vived, but there is no doubt that the Phoenicians mediated much of 
the learning of the east to the Greeks. Their alphabet was one of the, 
earliest to be invented. The city of Byblos("papyrus") was so 
named by the Greeks because they saw papyrus scrolls in . full use 
here; the name Byblos is a distant relative of our word "Bible". The 
Phoenicians' abilities as sea-farers were second fonone,. and it is 
clear that Solomon and his successors knew where to turn when. the 
Israelites wished to embark upon maritime trade. Again, as archi~ 
tects and builders they were highly skilled; it was to Hiram of Tyre 
that Solomon was obliged to turn for both building materials and 

5. The original spelling of the name Carthage will have been qart chadasht. 
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skilled craftsmen .. The temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem owed much 
for its beauty to the cedars of Lebanon and the architects of Tyre. 
Perhaps we may say that this temple was the Phoenicians' major 
legacy. to. Israel. 

Phoenician. Religion 

Nevertheless, the Phoenicians are not always described in neutral or 
complimentary terms in the Old Testament. One reason for this, we 
may be sure, is thatthe Phoenicians maintained, on the very borders 
of Israel,. the. ancient Canaanite religion to which the Israelite pro
phets were. so vehemently opposed. Canaanites existed within Israel 
too, and were not without influence there, but the religious dangers 
they posed were . more subtle and insidious; in Phoenicia, the· full
orbed Canaanite religion. continued unchecked by the Israelites and 
the Israelite faith . 

. The Canaanite religion is given some description elsewhere in this 
book, but we may here specify one element of the Phoenician faith, 
namely the veneration. accorded. to the god Melqart. This deity was 
worshipped in Carthage too, and his name is to be seen in the Car
thaginian personal name Hamilcar,6 i.e. "servant of Melqart", He 
was worshipped in Aramaean circles as well, as we have seen, but to 
the Phoenicianshe Was the patrondeity of Tyre, the "Baal of Tyre." 
Gust as Ekronhad its own Baal,Baal-zebul, cf. 2 Kings 1 :2). It 
seems highly , probable that the Baal worship fostered in Israel by 
Jezebel,.a Tyrian princess, and in Judah by her daughter Athaliah, 
was specifically Melqartworship;and that the Baal challenged by 
Elijah on Mt.Carmelwas again Melqard (See plate 11 facing 
p. 208). 

Prophetic Denunciation of Tyre and Sidon 

It seems, however, that religious tensions do not fully accoundor 
the prophetic denunciations of Tyre and Sidon. Amos castigated the 
Tyrians thus: 

For crime after crime of Tyre 
I will grant . them no reprieve, 

because, forgetting the ties of kinship, 
they delivered a whole band of exiles to Edom. 

Therefore will I send fire upon the walls of Tyre, 
fire that shall consume its palaces. 

6. I.e. 'Abd Milqart. 
7. But ef. D. R. Ap-Thomas in PEQ92 (1960), pp. 146-155. 

(Amos 1:9f.) 
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This brief passage is intriguing; we are not even told the nation
ality of the "whole · band of exiles". Perhaps their nationality is 
irrelevant; H. L. Ellison finds here an allusion to slave trading, 
about which he writes: "It was the Phoenician, more and more 
enslaved by the conscienceless commerce that had become his life, 
who had made it a reality in tI:le ""estern Fertile Crescent, until in the 
craze for gain solemn treaties.;, were swept away."8 Ezekiel(two 
centuries later than Amos) would certainly have agreed · with the 
phrase "conscienceless commerce"; he pronounced doom on a Tyre 

. characterized by its "wicked trading" (28: 18). 
But is is equally possible that Amos was thinking in specific terms 

of some Phoenician · breach of treaty obligations towards Israel. 
Jehu's violentoverthrow of Qmri's dynasty in Samaria, with the 
assassination of the queen-mother Jezebel, must have caused 
considerable ill-feeling against Israel in. Phoenicia, and it may be 
that Amos knew of some unrecorded reprisals taken by . the Tyrians. 
The slave-trade he denounced may have consisted primarily of the 
sale ofIsraelite prisoners, of war. 9 

Once the commercial greed of Tyre set her upon such a course, 
she did not lookback: In the early sixth century, Ezekiel's disgust 
with Tyre had reached epic proportions; his denunciations occupy 
almost three chapters (26: 1-28: 19). His opening words depict vividly 
the callous selfishness which characterized Tyre, which could gloat 
thus over Jerusalem: "I grow rich, she lies in ruins" (26:2). As 
Gottwald comments, "Tyre thinks only of her own trade advantage 
whertother peoples are destroyed", 10 

Finally, there is some reason to think that there were social aspects 
to theprophet's feelings about Tyre. When Ahab, though king of 
Israel, met a Tuderebuff from Na.both,'who:exercisedhis ancestral 
rights in refusing to sell his vineyard, Jezebel expressed her scorn in 
these words, "Are you or are you not king in Israel?" (1 Kings 
21:7). Clearly her conception of kingship and its privileges differed 
from Ahab's, and we may well attribute the difference to the fact 
that she was the daughter ofa king of Tyre. For a sweeping and 
devastating invective against kingship as exercised in Tyre there is 
nothing to equal Ezekiel 28 . . It has long been recognized that the 
portrait of the Tyrian monarch in that chapter is larger than life, but 
it is quite unnecessary to look beyond Tyre for an explanation of the 
fact (as has sometimes been done). The portrait may be said to 
represent Tyre as a whole, but more particularly all its monarchs 
and their concept of royal ,rule. The king is set against the back
ground of Eden, which at once reciIls Genesis 2f., but it.is an Eden 

8. H. L. ElIison, Th~ Prophets of Israel (Exeter, 1969), p. 73. . 
9. Cf. N. K: Gottwald, All the Kingdoms of the Earth (New York, 1964), pp. 

104-109. 
10 . Ibid, p. 315. 
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with one or two differences, in particular the holy mountain for 
which one looks in vain in the Genesis account. It is difficult to resist 
the conclusion that the prophet is drawing upon a Phoenician 
version of the story of Eden, and that the royal ideology of Tyre was 
founded upon the story as they knew it. Thus the king of Tyre 
claimed to be the living embodiment of Adam, created god-like and 
perfect in every respect, but especially in wisdom. The claim to deity 
or at least semi-divine status was characteristic of most monarchies 
in the Near East ofB.C. tiines; but in the case of Tyre, Ezekid 
observed that the proud boasts were coupled with an unfeeling 
arrogance, a total disregard of the needs and conditions of peoples 
outside Phoenicia. N. K. Gottwald sees Ezekiel's denunciation as an 
attack on an egocentric commercialism. To worship at the shrine of 
Commerce leads, Professor Gottwald would say, to "inordinate 
pride, to violence of hand and hardness of heart" .11 Ezekiel28 is also 
an attack on a certain type of kingship, and it is of special interest 
that this denunciation was made precisely when in Judah the 
dynasty of Davidic kings had come to its inglorious end, thereby 
writing its own sermon Oll the fallibility . and failings of human 
monarchies. The experience of both Tyre and of Jerusalem pointed 
the desperate human need for a govermrient of a different order 
entirely. . . 

To Ezekiel, it is .evident, the major enemies of Judah were Tyre 
and Egypt, not Babylon as one might have predicted. The prophet 

. was convinced that the Babylonians were God's instrument . to 
punish Judah for its sins; but the ever-optimistic Judaeans, even in 
.exile, were pinning their hopes on the anti-Babylonian nations to 
·defeatBabylon (and so ft~c;:Jl1:!{exiles' and liberate Jerusalem). And 
of all the nations, Tyre and Egypt were at the time the most dog~ 
gedly hostile to Babylon. Ezekiel therefore denounced them both 
vigorously, and prophesied disaster and destruction for them both. 
Not all the vaunted wisdom of the kings of Tyre would avert 
calamity from the Phoenicians - nor rescue J udah and its people 
from the pit they had dug for themselves. 

11. [bid, p. 316. 



CHAPTER 17 

Egypt 

WITH Egypt, we come to the first of the major powers which con-
• flicted with ancient Israel. An internally strong and determined 

Egypt was always more thim a match for its much . smaller 
neighbours in Palestine . .. If anything, it is surprising that Egypt 
played such a small part in the history of the monarchies of Israel 
andJudah; for Egypt was geographically much closer to the Hebrew 
states than were Assyria and Babylon, and by ]ong traditioncon~ . 
sidered Palestine as rightfully part of Egyptian domains. 

·· AnEgyptian priestl\1anetho ··· .. inthethird centuryB.G. ·. wrote a. 
history of his country in which he provided a usefulframework, still 
utilized today, ofa list?fifte toyaldynasties .Thedynasties, down to 
the conquest ofAlexan.d(!rthe Gre~t, numbered thirty-one, and .can 
be traced in considerable. detail back to the king of upper · Egypt, 
Natmerby name, who in c. 2850B.C. conquered the Delta region, 
thus uniting Egypt,and: ~stablished its first dynasty. The period of 
the Old Kingdom (DYIlasties III~VI, . c: 2650';.2200 B :C;)wa~the 
pyramid age, when the culture and .civilization of Egypt reached a 
peak of attainment ~ and this before ever Abrahariltookhis 
journey by stages from Mesc:ipotamia .to the Promised Lculd~ 

The third rrtillennium ended with a period of internal disorderJor 
Egypt, ·· brought about by a measure ofeconomic .9iscontent among 
the lower classes and by the . desire for power on the part of the 
aristocracy. Egypt's internal weakness permitted numerous 
AsiMi~s, semi,.nomads and others, ' toinfiltrate the Deltaregion. ·The 
land-bridge Jr.om theDelta into ' Palestine ,though passing through 

. an arid region, was a permanent weak spot in Egypt's defences,and 
at different times throughout their history the Egyptian kings built 

. protective walls or embarked on military expeditions which had a 
defensive purpose. ' 
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At last two Theban families (Dynasties XI and XII) succeeded in 
bringing order out of chaos, reuniting the country, and inaugurating 
the Middle Kingdom, which lasted from the twenty-first to the 
eighteenth centuries B. C. This was another period of prosperity and 
great cultural attainment, ata time when in Palestine the patriarchs 
of Israel were roaming with their flocks and herds. The more settled 
Canaanite population of Palestine, on the other hand, was con
siderably influenced by the impressive culture of Egypt, and 
probably to some extent politically dominated by the Egyptian 
kings. 

The Execration Texts! of the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries 
give us an interesting picture of Egyptian political fears. The kings, 
for all their competence and achievements, saw reason to fear 
potential enemies on every side - local rulers in Canaan, Nubia 
and Lybia, as well as· ambitious noblemen in Egypt itself. 
Accordingly, they took religious steps to ward off the dangers; set in 
magical formulae, the names of such foes were inscribed on bowls 
and figurines which were then ritually smashed,. in order to bring 
confusion and calamity to these enemies . One such text is content to 
name hostile forces in general: "Every evil word, every evil speech, 
every evil slander ,every evil thought, every evil plot, every evil 
fight, every evil quarrel, every evil plan, every evil thing, all evil 
dreams, and all evil slumber" . Many other texts, however,are 
much mOre specific; and among the names from Canaan which were 
thus execrated there appears one of the first references in history to 
the name of Jerusalem. Its rillers Yaqar-'Ammu and Setj-'Anu were 
both. consigned to oblivion in the fashion we have described. 

That the fears were by no .means groundless is clear from the 
sequel; internal disorders broke out afresh, permitting a fresh wave 
of Asiatic migration into Lower Egypt, and the upshot was that 
northern Egypt found itself ruled by foreigners from c. 1720 till c. 
1570B.C. (They permitted a puppet kingdom at Thebes; their own 
capital was in the Delta fegion.) These Asiatics. have long been 
known as the "Hyksos" kings, a name which derives from an 
Egyptian phrase meaning "rulers of foreign countries" (none too 
explicit a designation!) . . Whatever their precise origins, it is. of 
interest that one of their kings was called "Simeon", another 
"J acob-har", and it can only be concluded that they bore some sort 
ofrelationship, not necessarily very close, to the ancestors ofIsrael. 
It is widely supposed that it . was one of the Hyksos kings whose 
minister Joseph became; certainly they looked with favour. upon 
Semites like themselves, whereas the Egyptians had no love for 
Asiatics, and once the Hyksos were driven out tried to eradicate 
every vestige of their period of rule. 

1. Cf. ANET, pp. 328ff. 



EGYPT 169 

The New KingdDm (Dynasties XVIII-XX) began fDr Egypt when 
a , nativ.e Theban king , named Ka-mDse decided that the time had 
CDme to expel the fDreigners, and he and his succeSSDr Ah-mDse I in 
asuccessiDn Df campaignsdrDve the Asiatics back into. Palestine. 
The experience of subjection to fDreign dDminatiDn had turned the 
Egyptians into. natiDnalists ' and . imperialists, and Dnce their Dwn 
realm was ,cDnsDlidated, the Eighteenth Dynasty kings embarked on 
the cDnquest Df Palestine and SDuth Syria. The victDry which gave 
Egypt the cDntrol it sDught was achieved by the very able Tuth-mDse 
III in a battle at Megiddo in 1468 B.C.; against him were ranged no 
fewer than 330 local kings, a figure which testifies ,to the degree of 
political fragmentatiDn of Syria-Palestine at the time. 

Thus the New Kingdom is the period also known as the Egyptian 
Empire. Syria-Palestine was organized as an Egyptian dominion, its 
petty,kings becoming mere vassals of Tuth-mose and his successDrs. 
Egyptiarfmilitary bases were set up at strategic points,and an active 

, trade was fostered, which brought ,as much Asi~tic influence into 
Egypt asit did Egyptian influence into western Asia. Many Semitic 
words and Canaanite deities (i.e. Baal and Anat) found their way 
into Egypt. ' ,' ' " " , 

In the fourteenth century the residents Df Syria-Palestine grew 
restive, though they expended their energies in IDcal conflicts rather 
than in attacking' the Egyptians. The Amarna Letters2 give an 
interesting, picture of tlies.ituation.Thesedocument~ have survived 
from the Egyptian record office of the first half of theIourteenth 
ce~tury, and,consist o(letters written (in Akkadian)to the,Egyptian 
king by • various petty kings in Syria-Palestine, . together .,, \yith. copies 
of some of his rescripts. Once again, the name ,Df Jerusalem occurs; 
its king (by name 'Abdu~Kheba) was ,one of the Palestinian rulers 
who begged forEgyptian. ~id against his local enemies. Butthishelp 
was not forth-coming;. for one reason or another the Egyptian king 
declined to despatch troops to the trouble-spots. The king in 
question was Amen-hotep IV, a man who sought to bring about a 
SOCIal andpDliticalr~volution in Egypt. RDyal power was being 
challenged from several directions, nDtably the army, the , civil 
service and the p()werful AmuIl priesthood, and in his erideavours ,to 
remedy this situation , Amen-hotep " moved his capital fromThebes 
(where the Amun , priestho()d was well entrenched) to anew city, 
which , he <called Akhet-aton in hDnour Df Aton, the deity whose 
worship he sought to make supreme in Egypt, At the same tiIIie and 
for thesamereason he changedhisown name to Akh-en-atDn.It 
was ,in the ruins of this city (abandDnedsoon after his reign ended), 
near a place now called el-Amarna, that the A~arna tablets were 
discDvered. It is clear that Akh-en-atDn was no weakling, but 

2; ANET, pp. 482-490; AOTS, pp.3-1S. 



170 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

nevertheless his revolution was ill-fated and in his efforts to sustain 
. its impetus in Egypt he allowed events in Syria-Palestine to get out 

of hand. (He, rather than any Hyksos king, may have been the 
Pharaoh in whose reign J oseph came to Egypt and rose to 
prominence. ) 

The Eighteenth Dynasty declined after Akh-en-aton's death, and 
ended in weakness and confusion in c. 1303 B.G: The pext dynasty 
was at first a powerful one, with able soldiers as kings. They 
transferred the centre of power and administration from Thebes in the 
south to the Delta region, where they built a capital, and from where 
they launched campaigns in order to bring Syria-Palestine into full 
subjection once more. For most of the thirteenth century the two 
kings Seti I (1302-1290 B.G.) and Ramesses 11 (1290-1224 B.G.) 
held their own in Syria-Palestine though they confronted a powerful 
enemy in the Hittite Empire, which was seeking to impos~ its 
domination on the northern part of the region. A decisive battle was 
fought at Kadesh on the Orontes in 1286 B. G.; the Egyptian army 
won, but bya narrow margin, and both the major powers thereafter 
accepted Kadesh as the boundary between their spheres of in
fluence. The treaty left Ramesses in full control of Palestine and 
south Syria: ' 

Seti and Ramesses 11 are of special interest, since they are in all 
probability the two Pharaohs who oppressed the Israelites in Egypt, 
according to Exodus lU The Israelites were put to building work in 
the Delta · region, helping to erect· the new capital and centre of 
government. One of the cities built by Israelite labour was named 
after Ramesses - the Pi-Ramesse of Egyptian texts, called more 
simply Rameses (or Raamses) in Exodus 1: 11. It was at some time 
during his long reign, then, that the Israelites escaped into the Sinai 
wilderness; the whole impression given by the early chapters of 
Exodus is that the Pharaoh whom Moses and the Israelites thwarted 
was a powerful monarch, and that it required a miracle to save the 
Israelites. Ramesses was certainly such a king, till, perhaps, the final 
years of his long reign. When Joshua and the Israelites were 
making Palestine their home, however, there was apparently.no 
Egyptian interference, or at least none worth mentioning. 

The process of Israelite settlement was evidently taking place 
during the reign of Merneptah (1224-1214 B.G.). It was now that 
the Sea Peoples, i.e. people related to the Philistines/ began. to put 
pressures on Egypt, and in 1220 B.G. Merneptah had to fight a 
defen,sive operation on his western frontiers, to prevent a combined 
invasion by Libyans and Sea Peoples. To commemorate his victory, 

3. This at least is the widespread view; but the recent study of J. J. Bimson, 
Relating the Exodus and Conquest aSOT Supplement 5: Sheffield, 1978) places the exodus 
two centuries earlier, thus supporting the traditional dating. 

4. See above, p. 136. 
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Merneptah set up a monument in a temple in Thebes; the monu
ment is commonly .called the "Israel Stele", since it is the earliest 
document outside the Bible, and indeed the only Egyptiandocu
ment,to mention Israel byname. 5 After discussing the battle in the 
west, the text of the inscription proceeds to turn its attention to 
Palestine: . 

Canaan is plundered with every evil; 
Ashkelon is taken; Gezer is captured; 
Yanoamis made non-existent; 
Israel lies desolate; its seed is no ~ore. 

It is .Ilot clear to what extent these words recount a genuine cam
paign in Palestine; Egyptian kings were prone to make proud boasts 
which were not based on fact. At any rate, Merneptah can have
done little harm to the Israelites, in view of the fact that the Old 
Testaxrtentdoes not deign to mention him.6 From now on Israelites 
and Philistines were to fight each other for the mastery of Palestine; 
Egypt's days of empire were over. The Philistines settled strongly on 
the Palestinian coast after an attempted sea invasion of Egypt had 
been driven off by Ramesses III in the early twelfth century. Such 
outside pressures weakened Egypt considerably, .. but she was begin
ning . to .. trumbleint~rnally, t?O, · for a variety of reasons. ·. Her 
holdings · in {.JanaaIl · were .. not lost to .. her overnight, but they 
gradually fell away, so that when in the mid-eleventh century Said 
came to the throne of Israel, the least of his problems was Egypt. By 
this time even the mines in Sinai had been abandoned by the 

Egyptians. ......... .. .. . . . .. . .. . . 
From Dynasty.XXI onwatds (c. 1090 B.C.) Egypt went into a 

gradual decline, and never again achieved more thaIl the occasional 
foray into Palestine. It was rarely united; it constantly broke up into 
two states (Upper and Lower Egypt respectively) or even more. 
Lower Egypt, with its capital at Tanis, was the mercantile centre,· 
and Egypt's contacts with Solomcn were probably · of a commercial 
nature. Solomon married the daughterof one of the kings, doubtless 
to secure a favourable commercial treaty. . 

Shortly after thelsraelite kingdom had broken into two, one king 
of northern Egypt found the ability and energy to make a foray into 
Palestine. His name was Shoshenq (the biblical Shishak) , a man of 
Libyan origins who rose to power and founded the Twenty-second 
Dynasty in 940 B.C. Hisplunderingcampaigri causedtonsiderable 
damage and loss to both RehoboamofJudahandalsoJeroboam I of 

5. Cf. DOTT, pp. 137-141. . . 
6. It is possible that the phrase "the waters of Nephtoah" (in the Hebrew mey 

neptoach) of Joshua ·15:9 commemorates the name of this Egyptian king. For the COD- · 

jectured route of his campaign, see MBA , map 36 . . 



172 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

Israel. 7. But it was a mere flash in the pan; for two centuries there
after Egypt was weak and un influential. 

A little before 700 B.C., a Cushite or Ethiopian family achieved 
the control of Egypt. The founder of Cushite power was a man 
called Pi-ankhi, whose successors constituted Dynasty XXV. They 
at first showed more ability than their predecessors, and perforce 
they showed more interest in Palestine, not because they wished to 
conquer it, but because the Assyrians were by now dominating it 
and threatening Egypt too. As early as 725 an Egyptian prince (it is 
not clear who he was) had persuaded Hoshea, the last king ofIsrael, 
to defy Assyria - with disastrous consequences for Israel (cf. 2 
Kings 17:4). The early Ethiopian rulers of Egypt conspired in 
similar fashion with Hezekiah of Judah, and were prepared to send 
an army into Palestine but Sennacherib's forces defeated it at 
Eltekeh in 700 B.C. 

It was Esarhaddon of Assyria who carried the struggle on to 
Egyptian soil; he invaded in 671 B.C. and drove the king of Egypt, 
Taharqa (the biblical Tirhakah), back to his native Cush. Esar
haddon's successor Ashurbanipal at first maintained the Assyrian 
grip on northern Egypt. Many local Egyptian chiefs were by no 
means averse to the defeat of the Ethiopian dynasty, and the 
Assyrians responded by recognizing several of them as local princes, 
loyal to Assyria. The prince of the city of Sais in the Delta region was 
one man thus honoured; Psamtik (in Greek form, Psammetichus) by 
name, he gradually enlarged his realm within Egypt, and as the 
Assyrian power rapidly waned, he became independent, and king of 
all Egypt. His Saite dynasty (663-525 B.C.) - Dynasty XXVI -
proved to be Egypt's last ruling family with any claim to power. Its 
early rulers endeavoured to recover some of Egypt's past glories; but 
they had to depend on Greek mercenaries to wage their wars. 

Psamtik I invaded Palestine, if Herodotus is to be believed, and 
his successor, Necho (609-594 B.C.), right at the outset of his reign, 
sent an army as far as the Euphrates; Necho's chief purpose was to 
maintain the balance of power in western Asia by supporting the 
Assyrians against the Babylonians, but he had no objection to 
adding Palestine and southern Syria to his own domains. It was he 
who defeatedJosiah of Judah in battle at Megiddo (609B.C.); and 
who installed J ehoiakim on the throne in Jerusalem as an Egyptian 
vassal. However, Babylon' s new king, N ebuchadrezzar, speedily 
put an end to Egypt's hopes of another empire in Asia .. Necho's 
armies suffered two major defeats in 605 ~.C., and had to be with~ 
drawn from Palestinian soil. 

Necho's successors, Psamtik 11 and Hophra (the Greek Apries), 
continued his anti-Babylonian policies, and put a great deal of 

7. See above, p. 69. 
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pressure on Judah's last king, Zedekiah, to rebel against Nebucha
drezzar. When Zedekiah at last yielded to Egyptian wishes, an army 
was sent to his aid, which did for a brief spell break 
Nebuchadrezzar's stranglehold on Jerusalem. But Egypt's help was 
worthless, though she provided a refuge for many Judaeans who fled 
from their native land Oeremiah among them). 

From then on Egypt declined rapidly. So serious were the internal 
disorders that when in 525 B.C . the Persian king Cambyses con
quered the country, many Egyptians welcomed his arrival and col
laborated willingly with him. After that puppet kings in Egypt once 
or twice tried to reassert Egyptian independence, but the Persians, 
followed by Alexander and the Greeks, and after them the Romans, 
held Egypt in a firm grip for many centuries. 

Egyptian Language 

Genesis 10:6 recognizes Egypt8 as one of the chief descendants of 
Ham - that is to say, as cousins rather than brothers of the 
Israelites. This relationship rather aptly describes the affinities 
between the ancient Egyptian language and the Semitic languages 
such as Hebrew. Egyptian perhaps stood halfway between the 
Semitic and the Hamitic language families; it stood close enough to 
Canaanite dialects such as Hebrew to permit ready borrowing in 
either direction, though in fact the Egyptians seem to have done . 
more of the borrowing than the speakers of Hebrew. The most 
obvious Egyptian loan"word in Hebrew is the name "Pharaoh", 
which derives from a pair of words denoting "Great House", 
originally applied to the Egyptian palace and court, and only later to 
the person of the king. The word for Noah's "ark", in Hebrew 
tebah, is another example of a loan-word from Egyptian. 

The Egyptian language can be traced back to 3000 B. C. or a little 
later, when a writing system was devised and soon put to extensive 
use. The script, traditionally described as "hieroglyphic", was 
deciphered early last century, in consequence of the discovery of the 
Rosetta Stone (by Napoleon's expedition of 1798). It began as a . 
pictographic script, that is to say that words or parts of words were 
drawn as representational piCtures; human figures" birds and other 
objects can easily be observed in Egyptian hieroglyphic documents. 
At an early date the signs came to represent short syllables, and even 
simple sounds, but the Egyptians never used the potential alphabet 
they had in their hands, except to write down foreign words. 

The invention of writing. was early put to good use, and the 
Egyptian literature that has survived is abundant, written on stone, 

8. The "Mizraim" of AV and RV represents the Hebrew word for Egypt, 
Mitsrayim. 
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potsherds and papyrus (which lasts much longer in the dry climate of 
Egypt than in neighbouring countries like Palestine). Proverbi~ and 
"wisdom" literature from Egypt dates back to the third millennium, 
and,bears eloquent witness to the intellectual powers of the ancient 
Egyptians, as also to their literary interests and abilities~ Some parts 
ofthe Old Testament have been .comparedwith this or that item of 
Egyptian literature; it is interesting to note than in nearly every case 
the Egyptian material is the older - indeed, little original literature 
appears to have been written in Egypt after 1000 B. C. 
Akh-en"aton's "Hymn to Aton" (fourteenth centuryt has some
times been thought to have inspired Psalm 104; and it is widely held 
that the "Teaching of Amenemope" (eleventh century or laterYo lies 
behind Proverbs 22: 17-24: 22, in . view of close verbal parallels. 

These parallels, whether or not they imply borrowing on the part 
of the Israelites, at least illustrate the point that when David and 
Solomon created a new Israel, transforming it from a loose tribal 
society into a well-organized kingdom where all the arts of civiliza
tion, might flourish,they could turn to Egyptforadvice, precedent, 
and literature. The list80f officials in the' administrations of David 
and Solomon show that something ofa bureaucracy was built up, 
quite possibly on Egyptian models, and perhaps even with · one or 
two Egyptian personnel. II 

Egyptian Religion 

On the other hand, Israel stands in marked contrast to Egypt where 
, religious belief and practice is concerned. If all too many Israelites 
were drawn to Canaanitegods, few appear to have seen any attrac
tion in the Egyptian pantheon. This fact is probably related to · the 
fact that geographically Palestine and Egypt were so different, and 
we must not forget that ancient man's religious concepts were based 
on his experience of and understanding of nature. Palestine has few 
rivers; a very varied, sometimes mountainous terrain, for the most 
part a temperate climate, and a regular cycle of the seasons, with the 
life-giving . rains falling ' in the winter months. Egypt, on the other 
hand, has a remarkably \lnvaried geography .and climate . .• It is low
lying, consisting of a long valley through which the Nile flows, with 
the broad Delta: to the north; wherever the Nile waters do not reach, 
thereisdesert, for rainfall is minimaL Hence all ancient Egypt's 
major cities ,- Thebes, Hermopolis, Heliopolis (the biblical On), 
Memphis,Sais, Tanis (from south to north) lay on or near'the great 
river and its mouths~ The sun's heatispowerful all the year f()und . 

. 9. Cf. DOTT, pp. 142"150. 
10. Cf. DO TT, pp. 172-.186. 
11. Cf. R, de Vaux, Ancient [sraell (London, 1965) pp. 127-132. 
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Thus where the people of Canaan felt it an urgent matter to please 
and placate the god of storm and thunder, it was the sun which 
dominated the religion of Egypt - though worshipped in 'different 
ways and under differentnaines, notably Re ({)r Ra) and Aton. 
Morelocal deities includ~clAIIlu~atThebes, Thothat Hermopolis 
and Ptah at Memphis; much depended on theking ,and his seat of 
government as to which deity received most prominence. (We have 
already noted how Amen-hotep IV changed his name, to Akh-en
aton, when he changed his capital and when he sought to breakthe 
power of the Amun priesthood.) The king was also held to bea god 
in,ancient Egypt; he was revered as the embodiment of Horus sonof 
Osiris, whose cult came Closest to being the national cult. Osiris was 
lit once god of vegetation and of the underworld (two concepts which 
often ,went together in the ancient world). The well-being of their 
divine ,king was vital to the" Egyptians, as ensuring,their own well
being, in freedom from·famine and in the preservatic;m of law and 
order. . 

. The cult of Os iris de\':e1oped alongside a highly complexbeIienn 
the afterlife. The Egypti~n faced deathchee~fullya.nd optimistIcally, 
prepared foritthoroughly, and erisuredthatall he would need irithe 
next world should be entombed with his corpse. The tombs{)f the 
rich, especially the kings, were very elaborate; and of course the 
practice of mummification was a characteristic of the funerary rites. 

All this made little iIIlpression on the ordinary Israelite, and the 
prophets of Israel andJudah saw little need to denoun~e the gods of 
Egypt. Amos in the earJyeighthcentury saw no need to denounce 
Egypt at all. But once Egypt began once more to play a political~ole 
in Palestine" the prophets spoke out; it is true, after all, that up to a. 
point Egypt can be blamed for the fall of both Israel and Judah, 
since she intrigued in both capitals and persuaded both kingdoms to 
rebel, against Assyria in the one case arid against Babylon in the 
other. hi her intrigues Egypt mad~ promises of military support 
which she was unable to fulfil; we have already observed how weak 
and divided Egypt bec~mebefore . ever the ' Hebrew monarchies 
started, ,' and , her final show ' of power in the ' time , of N ebuchadrezzar 
was based on foreign mer(:enaries, 

Isaiah, JeremiahandEzekiel were the prophets who had most. to 
say against Egypt. Thc:!burdenoftheir arguments was the emptiness 
of Egyptian boasts arid the intrinsic weakness of Egyptian shows of 
military strength. We may single out a statement of biting scorn 
from each ofthese three prophetic books. "Vain and worthless is the 
help" of Egypt; therefore ,have I given her this name, Rahab 
Quelled" (lsaiah"30:7); thus Isaiah depicted t:he proud and ancient 
kingdom as the very embodiment ofa powerful monster of primeval 
chaos (Rahab) - powerless andsitting idle (as other versions have 
it). Jeremiah's comment needs ne;) commentary: "Give Pharaoh of 
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Egypt the title King Bombast", said he, "the man who missed his 
moment',' (46: 17). Finally Ezekiel summed up Egyptian promises of 
help thus: "The support that you gave the Israelites was no better 
than a reed, which splintered in the hand when they grasped you, 
and tore their armpits; when they leaned on you, you snapped and 
theit limbs gave way" (29:6f.). 



9. Babylonian Chronicle tablet 
recording the capture of 
Jerusalem 



10 . . Anthropoid coffin frorn 
Beth-Shan 



CHAPTER 18 

Assyria 

THE name Assyria comes to us via Latin from the Greeks, who 
used it to denote the country and empire which grew up around 

the city of Asshur; in their own (Akkadian) language the Assyrians 
used the word Asshur (or more accurately, Ashshur) alike for their 
patron city, and for the kingdom. 

Asshur on the northern Tigris was one of the oldest' cities in 
ancient Mesopotamia,! emerging from pre-history before the middle 
of the third millennium B.O. It is not known who its earliest citizens 
were, but culturally it was no different from contemporary cities in 
Sumer, much further south. The whole civilization can therefore be 
called Sumerian. There' appear to have been at least three distinct 
racial elements in the Mesopotamiaof the period, distinguished by 
language, but culturally the whole area was unified. One of the 
languages was Sumerian, a tongue with no known relatives, the 
second was Akkadian, one of the Semitic language family, and the 
third still remains to be identified. In the course of time it was Akka
dian which came to predominate, and the other two died out. It is 
widely conjectured that the people who first brought the Akkadian 
language into Mesopotamia were originally semi-nomads from the 
Syro-Arabiandesert, 'Who probably infiltrated Mesopotamia during 
the fourthlllillennium. 

The eaily¥esopotarnian cities were self-contained, city-states, 
each havingitssatellitewillages around it, and these independent 
units were separated by the. uncultivated steppe-land. Each city
state had its temples and deities,oneof whom was viewed as the 
owner of the state. Asshur'spatron deity bore the same name as the 
city. One man had the ,rule in each city-state, and was styled either 
governor or king. It was only gradually that the kingship came into 

1. A convenient term coined by the Greeks. It is applied to the area dominated by 
the two great rivers Tigris and Euphrates, and to roughly the area today called Iraq. 
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the control of one family , or dynasty. Then the city states began to 
try to influence and dominate each other; though Asshur was tocifar 
north to he affected by the local quarrels inSumer. 

The first man to impose his ,will on 'the whole ' region was Sargon 
the Great, an Akkadian whobeganhis career as the royal cup-bearer 
in the city of Kish and ended . it by carving out . an empire .' which ' ex
tended the full length of the Tigris and Euphrates and beyond. He 
reigned c. 2371-2316 RC., founcled a. long-lived dynasty, and left 
behind a goal for many 'another Mesopotamian with ambition. The 
citizens of Asshur were , among those who cherished the dream, of 
empire, though after losing their independence to Sargonthey did 
not regain it for some cerituries.' ' 

Sargon'sempire slowly felFapart, both from internal pressures 
and . also by attacks [ro

In 
outsiders; the Mes()potaInian civilization 

could not be isolatedfr?Int~e · other peoples ea.st,west,and north, 
who at different periogs 'ofhistory irifdtratedorin.vaded. Towards 
the end of the millennium it\\1as Dynasty Hlof the cityofUr which 
re~constituted the empire; but that empire againfell to pieces . .It was 
the Elamites.to the east who ,supplied the coup degrdce in 2006B.C.; 
but the people who had seriously weakenedUrwete the Amorites -:.. 
a fresh wave of Semites presumably from the same Syro-Arabian 
desert fringes as the Akkadians . a thousand years earlier. The 
Amorites readily . accepted the Sumerhm . culture tliey ' found in 
Mesopotamia, but it was the ,AkkCidian language, closely related to 
theirown, which they adopted. '. ., , ., ..... . 

The early second millennium saw a Mesopotamia composed not 
ofcity"states but of distinct, centralized kingdoms, one of which was 
centred on Asshur; the term Assyriatherefore now becomesapprop
riate, though at first it covered no very great area>Stea.dily expand~ 
ing under able kings, whose 'purposes in war and conquest were 

. largely' c()mmercial, Assyria soon embraced other "citiessllch as 
Nineveh (in Akkadian,"Ninua"),which was to figure as the last 
and most famous capital o(the kingdom. 
,.ThefirstAssyrian . empire was created by ShaIllshi-Adad I 

(himselfapparently a foreigner who conquered Assyria.) ·· in the early 
eighteenth century. Thegreatcity of Mari on thecelltraIEuphrates 
was annexed, and diplomaticrelations . were establis~e~\\1ith ' states 
further afield, such as Carchemish in Syria.Butt~e empire was very 
short~lived, because a more able man than even Shamshi-Adad 
occupied the throne of Babylon, anAmorite named Hammurabi 
(1792-1750B.C .), who gave Babylonherfirstemprre. He conquered 
the other parts of Mesopotamia firsf,buthy 1755 Assyria too had 
been conquered, although it was permittedto retain its dynasty. The 
rivalry ' of the ' two great , Mesopotamian kingdoms had ' begun. 

A .... ft .. , er H. am. m. urab.'. i.' s., ... d. e .... a .. th .. ' Ass. y.ria s.o.on.· br. 0 .. k .. e ... f1. re.e .... ,0.· .. f. B .. a ... b. y,lonian 
suzerainty, but her power was strictly limited. The middle of the 
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second millennium was a period when M~sopotamia was over
shadowed, and at times dominated, by various peoples from beyond 
the mountain ranges to the .northand east, particularly the Kassites 
and the Hurrians (the Old Testament "Horites"). Few. documents 
from this period have survived, but it appears that Assyria, though 
infiltrated by outsiders, held on to a precarious independence, 
though some of her kings had to pay tribute to the Hurrian kingdom 
of Mitanni to. the west of Assyria. In the fourteenth ceptury, 
however, Mitanni suddenly collapsed under pressures from the 
west, . and this event at one stroke gave Assyria full independence 
and also .an enlarged reahn.Ashur-uballit I was the Assyrian king 
who profited by Mitanni's fall, and he wasted no time in embarking 
on a career of greater conquest; he and his successor Adad-nirari I 
waged war on several fronts. Assyria, a highland region, was circled 
on the north and north-east by mountain ranges, and her primary 
need here was defensive . - to secure the frontiers, . and cirive back 
the mountain tribes and those, beyond the mountains who might 
have threatened to invade. In other directions Assyria looked abroad 
with greedy eyes. The great trade-routes in and through Syria she 
saw and coveted, andfrom now on her chief ambitions for expansion 
and .. conquest were westward, towards the Mediterranean. 
Southward,. too, there were rich pickings, and ancient rivalries as 
well; Babylon was an. early victim of the Assyrian aggression of this 
period. One of the greatestwarriors was .Shalmaneser I, in the mid
twelfth century; and his . son Tukulti-ninurta r went. on to reach the, 
Mediterranean . c9~st with his ~rmies~ Thus.at a . time when Israel 
was . marching int~ , Palestine froIn the south,the Assyrian arlllies 
were already dangerously near .thePromised Land;. but the time for 
thc;! two peoples to come into conflict hadnot yet arrived. 

This same thirteenth century ushered in an era of general unrest 
and migration in the. Near East; it has often been called a time of 
confusion: Assyria had its internal weaknesses, and the king who 
reached the Mediterranean cpast died ignominiously, besieged in his 
oWn palac(! by a revolt of the Assyrian n~bles. The Hittite empire 
crashed, at the end of the century , and. a power vacuum in Syria 
resultedwllich Assyriawas not yet ready to fill. The vacuum was 
instead filled by theAramaean~, . who seem to have chosen their 
moment well to swarm from the desert fringes and make Syria their 
own. Nor were they content with their conquest there; they made 
~eir appearance in all sect()rs of the Fertile Crescent, and inmtrated. 
Assyria and Babylonia, pl,ltting fn;shpressures upon these king
doms . .• For more than three c:enturies , the As!!yrians \Vere fully 
occupied in resisting the pressures, holding their own, and finally 
gaining the ascendancy. The greatest Assyrian king of the period 
was Tiglath-pileser 1 (1115-1077 B.C.), but his victories were 
initially defensive ones, in the fa~e of Aramaeans and others besides; 
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once again, however, Assyrian armies reached the Mediterranean, 
and Sidon, not so far from Israelite territory, paid tribute to the 
victorious Assyrian king. These successes were ephemeral, in point 
of fact; the Aramaean tide flowed yet more strongly, and Assyria 
\\Tas nearly crushed· by . the Aramaean network of kingdoms during 
the tenth century. So while David gave Israel an empire by master
ing the western Aramaeans, the eastern Aramaeans were almost 
choking the kingdom of Assyriaout of existence. But not quite; her 
survival proved her inner strength, determination, and fighting 
qualities. (See plates 13 and 14 facing pp. 240, 241) 

Adad-nirari II (911-891 B.C.) was the Assyrian king who turned 
the tide, and began to retrieve the territory lost to the Aramaeans; 
and with him begins the AssyrianEmpire, although the early 
achievements were primarily defensive measures ,once again. A 
pattern of annual campaigns soon built up, the king leading his 
army forth to attack and subdue one tribe after another. Submission 
and tribute were demanded, to promote both the defence and the 
economic well-being of Assyria. As the territory . held by· the 
Assyrians increased· in area, . the victims ot: their. aggression became 
states instead of petty princedoms; but the kings of Assytia never 
knew when to cry halt. 

Ashurnasirpal II (884-859) perhaps typifies the Assyrian 
monarchy. Thoroughly warlike in every respect, he was character
ized by the virtues and the vices ofthe soldier -- courage and energy 
coupled with cruelty and ruthless ambition. His first campaigns 
were to the north and the south of Assyria proper, but he soon 
turned his attention w~stward, and invaded· the important 
Aramaean kingdom of Bit-adini (the Old Testament Beth-eden). 
His 877 B;C. campaign brought his army to the Mediterranean. He 
records that his troops ceremonially washed their weapons in the sea 
and made offering to the gods; and then they set about collecting the 
rich tribute of the Levant coast as far south as Tyre. But all this was 
not empire-building; it was merely a predatory raid. Nor was it only 
men's treasure chests which were affected; Ashurnasirpal was OIle of 
the most cruel conquerors in the whole of history , an exceptionally 
cruel king in an exceptionally cruel race.· If any people dared oppose 
him or rebel against him, "unarmed prisoners, innocent civilians, 
men, women and children alike, w~re tortured with sadistic refine
ments" .2 

It was Ashurnasirpal who changed the capital city of Assyria, re
building Kalhu (the Old Testament Calah) and erecting·a palace 
there which has been excavated inaremarkablygood state of repair. 
The original opening ceremony took place in 879 B. C.; the disiIlter
ment began in A.D. 1949. 

2. G .. Roux, Ancient Iraq (Penguin edition, Harmondsworth, 1964), p. 263. 
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Shalmaneser III (848-824), Ashurnasirpal's son, was the first king 
to.come into contact with Israel. It was now that the Assyrians began 
to clash with bigger ethnic groupings than hitherto, and Shal
maneser's successes were less brilliant achievements than his records 
claim. In the east, he fought the Medes and Persians, but an 
Assyfian victory. or two' did not . stop them consolidating their 
position in Iran, from where the Medes were ·.laterto help crush 
Assyria. In the north-east,. he fought with anew kingdom,Urartu 
(the Old Testament Ararat), again gaining successes; butUrartu 
nevertheless continued to grow in strength, and was later a powerful 
rival. He had more success.in the west, where no single state was 
powerful enough to. thrust back the Assyrian armies. Nevertheless, 
here too he had difficulties and setbacks; Time and again western 
states, neo-Hittites, Aramaeans and Israelites, banded together to 
resist him, most notably at the battle of Qarqar in 853 B.C. The 
eastern A,ramaean state of Bit-adini was crushed, but Damascus he 
never did succeed in capturing, and he finally gave up his attempts 
on it. For the first time, however, Israel (under Jehu) paid. tribute , in 
841 B.C. As for Babylonia, it had its internal problems at this time, 
and Shalmaneser involved himself in its affairs and emerged as its 
benefactor and nominal overlord. But after that Assyria itself was 
torn by a civil war which continued after Shalmaneser'sdeath; the 
high-handed arrogance. of the ruling classes was. and remained a 
cause of discontent to the Assyrians themselves. As soon as the civil 
war began, reluctant vassals such as Babylon withheld tribute and 
asserted their independence, as one might have predicted. For halh 
century, therefore, Assyria's wars were aimed at reasserting her 
authority and regaining lost ground. 

Mention should be made of Assyria's ruler from 810 to 805 B.C., 
since her fame is legendary. She. was the queen-mother Sammura
mat,better known to posterity as Semiramis. In its literary form, the 
legend goes back to the fourth century Greek historian Herodotus; 
eventually the tal.ecame to credit her with the conquest of Egypt and 
India, among other things. In fact .the legend seems to be totally 
without foundation; probably her outstanding beauty,. lustfulness 
and cruelty are as unhistorical as her conquests. She may have been 
a. Babylonian .. who took. a leading part in the propagation' of 
Babylonian culture in Assyria, a process that is. clearly discernible in 
Assyria'shistory at that period; but even that achievement is a 
matter of conjecture. 

Her son Adad-nirari III (810-783 B.C.), once he came to man
hood, took over the reins of office from his mother and proved to be 
another capable soldier. In 804 he marched west,andthis time 
Damascus fell, swiftly. Israel again proffered tribute, and states still 
further south too, though notJudah as yet. His victories in Iran and ., 
Chaldaea were equally brilliant; but there was again no systematic 
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attemptat 'conquest, and his successors proved weak and ineffective. 
With Assyria quiescent, others could and did prosper. Israel and 
Judah enjoyed a second golden age, while to the northwest of 
Assyria Urartu grew and expanded rapidly. 

Assyrian fortunes were restored by the accession in 745 B.C. of 
one of her greatest kings, Tiglath-pileser IH, perhaps a usurper. He 
thoroughly reorganized every aspect of Assyrian administration, at 
home and abroad, and at last made the empire a reality. From now 
on victories would mean conquests, not mere occasions for plunder 
and booty. Much of the defeated territory would be turned into 
provinces, under direct Assyrian rule, and the will to resist wouldbe 
broken by massive deportations. Tribute would be paid regularly. 
He also strengthened the army by beginning a policy of conscription 
from conquered populations. 

An early campaign brought him into conflict with a coalition in 
North Syria led by '~Azriau of Yaudi"} His victories gave him 
territory, control and tribute from the Aramaeari states, Phoenicia 
and Israel; but it has to be recognized that his prim.ary objective was 
to lessen the threat U rartu posed to Assyria; for the Ararriaean states 
had been the vassals and allies of Sardur In of U rartu. His successes 
were impressive; before his death (727 RC,) a chain of Assyrian 
provinces s.tretched as far south as the northern part of Israel, the 
kingdom of Israel surviving as a very truncated realm. He was the 
first Assyrian king to whom Judah became tributary. 

On most other fronts he was equally successful. He led Assyrian 
armies further east across Iran than they had ventured before, and 
annexed territory there, beyond the Zagros range. He also brought 
Babylonia more firmly into the empire, by taking the throne of 
Babylon himself in 729 B.C.; his campaigns in Babylonia, however, 
were not directed against Babylon itself but against the very trouble
some Aramaeans and Chaldaeans who had overrun southern Baby
lonia, and he was more of ~ benefactor than an aggressor to the 
capital ,city and nobility. At some stage in his reign he invaded 
Urartu itself, but was unable to capture 'ihe capital city, Tushpa. 

Shalmaneser V had a short reign (726-722 B. C.), the chief event 
being the revolt of Samaria. Shalmaneser's army invested the city, 
which may not have fallen until after the accession of Sargon H 
(722~705 B.C.). Sargon's reign was fully occupied with campaigns 
against rebels and enemies on every hand. Tiglath-pileser's con
quests had frightened Egypt on the west and Elam on the east, and 
both responded by fomenting all the trouble they could for Assyria. 
Babylon was lost to him fully twelve years, when a Chaldaean 
named Merodach-baladan captured the throne there. Sargonhad 
his hands full in the west, to begin with, until he had twice defeated 

3 •. See above, p. 94. 
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Egyptian armies; then he had to force back into Asia Minor King 
Midas of the Muski; thirdly, urgent campaigns against Urartu were 
necessary. Sargon emerged victorious from all these campaigns; 
Urartu suffered a crushing defeat when he conquered its sacred city 
of Musasir. Then at last he could turn his attention to Babylon. 
Driving out Merodach-baladan, Sargon himself took the throne of 
Babylon as his two predecessors had done. Undoubtedly he was an 
able soldier, and he celebrated at home by building a new capital 
bearing his own name, "Fortress of Sargon" (Dur-Sharrukin), near 
Khorsabad. 

He was killed while campaigning in Asia Minor once again, and 
was succeeded by Semiacherib (705-681 B.C.), whose campaigns in 
the west have been recounted above. 4 His major problems were with 
Babylon, where Merodach-baladan engineered all the difficulties he 
could for the Assyrian king, retreating into friendly Elamite territory 
when necessary. Sennacherib was induced into a major war with 
Elam, in which he suffered several defeats and setbacks. Eventually 
he captured Babylon in 689, and vented his anger on the city by 
destroying it systematically. No previous Assyrianmonarch had 
treated the proud city so contemptuously; from now on Babylon was 
to be relentlessly hostile to her old rival. 

At home, Sennacherib abandoned the newly-built capital Dur
Sharrukin and set about building up Nineveh to serve as the capital. 
Some sort of discontent with his regime must have broken out, for he 
was ultimately assassinated. Two of his sons were implicated, 
according to 2 Kings 19:37, but they gained nothing thereby, the 
throne going to the crown-prince Esarhaddon} Once he had 
consolidated his position, the new king attempted to atone for his 
father's treatment of Babylon by rebuilding the city in as 
magnificent a fashion as possible, a major task which occupied most 
of his reign (681-669 B.C.). For the time being the Babylonians were 
placated. In the west the king of Sidon was the only rebel, and he 
was efficiently defeated and executed in 677 B.C., with the sub
sequent deportatlon of many Sidonians. 

It was to the north that Esarhaddon looked most anxiously. The 
power of Urartu had been broken by his predecessors, and with it 
the ability of U rartu to resist the inroads of barbarian nomads from 

_ further north. The Cimmerians (the Old Testament Gomer) had 
been active in this quarter for a generation or two, and they were 
now reinforced by the Scythians (the Old Testament Ashkenaz). By 
dint of a victorious campaign and diplomatic manoeuvres, Esar
haddon was able to divert them westwards into Asia Minor. On his 

4. See pp. 110ff. 
5. For Assyrian and Babylonian references to Sennacherib's death, cf. DOTT, 

pp. 70-73. 
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north-east frontiers he had some successes against the Medes; and 
south-east he was able to secure an alliance with Elam. 

With all his frontiers thus secured, Esarhaddon at last embarked 
on fresh conquest. He had first made overtures to the various Arab 
tribes who might otherwise have molested his lines of communica
tion; and now he marched through Syria and down the Palestinian 
coast, and invaded Egypt. The battles were, on Esarhaddon's own 
account, "very bloody", but the victory was his. The Egyptian 
king, Taharqa (the Old Testament Tirhakah), fled to his native 
Ethiopia, leaving Esarhaddon to appoint local rulers,impose 
tribute, and do what he could to consolidate his new conquest. But 
however brilliant the victory, Egypt was not so easily held. Once the 
Assyrian army withdrew, that of Taharqa returned to the fray, and 
only two years later Esarhaddon felt obliged to invade Egypt once 
again - but fell ill and died en route. He left his kingdom divided 
between two sons, Ashurbanipalas king in Nineveh and Shamash
shum-ukin as king of Babylon (independent,but subordinate to his 
brother). This arrangement was designed both to honour and pacify 
Babylonand also to promote the unity and stability of Mesopotamia 
at; u whole, and at first it promised to achieve its ends. 

At the beginning of his reign, therefore, Ashutbanipal (668-627 
B.O.) (see piate 12 facing p. 209) was free to continue his father's cam
paign inEgypt. Taharqa was once again driven south, and the con
queror marched proudly into the capital, Thebes. But it was quite im
possible for Assyria to hold Egypt, however many battles might be 
won .• There were insufficient Assyrian troops to garrison the land 
effectively, and revolt followed revolt. To maintain the pressure on 
Egypt Ashurbanipalwas compelled to neglect other fronts; and this 
proved fatal in the long run. Psamtik I of Egypt drove out the last 
Assyrian. soldiers in 655 B.O., and Egypt was free again. 

By now Ashurbanipal was fully occupied in a fresh war with 
_Elam, where a hostile king had taken the throne. No sooner had the 
Elamites been crushed than Babylon revolted, under Ashurbanipal's 
own brother, in 651 B.O. The latter had taken steps to create a wide
ranging confederacy against Assyria; evenJudah was implicated. 
Ashurbanipal attacked in the nick of time, and even so it took him 
three hard years of fighting before he won the victory. Shamash~ 
shum-ukin died in the flames of his own palace -in Babylon, and 
Ashurbanipal had no further troubles in that quarter. The Arab 
tribes who had joined the coalition were next on his agenda; he was 
no less successful against them, but again the victories were by no 
means easy. Finally Elam, once again, defied him,_ and another 
major war proved necessary. Elam was finally crushed (639 B.G.), 
and its capital Susa (the Old Testament Shushan) sacked. 

Scarcely anything is known of the last decade of Ashurbanipal's 
reign. Perhaps little of consequence took place; but in fact Assyria 
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was noW-doomed, despite all the victories achieved by Ashur
banipal. He had ' over-reached himself, especially in Egypt, and 
already ' the frontiers of the empire had ' begun to retract; he had 
exhausted the Assyrian army with constant hard fighting; and he 
had won no realfriends in any quarter. Babylon, in particular, felt a 
burning resentment, while beyond the eastern mountains the Medes 
made little secret of their hostility; And in Assyria itself · civil strife 
broke out, probably even before Ashurbanipal's death in 627B.C. 

Assyria'slast governor in Babylon, a Chaldaean named 
Nabopolassar, revolted as soon as he heard Of Ashurbanipal's 
death, and in 626 B.C. made himself king of Babylon. The kings of 
Assyria, Ashur-etil-ilani (627-623 B.C.) and then Sin-shar-ishkun 
(623-612 B.C.), fought Nabopolassaras strongly as they could, but 
he gradually proved the stronger. The old capital, Asshur, was 
briefly besieged in 616 B.C .; and Assyria in desperation now sought 
help from Egypt, so recently her victim. Egypt responded, but not 
soon enough to be of any assistance; On the other hand, Babylon's 
armies were suddenly reinforced by the Medes, whose King Cyax
ares invaded Assyria without warning in 615 B.C. Cyaxares 
captured Asshurin the following year, and then the two allied 
armiesjoined forces for the final assault on Nineveh, which fell in 
612 B.C~ On the death of Sin-shar-ishkun, an army officer made 
himself king under the name Ashur~uballit, and set up court in 
Harran in Syria, with Egyptian support. Two years later that last 
stronghold fell to the Medes, who repulsed a counter-attack i0609 
B.C.; and there Assyrian history ended. The whole of As syria lay in 
ruins, and the population .was deCimated. Assyriadisappeared so 
totally that to the Greeks, for instance, she was a mere memory, and 
the source oflegends such as that of Semiramis. We know far more 
than the Greeks ever did, thanks to the literacy of the Assyrians and 
to the riCh finds in ruined · Assyrian palaces made by the archaeo
logists of the last 150 years . 

Assyrian Religion 

The names of several deities worshipped by the Assyrians can be ex
tracted from the names of their kings. The god Asshur, who gave his 
name to the capital city, is to be seen in many royal names , for 
instance Ashurnasirpal and Ashurbanipal. Another god was 
Ninurta, as in Tukulti,-ninurta.6 These two appear to have been the 
most prominent deities worshipped in Assyria; other names include 
Shulman (as in Shalmaneser), Sin (as in Sennacherib) and Adad (as 

. 6., The "Nisroch" of2 Kings 19:37maybe Ninurta, b:u~moreprobablyanother 
deity, Nusku. 
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in Adad-nirari). The last named is the "Hadad" worshipped in 
Syria as the god of thunder. 

Though some of these names are characteristic of Assyrian 
worship, the religion practised ih ancient Assyria cannot be divorced 
from the older , Sumerian religion which was adopted by the Semitic 
peoples who.carne into Mesopotamia later - the Akkadians and the 
Amorites. If the Egyptian religion . was dominated by their natural 
environment - the Nile and the perennial sunshine - Sumerian 
worship was no less influenced by the great rivers Tigris and 
Euphrates, and the violent. annual storms which produced wide
spread flooding. Where the sun took prominence in Egyptian 
thought, the gods of heaven (Anu) and of wind (EnIil) held pride of 
place in the early Sumerian pantheon,. along with a third male deity 
(Enki or Ea - symbolising the earth) and a mother-goddess, Nin
hursag. These were the gods who created order in the universe by 
defeating. the monster-deities of the primeval waters. 

A ~econdtriad of cosmic male deities may have been imported by 
the Akkadians; they were the gods ofthe moon (Sin - in Sumerian, 
Nannar), the sun (Shamash - in Sumerian, Utu) and of storm 
(Adad). Their associated goddess was Ishtar - the Ashtoreth of the 
Old Testament _. who became the most prominent· goddess in 
Mesopotamia, as goddess of war and love. 

At the other end of the I)cale, there were deities to be found in the 
most ordinary everyday articles and objects, even things like salt. 
The whole of life, everything that confronted man, was religious in 
the eyes of the Assyrians and Babylonians. The total list of deities!s 
enormous, and it is impossible to identify many of the names. Some 
deities became associated with special cities, and if one ofthose cities 
rose to prominence, so did its tutelary god or goddess. This. is 
precisely what happened in the case of Asshur. The symbolism of 
this . deity escapes us (some would connect the name with the 
Egyptian Osiris), but as the city of Asshur rose to power, so did the 
deity, and in due course the god Asshur became the national patron 
deity of As syria, and second to none. Hence the ancient myths were 
amended to make him the chief god where Anu's name had pre
viously stood. Asshur owned Assyria, and the king was his high 
priest. 

Ninurta and Shulman seem to have been the same deity by differ~ 
ent names; the god of war, he was a very appropriate deity for the 
Assyrians to revere! One other Mesopotamian deity deserves men
tion here, since he is specifically mentioned in Ezekiel 8: 14: Tam
muz, for whom the Jerusalemite women were ritually wailing, as the 
prophet saw in his vision. This god (who gave his name toa month 
of the Babylonian and hence the Jewish year), originally Sumerian 
(Dumuzi), had a widespread cult in the ancient Near East, and 
probably reached the people of Judah via the Phoenicians. The 
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"wailing" EZ!'!kiel describes was because of the god' s descent to the 
underworld, where he was ritually married to the goddess Ishtar, 
who followed him thither. Their union was doubtless thought to 
promote the growth of vegetation. The Adonis cult of the Greeks was 
very similar. 7 

The Assyrian kings, in their inscriptions and records, regularly 
credit the godAsshur w.ith their victories, but it does not seem to 
have been their custom to impose the worship of Assyriandeities 
upon the rtationsthey conquered.8 However, 2 Kings 16: 10-18 re
counts how King Ahaz of Judah introduced innovations in the very 
temple of Jerusalem in consequence of paying a visit to his new over
lord, Tiglath-pileserIII, at Damascus. The altar Ahaz saw at 
Damascus may well have been Syrian rather than Assyrian, but his 
installation of a · similar altar in Jerusalem suggests Assyrian pres
sures,to say the least. First Hezekiah, and later Josiah, sought to 
eradicate such foreign pagan trappings from the temple. The latter 
king got rid of various cultic personnel and their paraphernalia, we 
read in 2 Kings 23: 4f.; the cults listedinc1uded sun, moon, planets 
( or signs of the zodiac), and "all the host of heaven", some if not all 
of which were ultimately of Mesopotamian origin. 

There is evidence of such astral cults in the Northern Kingdom, 
too, in the words of Amos 5: 26. The verse prese:Qts difficulties, and 
ifthe New English Bible rendering is right, the nature of the idolatry 
is not specified; but the Revised Standard Version (for instance) 
mentions explicitly "Sakkuth your king, and Kaiwan your 
star-god". These two names are known to have been applied to the 
planet Saturn in Babylonian worship.9 Amos therefore seems to be 
telling his contemporaries in the Northern Kingdom that they would 
soon be in a position to take such idols back home to Mesopotamia 
- for Israel faced "exile beyond Damascus" (verse 27). 

The attitude of the eighth century prophets to Assyria was that 
God - Yahweh of Israel, not the vaunted Asshur to whom the 
Assyrians credited their victories! - had ordained that this mighty 
nation should punish Israel for her idolatries. Hosea, for instance, 
poured scorn on "the calf-god of Beth-aven" (by which he meant 
Bethel), and predicted that the idol would be "carried to Assyria as 
tribute to the Great King" (Hosea 10:5f.). At the end of the century, 
Isaiah succinctly explained God's purposes for Assyria: "The 
Assyrian! He is the rod that I wield in my anger, and the staff of my 

7. For some further details of the religion, see H. Ringgren, Religions of the Ancient 
Near East (London, 1973), pp. 64ff. 

8. Cr. J. W . McKay, Religion in}udah under tlteAssyrians (SET, ii. 26: London, 
1973), passim. Until recently it was widely supposed that the Assyrians did impose a 
degree of Assyrian worship upon their subject peoples. 

9. Stcphen quoted from the Greek translation of this passage in Acts 7:43, on 
which cf. F. F. Bruce,. The Acts of the Apostle? (London, 1952), p. 174. 
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wrath is in his hand. I send him against a godless nation, I bid him. 
march against a people who rouse my wrath" (Isaiah 10:5f.). 
Assyria, however, went far beyond her writ; the Assyrian's 
"purpose is lawless", the prophet complained, "His thought is only 
to destroy and to wipe out nation after nation" (10:7). So this same 
ptophet foretold doom in turn for Assyria - "I will break the 
Assyrian in my own land and trample him underfoot upon my 
mountains" was the divine promise (14:25). 

This last oracle found partial fulfllment in the disaster to Senna
cherib's army described in 2 Kings 19:35, but nearly a century more 
passed before the final destruction of Assyria. The prophets of that 
era could not mourn for Assyria. Nahum openly rejoiced over the 
fall of the "blood-stained city (Nineveh) . . . full of pillage, never 
empty of prey!" (3:1). The very last word. of his prophecy was this, 
addressed to the now broken empire: "Are there any whom your 
ceaseless cruelty has not borne down?" 



CHAPTER 19 

Babylon 

BABYLON'S history was closely intertwiried with that of Assyria. 
. BothAsshur and Babylon are known to us from the middle of the 

third millennium B. G., when both ' were among the cities of the 
Sumero-Akkadadian civilization which then embraced the whole of 
Mesopotamia. At that early stage, Asshur was already an important 
city, in its rather isolated position on the upper Tigris . Babylon, 
however, loc'l,ted ona branch ofthe Euphrates, was an insignificant 
town until the second millennium, over-shadowed as it was by more 
powerful and perhaps more ancient cities all around. Its position 
was fairly central in the heart-land of Mesopotamia. Under the 
Third Dynastyof Ur it came to serve as a provincial capital, in the 
twenty~second and twenty-first centuries B.G. 

When the Amorite wave of migration took place, about 2000 
B.G., Babylon was one of the towns occupied by the newcomers; 
and an Amorite chieftain in 1894 B.G. proclaimed himself king of 
the city, thus creating its first dynasty in · history. His name was 
Sumu-aburn. He and his successors immediately set about making 
Babylon the capital ofa powerful kingdom, and by a combination of 
skill, chance and force they succeeded dramatically. Almost exactly 
one hllndredyears after the first king had taken the throne, the great 
HammurabPascended it. His achievements are legendary , although 
it has to be acknowledged that his empire was not so large as used to 
be supposed; acontemporary of the same name was king of Aleppo 
in Syria, and his achievements were not inconsiderable in that area 
- iichievements which were formerly mistakenly credited to Baby
Ion's Hammurabi. 

Hammur:abi reigned from 1792 till 1750 B.G. He inherited a 
kingdom smaller and less powerful that its four neighbours - to the 

1. The spelling "Hammurapi" is probably moreaccurate. 
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south, Larsa, and to the north, Mari, Eshnunna, and further north 
still, Asshur. To conquer these kingdoms required cunning and pat
ience as well as able generalship; Hammurabi had all thereqtiisite 
abilities, creating and discarding alliances as the needs of the 
moment dictated. The king of Mari was the obvious ally - the two 
kings between them dominated many miles of the Euphrates and the 
trade-route which followed its course. In due course the other cities 
made common cause and twice attacked Hammurabi, but he 
defeated these coalitions and went on to master the whole of central 
and southern Mesopotamia. He then turried against his ally Mari, 
and that great city was sacked in 1759, never to be rebuilt. Finally he 
defeated the kingdom of Asshur and made its king his vassal. What 
further triumphs he achieved are not clear, but at any rate he felt it 
appropriate to add to his regnal titles the phrase' 'King of the four 
quarters of the world" . Babylon's rulers were never noted for their 
humility. At home his achievements were again far from negligible. 
His law-code is famous, and though it had its antecedents, it showe'd 
originality in its attempts to promote justice for all his subjects. The 
punishments it specified appear barbarous and the class distinctibns 
it embodies unpalatable by modern staIldards,but we can still 
admire the efforts made to promote the well-being of every member 
of society, including women and children. . 

The kingdoms conquered by Hammurabi had their own proud 
heritage, however, and it is not surprising that his successors found 
it impossible to hold his empire together. It gradually dwindled in 
size, as rebels broke free ·and invaders marched in. Finally in 1595 
B.C. a powerful invader, King Mursilis I Of the Hittites, who had 
fought successful campaigns in Syria; suddenlymarched down the 
Euphrates, captured and plundered Babylon, and put an end to its 
FirstDynasty, which lasted exactly 300 years. 

South Mesopotamia, or Babylonia as we may now call it (since 
Babylon was from now on its recognized capital), came under the 
rule of invaders fidm the east, the Kassites. The Hittites retired 'as 
suddenly as they had come, and the Kassites filled the gap they left 
behind. These people from Iran, hitherto peacefully inclined, had 
recently come under the control of IIldo-Europeanleadership, and 
they now showed · themselves thoroughly efficient in · the arts of war 
and peace. It would seem that they were benefactors to Babylonia, 
whi'ch they unified politically and to which they gave a long · era 
(poorly documented) of · peace and reasonable .. prosperity. The 
Kassite kings of Babylon respected the existing Mesopotamian 
religion and culture, and in due course themselves bore Akkadian 
nafues, so that they were Babylonians in all but origin. 

Towards the end of the fourteenth century, when the Mitarmi 
kingdom fell, Babylon's days of peace ended, due to the resurgence 
of AssyriaIlpower; and in the following century the accession ofa 
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po~erful and energetic dynasty in Elam, Babylonia's eastern neigh
bour, left Babylon incapable of fighting off the inroads of two . strong 
kingdoms. Thus Tukulti-ninurta I of Assyria (1244-1208 B.C.) was 
able to conquer Babylonia, though that . proved a relatively 
short-lived humiliation for the southerners. After that it was the 
Elamites who proved the more troublesome; their final victory in 
1162 RC. brought to an end the Kassitedynasty. Soon, however, 
native Babylonian kings retrieved the throne from the Elamites, and 
one of them, who bore the famous name of Nebuchadrezzar (I, 
1124-1103 B.C.), achieved notable victories on Elamite soil. No 
sooner had he died, however, than Assyria's Tiglat4-pileser I 
attacked and . captured Babylon, which he plundered and partially 
sacked. 

By now the Aramaean wave of migration, which threatened to 
engulf the Assyri.an kingdom, had struck Babylonia hard. Ara
maeans settled in all parts, but especially strongly in the easterIl part 
of the kingdom, while a similar migrant gr()up, the Chaldaeans 
(Kaldu, in.Akkadian records), made the south of Babyl<mia their 
own. Thesenewcomers came to adopt Babylonian ways in nearly 
every respect, except that they preserved a distinct social order (~ith 
their o~n kings), and in time became a naturalized part of.the Baby
Ionian kingdom, but at first they severely weakened their unwilling 
hosts, whose three dynasties between 1050 and1000 B.C. were none 
()Ct1)em native, it appears. Four centuries were .to elapse b.efore 
Babylon once again achieved real power. 

During the period of the Assyrian ascendancy, which began at the 
end of the tenth century, Babylon .found herself dominated by her 
powerful neighbour to the north, but .on t.he whole treated with 
respect and consideration. Some of the Assyriankirigs were her 
benefactors, in fact, driving back enemies such as the Elamites and 
subduing the Aramaeans in the. south. The first Assyrianking to aid 
Babylon in this fashion was Shalmaneser Ill, who in 851 B.C. 
upheld the Babylonian king Marduk-.zakir-shumi against an Ara
maean-backed conspiracy headed by his own brother. In con
sequence Babyltm became the vassal of Assyria, but it cost her little. 
Nevertheless she threw off the Assyrian yoke once Sh;;tlmaneser 
died, . and thereby provoked an attack by his successor Shamshi
adad V .• These events set the pattern for the following century or 
two; Babylon broke free when she could, but otherwise submitted to 
a relatively light Assyrian yoke . A united and stable Mesopotamia 
was vital to Assyrianinterests, and it paidher,therefore, to treat tile 
BaQylonians as generously as possible. 

A new departure in Assyro-Babylonian relations took place when 
Tiglath-pileser III of Assyria took the throne of Babylon in 729 
B.C., taking the regnal name of Pulu; in effect, he made himself 
king of a twin kingdom. In similar fashion his son ShalmaneserV 
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reigned in Babylon as Ululai. Some native Babylonians may have 
been well content with this arrangement, which did no dishonour to 
their venerable capital; but the Chaldaean elements in Babylonia 
were more un:remittinglyrebellious. In the unrest which followed the 
accession of Sargon 11 in 722 B. C., a Chaldaean prince named 
Marduk-apal-iddina (the Old Testament Merodach-baladan), 
whose proper realm was the small state of Bit-Y akin on the Persian 
Gulf, seized the throne of Babylon, and held it for twelve years, with 
the support of the Elamites. It was to Elam that he retreated when 
eventually Sargon managed to force him out of Babylon, and from 
there he continued to foment trouble for the Assyrians. As soon as 
S:-rgon died, he reappeared in Babylon, and held it for three years 
this time. It was now that he conspired with Hezekiah of Judah. 
Sennacherib in 702 B.C. drove him out yet again, and Babylonia 
was now subjected to the Assyrian deportation policy, while the 
throne of Babylon wasoccupi~d. by. an Assyrian called Bel-ibni, 
Sennacherib's own appointment. Further troubles ensued, and in 
689 B.C. the Babylonians with Elamite help all but defeated Senna
cherib; it was now that the infuriated Assyrian king took his revenge 
on Babylon, destroying much of it, inundating it by diverting·the 
waters of the Euphrates, and leaving it kingless for the. remainder of 
his reign. . 

This humiliation at Assyrian hands was quite unprecedented, and 
Esarhaddon of Assyria spent his reign (681 ~669 B. C. ) trying to l)ndo 
the damage. The city was rebuilt, and treated with great respect 
once again. When he died, one of his sons, Shamash-shum-ukin, 
became king of Babylon, and Assyrian though he was, his subjects 
proved loyal to him. He, however, did not prove loyal to Assyria. 
We may suppose that he had personal ambitions to rule Assyria as 
well as Babylon, and also that he was subjected to strong pro
Babylonian pressures in his own kingdom. He organized a con
federacy of many peoples, most of them Assyria's. vassals; and if 
Judah was one of the rebels, itwould explain the statement of 2 
Chronicles 33: 11 that King Manasseh was carried off in fetters to 
Babylon, presumably after the fall of that city in 648 B.C. 

Ashurbanipal, the victorious Assyrian king, appointed a 
Chaldaean as t4e new viceroy of Babylon. At the end of Ashur
banipal's long reign (627 B.C.) another Chaldaean, Nabopolassar, 
held that position, and he now broke free, and began the last great 
dynasty of Babylon in 626 B. C. We have already traced the course 
of events by which he conquered Assyria, in alliance with Cyaxares 
king of Media, an alliance cemented by the marriage of Babylon's 
crown-prince Nebuchadrezzar with the Median princess Ainytis. 

The collapse· of Assyria permitted Babylon . to become the new 
rulers of most of the Near East; the Medes might have contested it, 
but they remained loyal to their treaty. The Egyptians tried to sal-
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vage something for themselves, but the attempt failed miserably. It 
is unnecessary to trace again the stages by which Nebuchadrezzar : 
n, who succeeded to the throne in 605 B.C., conquered the 
Levantine seaboard, put down revolts in Judah and Tyre, and 
inflicted serious defeats on Egypt. In every respect Nebuchadrezzar 
showed himself the equal of the greatest Assyrian kings, whose tech
niques and policies he adopted wholeheartedly .. He even shared their 
building propensities, and Babylon was ; greatly enhanced and 
strongly fortified by his efforts - so much so that it became, with its 
famed hanging gardens, one of the wonders of the ancient world. 

The last years of Nebuchadrezzar are unchronicled and obscure, 
and .probably the ·swift decline of the Neo-Babylonian empire started 
before his death in 562B.C. Three successors came and went very 
rapidly, and then Nabonidus (556-539 B.C.) was elected to the 
throne. He proved more and more unpopular with his subjects; and 
he chanced to be the contemporary of a man who turned out to be 
one· of the greatest kings and conquerors in history" the Persian 
Cyrus IL Cyrus inherited the throne of Persia and Anshan, two 
small states On the Persian Gulf, in 559 B.C.; in 550 B.C. he fought 
victoriously against the major power to the north, Media, and 
created Medo-Persia; and then he proceeded step by step to make ' 
the Babylonian empIre his own · property. When at last he came to 
conquer Babylonia itself, neither Nabonidus nor his crown-prince 
Belshazzar had much support from their own people. Belshazzar 
was killed in battle at Opir on the Tigris, but "the troops of Cyrus 
entered Babylon without battle". 2 The year was 539 B.C .. 

The Babylonian . empire was thus a much brief er affair than its 
Assyrian predecessor, but at least it had less time in which t6 create 
enemies, and escaped the devastation Assyria had suffered., Cyrus 
showed Babylon every mark of respect, and it survived for some 
centuries. Nevertheless its days of glory were a thing ofthe past, and 
its proud inhabitants never knew independence again. In due course 
the Greeks replaced the Persia.ns as its masters. The Greeks built a 
new city, Seleucia, not far away, and gradually the · population 
moved away from Babylon itself. Its population had shrunk to 
village dimensions by the beginning of the Christian era; 

Babylonian Religion and Culture 

The name Babylon is the Greek form of the Hebrew babel; the 
Akka.dian bab-ili, "the gate of the gad". One is reminded ofJacob's 
description of Bethel, "the house of God" and "the gate of heaven" 
(Genesis 28: 17). It was no single deity who was revered a.t Babylon, 

2. DOTT, p. 82. 
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howev~r .;..0.0.-_ "Babel" truly denoted a "confusion" of deities, many 
of whom had their temples in the great city on the Euphrates. The 
pantheon for Babylonia was in general the same as for Assyria, 
drawn from the Sumerian beliefs, modified over the years by the 
addition of Semitic gods and by local developments. Thus while the 
general fabric of the religion was identical, the. most prominent 
deities were different in: the two kingdoms; From the names of the 
Assyrian kings we - extracted the names of the deities Asshur, 
Ninurtaand Shulman; from the Babylonian king lists we can extract 
three other divine names occurring and recurring: Ma.rduk (in 
Hebrew "Merodach", as in Merodach-baladan), Bel (as in 
Belshazzar) and Nabu (as in Nebuchadrezzar or Nabonidus). Nabu 
(Hebrew "Nebo") was the principal deity at the important city of 
Borsippa, seven milessouth ofBabylon, though he was worshipped 
throughout Mesopotamia as the god of literature. In the pantheon 
he was held to be the son of Bel, originally a title of Enlil, one of the 
most prominent of the Sumerian. 'gods. In -- Babyldn itself, however, 
the tide BeP was transferred to another deity, Marduk, who was the 
patron deity of the city. 

Babylon, as we have seen, waS an obscure and unimportant cIty 
till the end ofthe third millennium B. C. ; the same can be said for its 
patron deity, who began life, so to speak, as the mere' 'bullock Of the 
sun~god" .;..0.0. the apparent meaning of the Sumerian form of his 
name > But as the.city rose to power and pro:minence, so did its god, 
till finally he was the chief god of the whole of Ba byloni a and then of 
the Babylonian empire. The Babylonians accordingly tra.nsferred to 
him ma.ny of the attributes of other deities, notably those ofEnlil. 

The Babylonian Creation. Epic, which first came to light in the 
1870s, has often" been compared (or contrasted) with Genesis 1, sin.ce 
both describe the creation oftheworld and of man in much the same 
sequence. Here; however, we may consider it as a most interesting 
piece of politico-religious propaganda. The narrative opens with a 
pri:mevalscene of watery chaos, symbolized by three deities of whom 
the most noteworthy was Tiamat;then a second generation of gods 
was born, which included Anu (the chief Sumerian deity), and before 
long discord broke out in heaven. War was declared, and at first 
Tiamat and her allies looked like winning; it was found that Anu 
was. not strong enough to overcome her. At this point "a god then 
engendered the strongest, the 'Sage of the Gods' " --"' Marduk,no 
other, who had "twofold divinity imparted to him".4 It was obvious 

-that he was the ideal champion, and the gods speedily met together 
to appoint him their king, by democratic election, notwithstandin'g 
his lack of seniority. 

3. "Bel" is linguistically the equivalent of the Canaanite word "Baal", and 
meant "lord" ._ . 

4. DOTT, p. 8. 



BABYLON 195 

. Battle royal followed, and needless to say Marduk emerged 
victorious. Using the winds as weapons, he slew Tiamat. The corpse 
he divided up and he "created" the universe from it, beginning with 

. the . heavenly bodies, signs of the zodiac, and the like, and 
proceeding to fashion the earth - the Euphrates and Tigris, for 
instance, were toflowthrough Tiamat's eyes. Next a city had to be 
planned in which the gods would live; it would have to be an incom
parable city, with majestic homes for all the gods. It would of course 
bear the name. "Babylon" . But all cities require menial labourers, 
and Marduk went on to create man as the lowly slave of the gods. 
Finally the gods set to and built Babylon according to the blueprint, 
one of the most sumptuous edifices being a home for Marduk(the 
temple Esagila), and proceeded to install Marduk as their king for 
all time, Anu himself seating Marduk on the throne. 

This narrative acknowledges the junior position that Marduk 
once held among the gods of Mesopotamia, but justifies his rise to 
power and his kingship; at the same time it glorifies the city of 
Babylon. He is king of the gods because the other gods acclaimed 
him such, and also because he had brought order out of chaos; that 
is to say, he is credited with the power to subdue the annual rains 
and flood-waters. It is beyond doubt that· the story had originally 
honoured another god, the Sumerian Enlil, but it was adopted and 
adapted to honour Marduk .:....- and Babylon. (An: Assyrian copy of 
theEpic in turn replaced Marduk by Asshm!) 

If the Epic gives us some insight .into the religious concepts of the 
citizens of ancient Babylon, it may also ' serve as ' an introduction to 
their cultic practices. One of the great occasions of the Babylonian 
year was thelong-drawn-out (eleven days) new year festival in the 
month Nisan, each spring. Each day of the festival had its fixed 
rituals, including prayers, sacrifices and processions from one 
temple to another; Esagila, Marduk's own temple, played a big role, 
and. so did a special edifice called the Akitu temple just outside the 
city. On the fifth day the king of Babylonwen:t into Esagilaand 
yielded up his royal insignia to the god. The king was ritually 
humiliated, being struck in the face bya ' priest,and he then 
retrieved his insignia - to reign for another year. On the following 
day the idol of Nabu arrived in procession from Borsippa; and in 
duecomse Mardukhimselfwas taken to the Akitu temple, the king 
in person leading the idol by the hand. There .is uncertainty about 
the remaining rituals, but they included a sacred marriage ceremony 
of some sort, and perhaps also a ritual combat between Marduk arid 
Tiamat. The liturgy included the Epic of Creation, recited on the 
fourth day of the festival. 

Such ceremonies were very important to the Babylonians (and 
similar rituals were practised at all the Mesopotamian sacre,d Cities), 
for their well-being depended on the faithful observance of pre-
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scribed ritual, they were convinced. The neglect of the New Year 
festival by the last king of Babylon, Nabonidus, caused his subjects 
no little distress. The harsh geographical and climatic environment 
in which the Mesopotamians found themselves led to a pessimistic 
strain in their thought which stood in marked contrast to the 
Egyptian outlook. It is clear that they sought desperately to look into 
and to manipulate the future, by means of astrology, hepatoscopy, 
and kindred superstitious measures, on which Isaiah 47:12-15 gives 
a sarcastic commentary. Addressing the Babylonians the prophet 
challenged them thus: "PersisJ in your spells and your monstrous 
sorceries; maybe you will get help from them ... but no! in spite of 
your many wiles you are powerless. Let your astrologers, your star
gazers who foretell your future month by month, persist and save 
you!" 
. In general, the cultural attainments of the Mesopotamians were 
no whit inferior to those of Egypt. The literature which has survived, 
written in the cuneiform script invented i?y the Sumerians, is by 
itself proof of that fact. But the Old Testament writers were little 
interested in intellectual attainment per se: in the case of Babylon, 
they saw that such attainment only served to puff up the ego of an . 
already pretentiously vain city and nation. The day would come 
when the vaunted deities, Bel-Marduk and Nebo, would stoop low, 
their images nothing mote thana wearisome burden for pack
animals (cf. Isaiah 46: 1). 

The overweening pride-' of Babylonwas traced back by the 
Hebrew writer to its very earliest days, when the building of the city 
Was not yet complete - though to be sure, the story of the tower of 
Babel may well have been intended as a denunciation of the 
Sumero-Akkadian culture and faith as a whole. Towers such as that 
described in Genesis 11 were to be found throughout Mesopotamia; 
they are known as ziggurats, and many ruined examples can still be 
seen.5 Babylon's ziggurat must have been very impressive in its 
heyday. It was situated near the temple to Marduk, and bore the 
name Etemenanki ~ "House of the foundation of heaven and 
earth". Like all ziggurats, it was a temple set on a stepped pyramid. 
The purpose of these huge edifices has yet to be fully explained, but 
it was doubtless in some fashion to establish contact between heaven 
and earth, between god and man. The repair of such buildings 
remained important throughout the great days of Assyria and 
Babylon. Nebuchadrezzar was careful to restore Etemenanki, and 
the very last king of Babylon, Na:bonidus, did the same for the great 
ziggurat of Ur, the famous city where Abraham was born, of which 
the tutelary deity was the moon god. 

5. For illustrations and photographs, cf. C. M. Jones, Old Testament Illustrations 
(Cambridge, 1971), pp . 30f. 
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Prophetic Attitudes to Babylon 

The prophets' treatment of Babylon in general resembles that of 
Assyria. Just as Isaiah had described Assyria as the rod of God's 
wrath against Israel and Judah, so we find in Jeremiah 51 :20 
Babylon depicted as Yahweh's battle-axe, to punishJudah and other 
nations. Babylon, Jeremiah was sure, was raised up by God to be 
the new master of the whole Fertile Crescent, Judah included. But 
neither he nor other prophets had ' any illusions about the Baby
lonians' character. Habakkuk asked God,very pertinently, "Why 
keep silent when they devour men more righteous than they?" 
(1: 13). Perhaps they were less cruel and rapacious than the 
Assyrians had been, but it was only a matter of degree; and for 
arrogant self-confidence, it would seem, they were worse than their 
predecessors, and had learned nothing from the fate of Assyria. 
Through his prophetic spokesman Yahweh addressed Babylon thus: 
"Never again shall men call you queen of many kingdoms. When I 
was angry with my people, I dishonoured my own possession and 
gavethein into your power. You showed them no mercy; you made 

. your yoke weigh heavy on the aged. · You said then, 'I shall be a 
queen for ever' " (Isaiah 47:5ff.). 

Finally, we may note the" song of derision" levelled at the king of 
. Babylon in Isaiah 14: "How you are fallen from heaven; bright 
morning star! . . . You thought in your oWn mind, I will scale the 
heavens; I will set my throne high above the stars of God, I will sit 
on the mountain where the gods meet; .. Yet you shall be brought 

. down to Sheol, to the depths of the abyss. " It must have been on the 
basis of this passage in partiCulaFthat1,iirt the New Testament the 
name ,"Babylon" was used ·,to·-· typifY ;1n:ot only ·Rome· ;butthe '{'· 

'. totalitarian, godless, arrogant state of any and every era of human 
history. 



CHAPTER 20 

The Enemy Within: The Canaanites . 

BY THE time that Saul came to the throne, theCanaanites no 
longer posed any sort of political threat to the Israelites ... They 

still retained independent control of a number· of individual cities 
and enclaves within Israel's. frontiers, but a generation later David 
captured these cities and incorporated them fully into his realm. The 
result was that the non-Israelite element in Palestine mingled with 
their conquerors, intermarried with them, and in course of time lost 
their separate identity. From a political point of view, therefore, the 
Canaanites were never a foe to Israel during the period of the 
monarchy. On theothet hand, the Old Testament makes it clear 
that the prophets and the prophetic movement in Israel were .con
vinced that the Canaanites posed a very serious and abiding threat 
to the true religion of Israel. From a religious point of view they were 
the enemy within the gates. 

The Canaanlte civlIization was established in Palestine long 
before the exodus took place; indeed, it was flourishing as early as 
the days of Abraham. We should not think of the Canaanites as a 
single, uncomplicated ethnic unit; the term "Canaanite" implies 
residence in Canaan rather than close ties of kinship} Their origins 
were to some extent diverse; but at least their society and culture 
seem to have bc::eh homogeneous. The origins of that culture go back 
well before 2000 B.C., when migrant peoples known to the 
occupants of Mesopotamia as Amurru ("westerners") moved into 
Syria and Palestine and settled there in strength. The word Amurru 
has" Amorite" as its biblical equivalent; and in the Bible the terms 
Canaanite and Amorite are to some extent interchangeable. 2 

1. Strictly speaking, by etymology and early usage, the word Canaanite is 
thought to have denoted a merchant who traded in purple. 

2. For precise details of biblical usage, a Bible dictionary should be consulted. 
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The table of nations in Genesis 10 associates Canaan with Ham's 
descent, thus recognizing the close relationship that existed between 
Egypt and Canaan throughout the second millennium B.C. The 
Canaanites' language, however, though distantly related to . the 
ancient Egyptian lang1.lage; belonged to the Semitic linguistic 
family. The Hebrew language can be classified as a dialect . of 
Canaanitic; in other words, there was no language barrier between 
Israelites and Canaanites.Theeighth century Israelite prophet Isaiah 
recognized that his native tongue was "thelipofCanaan" (Isaiah 
19: 18). 

Though their language and culture united them, the Canaanites 
sought no political cohesion, but were content to live in small inde
pendent city-states, each ruled by its own king. They were thusIlot 
adequately organized to resist a strong foe, and Egypt (whenever it 
was strong and united)was able to dominate Canaan thro1.lghout the 
millennium. Egyptian documents as early as the nineteenth century 
and as late as the fourteenth century testify to both the political frag~ 
mentation of Canaan and also to the measure of Egyptian control. 
Such documents offer us , for insta.nce, the names of several kings 
whb'ruled over Jerusalem during this long era, to add to the na.mes 
of Melchizedek and Adoni-zedek to whom the biblical writers 
introduce us . 

' The Canaanite population was unevenly spread, and the motirj.~ 
tainoushiriterland, lyingbetween the coastal plains and theJordari 
rift valley; was' thinly populated, otherwise Abrahamand the other 
'patria.rchs could not have roamed there freely with their flocks and 
herds. If Genesis 14 records afrieridly . relationship' between 
Abnlham and the king of Jerusaleirt ; Geh&sis34indicat~s thcit ' a 
rather .. different sitmition ' spring ·' up 1inl8tfie ' Shech~m ' at~~ 's'otlle 
time later. Both Shechem and Jerusalem hI. y in the hill-country, ' and 
some contattbetween theIi" citizens and the 'patriarchs 'was perhaps 
inevitable; bl.ltforthe most part it seems that the patriarchs 
endeavol.lredtokeep away from the iIlorepopulous Canaanite a.reas : 

, From ·1400B. C. OIiwards the Cahaaniteciviliiatio'n Was subjecfto 
newol.ltside' pressures from 'several quarters, ' including the Israelite 
invaders . The Afuarna .' lehersof· the fourteenth .ceriturygive some 
id.ea of the political up~eavalsiIi Canaan. These'documellts come 
from the Egyptian rec~rdoffice of the day, and consist of letters 'and 
copies of letters exchanged by the Egyptian Crown ' a.nd some of the 
Palestinian rulers;3 it is clearfromthemthat'the se'ttledpopu'latic)n of 
Ga'naan was beirignarassed "continuouslyby' raiderS caITec["the -' 
Khabiru" : l t' i's 'an iIitpossible task '- andacorr'troversial one --- 'to 
unravel ·the whole chain of events which transformed Canaanwithin 
the next two · centuries;. ,but ,the sequel was that what had heen a 

'~'. ' See abdve, p.169. , ., 
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homogeneous Canaanite country was broken up into four diverse 
political regions . In the south=west, the Philistines and related 
peoples arrived and took control. Further north too they at first 
mastered the Canaanite cities,but in course of time the Canaanites 
reasserted themselves, and by the time of the Hebrew monarchy the 
area was again thoroughly Canaanite (though it is convenient to 
refer to this region as Phoenicia, and its inhabitants as Phoenicians). 
In the north-east the invaders were the Aramaean tribes, who were 
to remain distinct from the other peoples of Syria~ Palestine by the 
fact of their language; Aramaic was closely related to Hebrew and 
other Canaanite dialects, but was nevertheless a distinct language, 
even if the evidence sugg~ststhat Hebrew and Aramaic had 
common ancestry. In the south and south-east the new masters were 
the tribes of Israel, Edom, Moab and Ammon~ 

In none of the four regions, however, were the Canaanites wiped 
out,and in certain respects the conquered becarnetheconquerors, as 
so often happens. TheCaIlaanites had developed many of the arts of 
civilization, and from a cultural point of viewsemi~nomadic tribes
men like the Israeiiteswete distinctly more primitive; Where archi
tectureis concerned, for instance, it is noticeable that Canaanite 
Cities . destroyed by the Israelites were at first replaced by very 
inferior buildIngs - this fact the archaeologist's spade has often 
revealed. Needless to say, -it did not take the Israelites long to realize 
howmtichthey could learn from' Canaanitecraftsmen of all kinds; 
and in practical terms they came to owe a greatdebtto the previous 
occupants of the land. 

No doubt the relative sophistication of the Canaanites . made its 
appeal to the Israelites:uand ithe -latter fell readily into Canaanite 
ways'ifo(thought . and <beliavioutC: Some there were who reacted 
strongly against Canaanite culture; a notable example of such a 
group was the Rechabites, who as late as the time of Jeremiah were 
still clinging onto a rustic, indeed semi-nomadic; way of life .· Not 
only were they strict teetotallers, but they went so far as to refuse to 
build hbusesand even to sow crops; But without doubt the Rech
abites were the exception that proved the rule, and most of the 
ISraelites felt few such inhibitions. The ascetic life rarely makes a 
wide appeal. 
'· Probably the . Israelites fell , into Canaanite ' ways without a ' great 
deal of conscious thought, and they will. often have adopted the 
Canaanites' religious m()des and manners along with everything 
else; in any case, ancient man made less distinction between sacred 
and secular than we ~ are prone to do. Before many generations had 
passed, the popular religion of Israel had become an -amalgam-of 
ISraelite -and Canaanite belief and practice; and to some extent 'at _ 

4. See especially Jeremiah 35. 
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least the same is true of the official religion of Israel, for it was the 
prophets, not the priests, who eventually cried, "Hold!" 

It must be recognized, in any .case,. that therewere individual 
aspects of Canaanite religious beliefs andculticpractice which not 
eventhe prophets had any wish to contradict or battle against. Even 
before · the · Israelite conquest of Canaan, one could undoubtedly 
have found numerous points of contact and similarity between the 
two · faiths. !Iow much the Israelites actually "borr()wed" from the 
Canaanitesis open to dispute, butwemay instance, at the very 
least, a certain amount of religious language. If the Canaanites pro
claimed .their .chief .god as creator. andJord, ' could Israel call .their 
God; Yahweh,anything less? It is of course not only possible but 
very likely . that some such descriptions of deity arose quiteinde
pendently, and it is as a rule safe to speak in terms of a common out
look rather than of specific borrowings . . However,thete can be little 
doubt that .some religious language ' was adopted Jrom the Canaan-· 
ites. Isaiah 27: 1, for instance, describes .the GodofIsrael as about to 
punish "Leviathan that twisting (or primaeval) sea-serpent, that 
writhing serpent Leviathan". But who or what is "Leviathan"? 
The Old Testament nowhere offers any explanation of the term. 
The word itself properly belongs, as we now know, to Canaanite 
myths about the god Baal, for an ancientCanaanite poem found at 
Ras Sh~ra praises the Baal in the following terms: "Thou didst 
slay Lotan' (Le. > Leviathan) the Primaeval Serpent, didst make an 
end of the CrookedSerpent";5InCanaanite mythology, Baal had to 
do battle royal. toassert .his ' control over hostile deities who 
symbolized the . forces of nature. Such a view is . foreign to the Old 
Testament concept ofYahweh,butsomeofthe biblicalwriter,s were 
willing to use the language of Baal myths.to emphasizeYahweh's 
control over historical forces, such as Egypt and Assyria. 

Even the name Baal itself could appropriately be used as a titlefor 
Yahweh. In Canaanite religion too it was strictly a title, meaning 
"lord" or "master", the usual designation ofthe storm-god Hadad, 
though it came to be virtually a name in its own right. Was not 
Yahweh"lord" of his people?· Saul was not worshipping Canaanite 
gods \\,henhe named one of his sons "Eshbaal" (1 Chronicles. 8:33), 
It was not until the time of Hose a that it became apparent that there 
were dlmgers • in adopting · identical religious language. for the Israel
ite faith (cf. Hosea2:J5 ff.); "Baal" was by now a "dirty word", 
and one to be avoided; 
'. Nor were there marked; self-evident contrasts between Israelite 
and ·Canaanite worship where sacred buildings were concerned. 
When Solomon came to erect the temple in Jerusalem, 'he found 
himself obliged to callin Phoenician craftsmen as well as materials; 

5. DO TT, p. 132. 
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and the sanctuary they put up resembles not only the blueprint of 
the tabernacle outlined in the Book of Exodus (explicitly stated to be 
God-given), but also, in varying degree, the pattern of various 
pagan temples as revealed by archaeological excavations. The 
Canaanite temple at Hazor, destroyed by Joshua and his armies 
a oshua 11: 1 Of.), is particularly similar to the Jerusalem temple in 
its ground-plan and structure. 6 

Other Israelite sanctuaries were in any case simply taken over 
from the Canaanites and. used for the worship of Yahweh - a 
practice which King Josiah finally tried to put an end. to. It must be 
remembered that the patriarchs had been associated with various 
sanctuary-towns of Palestine, such as Bethel and Beer-sheba, and it 
was inevitable that the patriarchs' descendants should revere the 
sanctuaries in question. 

As regards the ritual practices which were performed at the 
shrines, we are much better . informed about Israelite worship than 
about any thingcornparable inthe ancient world. Sacrifice itself, of 
course, was commonplace, but the Old Testament tells us of many 
different types of sacrifices and offerings. For all we know, it may be 
that the Canaanite sacrifical system was · very different; but one 
suspects that there were again close similarities, in view of the fact 
that a number of the Old Testament technical terms have exact 
parallels in the Ras Shamra ritual texts . • In annual feasts and fasts 
we can see other general.points of similarity. 

One can appreciate, therefore, that many an ordinary Israelite 
could see little harm in Canaanite religious practices, and perhaps 
little essential difference in them. When he did observe distinctions, 
moreover, he may have.beeJl tempted to think that the Canaanites 

. had.thebetter of it, since they were. such gifted and civilized people. 
Was Yahwehperhapsthe god of the deserts outside Palestine, with 
little power or influence in Canaan? 

The most glaring contrasts between the two faiths lay not so much 
in their material fabric, as in the theology and the whole ethos ofthe 
two. We are immediately struck by the contrast between Israel's 
monotheism and Canaan's polytheism. For the Israelites, there was 
Yahweh, and Yahweh alone; whereas the Canaanitesreverednot 
only Baal but a whole pantheon. The Old Testament. provides us 
with several names of Canaanitedeities, but the Ras Shamra texts 
have given us much fuller information about them. The seniorc:leity 
for the Canaanites was not in fact Baal, but El, who was viewed as 
the creator-god. Baal was. the most prominent god in their thinking 
and ritual, however; he was pre-eminently the storm-god, the god of 
thunder and rain (so vital to Palestine's agricultural economy). (See 
plate 15 facing p. 272;) Baal's father in the pantheon was Dagan 

6. Cf. Y. Yadin, Hazor: excavation of a biblical city (London, 1958), pp. 13-16, and 
fig. 20. 
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(Old Testament "Dagon"), the god of corn and vegetation. Other 
male deities included Horon, whose name survived in the place
name Bethhoron. Goddesses also figured. in the pantheon; of these 
the Old Testament mentions Ashtoreth (the Canaanite Athtarat,the 
Mesopotamian Ishtar, the Greek Astarte) and Asherah (Athirat in 
the Ras Shamra documents), while a third, .Anat, is again to be 
found in. a place-mime, Anathoth, Jeremiah's birthplace. All three 
were goddesses .of fertility; Asherah was EI's.consort, Anat was 
Baal's. A male deity, Athtar, seems to have represented the planet 
Venus; and the sun and moon were not forgotten, but worshipped 
by name (asShepesh and Yerach respectively). A minor deity called 
Shalem, possibly another sky-god, also deserves mention, since his 
name survives to this day.in the place name Jerusalem. 

In our modern world, where the choice seems to be between 
monotheism and atheism, it is very difficult for us to understand, .let 
alone feel any sympathy for, polytheistic religions like that of 
Canaan. All too readily we condemn them in quite the wrong terms. 
One still hears sometimes debates as to whether Muslims and 
Christians (or even Catholics and Protestants!) worship the same 
God; the linguistic philosophers would tell us, and rightly so, that 
such arguments are not only pointless but, worse, meaningless. If 
one looks. behind the divine names and the crude myths (as they 
appear to us) oftheir faith, we can perceive that the Canaanites were 
looking at the same reality as the Israelites, but observing it through 
different eyes .. They had no conception of the unity of function and 
purpose in the godhead which is recognized by Jews, Christians 
and'Muslims alike. Thus they cast the attributes of deity in all-too
human terms of conflict and caprice. It will not do to say that the 
gods they worshipped were non~existerit:,for those. deities were 
symbols of genuine reality - storms, vegetation, etc. St. Paul 
showed a better understanding of the nature of polytheistic worship 
when he told the Athenians, not that their "unknown .god" was a 
figment of their imagination, but on the contrary, One who could be 
declared unto them (Acts 17:23). Nor did our Lord deny the exist
ence and reality of Baal: the Beelzebub of the New .. Testament is 
none. other than . the Baal of Ekron which figures in 2 Kings 1.7 

When Israelites turned to Canaanite worship, therefore, as did 
King Ahaziah, they were losing the sense of God's unique majesty 
and of his systematic, orderly, purposeful intentions for his people. 
Canaanite thinking was above all dominated by their concern for 
fruitful harvests - and in these days of relative affiuen~e, we should 
feelsympathy for that concern. The plight of peasant-farmers when 

7,. Cf. Mark.3:22-27 .. The name probably rneant originally "lord of the high 
place" (strictly, baal-zebul), but was slightly changed in Jewish tradition to the 
derogatory baal-zebub, "lord of flies". Other explanations of the name are also 
current. 
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Palestine was afflicted by drought and disease of crops' was indeed 
desperate. Small wonder, then, that they isolated "corn" as one 
deity, "fertility" as another. In seeking to worship Dagon and the 
fertility goddesses, they were in effect trying to understand the forces 
of nature, and secondly trying to controlthose forces. To harness 
them, they felt, one must first of all get on good terms with, the 
appropriate deities, by sacrifices, offerings and rituals, and then 
proceed to co"operatewiththose deities. The latter purpose could be 
achieved - as they thought - by the practice of what we now call 
"sympathetic" or "imitative" magic. Knowing nothing scientific 
about the reproduction and growth of plants, they envisaged these 
processes in terms of human sexual relations (as did many ancient 
peoples). To seC1:lre the fertility of the ground, therefore,Baal and 
his consort Anat were depicted as having sexual intercourse; and it is 
certain . that in Canaanite ,rites ' the . worshippers emulated the gods, 
believing that such conduct would promote the ' good harvests they so 
much'desired. Accordingly, each' Canaanite shrine ha.d its cult
prostitutes, both male and female. 

The. Canaanite faith,then,.canbecharacterized as a fertility 
religion. We may say that it was in its outworkings both amoral and 
materialistic, even though Canaaniteliterature here and there does 
betray some consciousness of sin and some interest in righteousness. 
By contrast, Israel's faith can he characterized as a covenant 
religion; Israel's religious teachers emphasized that while God did, 
of course, give fertility to the soil, his most important attribute was 
his lordship of history, in which he had acted Over and over againdn 
blessing forIsrael, who had committed themselves irrevocably to him 
in the bond's of the covenant of Sinai. To "control" their environ
ment, Israel's first need was to make sure that they were fulfilling 
the terms of that covenant, both in relation to Yahweh and to each 
other. For Israelites to turn . to ' the fertility icult, therefore, was ' not 
merely to renounce morality and ethics, buftoreject the covenant 
and all that it implied. 

Hence the bitterinvective·ofthe prophets against Canaanite prac
tices.Thecultic prostitution was condemned vigorously, and was 
exposed as the immorality it was, while the special trappings of the 
fertilitYicult were also . singled out for ' denunciation. Its special 
symbols were . sacred wooden poles associated with the goddess 
Asherah,8 and stone pillars (Hebrew matstsebot) , , examples ·of which 
have been unearthed in Palestine.9 

The fertility cult devalued . and, debased human beings, and its 

' 8. These sacred poles explain the use ofthe Old Testament phrase "to cut down 
the Asherah" (e.g. Judges 6:25), which in turn led to the mistranslation of 
"Asherah" as "(sacred) grove" in the Septuagint and hence the AV. 

9. See BA 35 (1972), pp. 34-63 for illustrations of matstsebot. 
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pervasive influence throughout Palestine was of special concern to 
the Old Testament prophets. When they accused fellow-Israelites of 
"playing the harlot" with foreign deities the mdaphorwas 
extremely weUcchosen<- more literal than metaphorical" in fact. 
Another, fortunately rarer, feature of Canaanite >teligionwas one 
which 'put even less value on ,the individual human being's life and 
dignity; this was human sacrifice, a practice which the prophets 
repudiated with horror, as weUthey might. It is not certain. how 
widespread this practice was, • but 'the two centres with which it was 
associated in the Old Testament records. were Moab,in Trans
jordan, and the environs of Jerusalem itself. The deity in whose 
hon()ur the rite of child sacrifice was carried out seems to have borne 
several names or titles, includingChemosh, AthHlr, Shalem,and 
Milcom or Melek19 ("the king")Y 

The Jerusalem shrine, (no doubt an open air one, like most of.the 
'.'high places" as opposed to temples) to this deity lay inthe valley of 
Hinnom, just east of the city, at a place called Topheth: Here even 
royal children were at times sacrificed as burnt offerings (cf. 2 
Chronicles 28:3, 33:6). > King Josiah, during his religious reform 
programme, desecrated T()pheth(2 'Kings23: 10), and the prophet 
Jeremiah predicted that the idolatrous Jerusalem would lose so 
many people in, the disasters soon to fall upon her, thatTopheth 
would perforce beturIied int() acemetery(Jeremiah7:31ff.}. The 
veiynatn:e of Jerusalem commemorates this Canaanite, deity, for it 
means ~'Founded by Shalem" ;at few times in its history was the 
".holy city" a city of peace ruled by a king of righteousness, as God 

. intended itto be (cf. Hebrews7:1f.). Even _Solomon gave sanction to 
this unpleasant cult, in order to please his,;pagan wives, accordi~g to 
1 Kings ' 11: 7. . .,' 

The social pattern of the Canaanites cannot be entirely divorced 
from . their religious beliefs. The king was not only the absolute 
monarch of his people, but also considered to be the channel of 
divine blessing to them. The Ras Shamra literature includes legends 
about two ancient kings ' named Keret and Danel which help us to 
understand the Canaanite conception of kingship. The Canaanites 
did not deify their kings, but they called them "sons" of ·the 
supreme god El, and Danel is specifically described as "thedis
penserof fertility"; it was even believed that royal illness must result 
inhad harvests. The king was also the channel of divine revelation. 
His person, therefore,musthave been sacrosanct. Below him stood 
awhole feudal system; on the bottom rung of the social ladder stood 
the serfs, completely at the mercy of their rulers. At the top, the king 

10. , In theliebrew Bible th~spel1ingis "molek"" a hybrid form which invitedthe 
piousJewish reader' to pronounce the word as "boshet" ("shame'!) instead of 
"melek" ("king"): . . . , . . - - _ ,-. -._. 
H.See]. Gray, TheLegdcyojCanaan2(VTS5: Leiden, .1965), pp. 169..t74. 
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had absolute rights over property, taxes, commerce, and direction of 
labour. 

It is true that there was something of a social conscience among 
theCanaanites, and also that by time-honoured convention the king 
was largely bound to observe duties of justice and charity.12 But the 
general truth stands that absolute power tends to corrupt absolutely; 
and when one observes that Solomon's unpopularity, and the sub
sequent division of the Hebrew kingdom, arose precisely because he 
exercised the Canaanite king's privileges regarding taxes and direc
tion of labour, one can appreciate why the prophets felt an increas
ing dislike of Cariaanite ways. It was perhaps inevitable that the 
simple tribal society of early Israel, inwhich each man was keenly 
aware of his duties towards (and equality with) his fellow, should 
break down as time passed, and all the more rapidly once non
Israelites were incorporated into the polity of Israel; but human 
nature being what it is, we can be sure that many of the richer and 
more influential members of Israelite society will have seen the 
advant~ges for their own pockets of a feudal system;· 

Insidiously, therefore, Israel and JudaJ? came more and more 
under the influence ofCa:naanite thought, practices and religiop.As 
the period of the Hebrew monarchy ended in disaster, the prophet 
Ezekiel in a chapter of mordant reproach taunted Jerusalem . th.us: 
"Canaan is the land of your ancestry ... ; an Amorite wa!! your 
father and a Hittite your mother" (EzekieI16:3). It remained for the 
exiles in Babylon and later] ewish generations to root.out from their 
midst the legacy of Canaan. 

12. Cf. J. Gray, TheCanaanites (London, 1964), p. 118. 



CHAPTER 21 

The EIlemy Within: False Religion 

THE influences upon ancient Israel were many and ' various, • and 
. . we cannot fairly blame the Canaanitesfor all the facets of 
Israelite life which attracted the rebukes of the prophets. It is . a 
remarkable fact that some of thebitterest enemies who ever 
confronted . the Old Testament prophets were ' not ' priests and 
worshippers of Baal but other prophetsofYahweh. The Israelite 
faith was byino means monolithic in character; there was ,i officia1" 
religion, to be foundamong the priests, "prophetic" religion as 
evidenced in the prophetic books of the Old Tesfament, and no 
doubt a great deal of "popular" religion as welL While recognizing 
the differences, we must not on the other hand draw too sweeping 
contrasts between them. It is notoriously difficult to find appropriate 
terminology to distinguish the Old Testament prophets from ' their 
prophetic opponents. The latter no doubt came from the ranks of 
cult-prophets, that is to say the prophets who were Closely associated 
with the sanctuaries, and who therefore depended on the "official" 
religion for · their.livelihood. The "writing prophets" of the Old 
Testament,on the other hand, . seem to have been alt()gether. more 
independent,althoughithasbeen conjectured that some of them too 
may have been attached to sanctuaries. One thing that seems to 
have marked them out is their "vocation' " their personal experience 
of a call frOJ.IlYah'-Veh to the prophetic' office. 

The Old Testarnent prophets who ' received the most significant 
attention from ."false prophets"were Micaiah, Micah and 
Jeremiah. The issue was simple enough in the first case: Micaiah's , 
fellow prophets were assuring King Ahab that he would achieve un
qualified military success . in his . campaign at .. Ramoth-gilead, 
whereas Micaiahhimselfwasconvinced that Ahab was going to his 
death(l Kings 22). Events 'swlftlyproved Micaiah in the right of it. 
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His opponents were proven false by the mere fact that their predic-
. tions were not fulfllled; this is the test of false prophecy offered by 

Deuteronomy 18:21f. They were not telling deliberate lies, however; 
they spoke out of conviction, and were most indignant at Micaiah's 
allt::gation that their oracles were false. Micaiah's own description of 
the scene in the heavenly court in itself implies that the other pro
phets did not know they were being deceived. No doubt they were 
convinced of the righteousness of Ahab's cause - did not Ramoth
gilead legitimately belong to Israel? 

When we turn to the Book of ·Micah, we find that the false 
prophets of Judah a century after Micaiah's time were equally sin
cere iri their convictions, and indeed held to a coherent theology. To 
be sure, Micah accused them of promising prosperity "in return for 
a morsel offood" (3:5); but a careful study of the text of the Book of 
Micah reveals that whatever their motives they based their comfort
ing predictions on solid religious beliefs. This fact has recently been 
clarified by a penetrating exegesis of relevant sections of the book by 
Professor A. S. van der Woude of Groningen.l Passages which had 
previously puzzled readers because of their rapid alternation 
between promises and threats can now be seen as disputes between 
Micah and the false prophets: the warnings are his, the specious 
optimism theirs. We must therefore place quotation marks against 
certain verses in Micah; similarly St. Paul in Colossians 2:21 was 
not counselling a policy of "Do not handle this, do not taste that, do 
not touch the other", but quoting his opponents' advice - in order 
to refute it. . 

In Micah 3: 11 there is not the slightest doubt that the false 
prophets are the speakers. " 'Is not the LORD among us?' they say; 
'then no disaster can befall us' . " The ground of their optimism was 
their certainty of Yahweh's presence in their midst; was not the 
temple at Jerusalem his throne? 

In Micah 2:7 we hear their voice again - "ranting", Micah tells 
us in the preceding verse. " 'Is the LORD's patience truly at an 
end? Are these his deeds? Does not good come of the LORD's 
words? He is the upright man's best friend'." Micah had been 
solemnly warning his fellow-citizens that the Assyrian army's 
approach heralded utter disaster for Judah, a fact which should have 
been obvious to any realist. The false prophets' reply was to the 
effect that God could not possibly lose patience with his own 
"upright" people, and since God controlled history, the Assyrian 
menace was negligible. Therefore they could accuse Micah of heart
less cruelty, deliberately causing distress of mind to good folk who 
had nothing really to worry about. His gloomy prognostications, 
they claimed, amounted to stripping "the cloak from him that was 

. 1. Cf. A. S. van der Woude, "Micah in dispute with the pseudo-prophets", VT 
19 (1969), pp. 244-260. 
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safe", and taking away "the confidence of returning warriors" 
(verse 8). 

But in point of fact Sennacherib's army caused havoc to the cities 
of Judah, .and went on to invest Jerusalem. Would not these grim 
realities silence the optimists once and for all? Not a bit of it! They 
had their answer ready, probably even beforehand: 

I will assemble you, the whole house of Jacob: 
I will gather together those that are left in Israel. . 

, I will herd them like sheep in a fold, 
like a grazing flock which stampedes at the sight of a man. 

So their leader breaks out before them, 
and they all break through the gate and escape, 

and their king goes before them, 
and their king goes before them, 

.and the LORD leads the way. (Micah 2:12f.) 

Nor was it merely orderly escape they predicted; their ideas, as 
enunciated in the next chapter, were even niore grandiose: 

Now many nations are massed against you; 
they say, "Let her suffer outrage, 
let us gloat over Zion." 

But they do not know the LORD's thoughts 
nor understand his purpose; 

for he has gathered them like sheaves to the threshing-floor . 

Start your threshing, daughter of Zion; 
for I will make your horns of iron, 

• . I 

your hooves wdl I make of bronze, 
and you shall crush many peoples. 

You shall devote their ill-gotten gain to the Lord, 
their wealth to the Lord of all the earth. 

(Micah 4: 11 Cf. ) 

These hopeful prophets, then, in terms reminiscent of Micaiah's 
rivals' false promises to Ahab, maintained that the people of 
Jerusalem would sally forth from their beleaguered city and utterly 
crush the foe. In point offact, the siege was lifted, and Jerusalem did 
escape Sennacherib's wrath; but Judah gained no military glory 
whatever in the process. 2 

These men's promises were hollow, as events soon proved; but a 
little reflection will show that their confidence in God, and their con
victions as to what he would do, could be paralleled more than once 
in canonical Scripture. Ezekiel 38f., for instance, portrays the utter 
defeat .in Palestine of the heathen nations, led by Gog; but of course 

2. See above, pp. 110ft. 
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those chapters were written long after Micah' s day. Where did the 
false prophets and their followers find the promises they abrogated to 
themselves? The answer seems to be, above all, in the liturgy of the 
temple. That liturgy, so far as we are acquainted with it at all, is 
embedded i~ the Book of Psalms, much of which seems to have 
formed part of' 'the hymn-book of the first temple" (just as much as 
of the second, postexilic temple). 

In Christian circles we are familiar with the fact that a consider
able number of Psalms are not only prophetic in character, but fmd 
their fulfIlment very adequately in the work of Christ; indeed, the 
New Testament supports such an interpretation. Psalm 2, for 
example, has often been called a "Messianic p§alm"; and it is 
associated plainly with our Lord in several places in the New Testa
ment.3 Psalm 110, again, which links God's king with that andent 
king of Jerusalem, Melchizedek, is thoroughly discussed in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews, and invariably in terms of the person of 
Christ. But we should not suppose that such Psalms were intended 
as a sort of pen-portrait, in order that contemporaries of Jesus of 
Nazareth should be able to recognize in him their Messiah; rather, 
they set out the pattern of what the ideal king in Jerusalem ought to 
be like - and when Jesus at last came, the first Christians realized 
that he, and only he, lived up to the pattern. If, however, we study 
the . individual statements in such Psalms, we can see that many of 
them could have been true of the kings of Judah; indeed, .most of 
them are fair descriptions of the founder of the dynasty; David 
himself. God did undeniably enthrone David as his king on Zion (cf. 
Psalm 2:6), where he .did in a sense take up the succession of Mel~ 
chizedek (cf. fsalm 110:4); David was undoubtedly enabled to break 
his foes with a rod of iron, shattering them like a clay pot (cf. Psalm 
2:9), and to take over foreign nations as his inheritance (cf. Psalm 
2:8). There are dimensions, to be sure, greater than those applicable 
(in a literal fashion, at any rate) to David; Jesus was Son of God in a 
way that David never was. It is undeniable that the Davidicking was 
styled the son of God, however, for 2 Samuel 7: 12ff. predicates 
precisely that title of Solomon. Psalm 2, then, we may well suppose, 
formed part of the coronation liturgy for each successor on David's 
throne, if the sentence "This day I become your father" (verse 7) 
offers any clue.4 

Nathan's prophecy to David, recorded in 2 Samuel 7, indicates 
that from the very beginning of the dynasty God made wonderful 
promises to the king, promises which linked together the future of 
the Jerusalem sanctuary and of the line ofDavid. A single sentence 
(in verse 14) warned that if a Davidic king did wrong, God would 

.' . . . 

3. Acts 4:25f., 13:33; Hebrews 1:5, 5:5; 2 Peter 1:17; Revelation 2:26f. 
4. Cf. J. H. Eaton, Psalms: introduction and commentary (TBC: London, 1967), pp. 

31-34" " .' . • . 
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punish him; the promises, accordingly, thoughthey never failed to 
point ahead, were conditional. to the extent that they might be 
reversed in any particular generation. The promises were the 
stipulations of one Party in a covenant the existence of which is 
evidenced in 2 Samuel 23:5; for his part, the Davidic king must have 
taken upon himself strict obligations bothto obey God's decrees and 
to serve the interests of God's people. We may make a shrewd guess 
that the covenant obligations of the king included the duty of main
taining the laws laid down . at Sinai, and that thus the Davidic 
covenant was in some way firmly attached to the Sinai covenant. 

The beginning of each reign, therefore, will have seemed a time of 
high promise, to king and people alike: the option was open to the 
new king to fulfll his side of the covenant, and then God would 
surely fulfll his covenanted obligations. Perhaps - or so it is widely 
conjectured - there was an annual ceremony in which the divine 
promises were rehearsed in liturgical fashion and claimed afresh. 
We can understand how it happened that in the process of time the 
divine promises became more and more emphasized, but the royal 
obligations more and more muted. Very few men in public life even 
in our own enlightened times are prepared to admit openly even to 
errors and mistakes, let alone to total failure to fulfll specific obliga
tions; we have all become somewhat cynical regarding election 
promises. What king of ancient] udah, then, was going to admit that 
he had departed from his covenant obligations? And what courtier 
or priest was going to have the courage to tell the king the truth? All 
too few, evidently. The great prophets had the perspicacity to see 
through the facade; but the great majority of the cult-prophets, that 
is to say those who depended for diehlivelihood on the whole 
royally-patronized machinery of temple and sanctuary, c()nveniently 
shut their eyes to breaches of the ancient covenant traditions and 
laws, and pinned their faith on the divine promises they saw. written 
large in the temple liturgies. . 

The temple rites thus had the effect of bolstering up a partial truth 
which amounted to a lie. 5 If we today read Psalm 2, for example, as 
the Word of God~ with Christ in. our mind's eye, our faith in Christ 
is ,stimulated; but if an ancient ]udaean priest, .prophet or wor~ 
shipper recited it, equally convinced that it was the Word of God, 
but applying it automatically to the monarch of his own day, his 
faith was stimulated in quite the wrong direction, and he became 
dogmatically . convinced that God would grant miracul()us victory to 
Judah in the immediate future. He certainly became blind to 
political realities, . and indeed historic~l realities too. 

5. Did the ritual, as it developed under the monarchy, gradually play down the 
king's responsibilities? Psalm 89·, at least, would suggest 'otherwise ·- notl;! verses 
30ff, in <particular. This psalm was probably composed in consequence of some 
national disaster, however. ' . 
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'. The temple cult, therefore, in some sense became thetargetof 
attack(orseyc:;ral of the Old Testament prophets. Its foundation was 
sound; and its liturgy was sacred; but in practice it was proving a 
hindranc:e , tottue religion" despite the ethical instruction .it 
undoubtedly incorporated. They saw too that since Nathan's 
prophecy had linked the, continuance of the · temple with the con
tinucmce of the royal line and also of the nation, there was a wide
spreadp~pular convictioIl. that so long as the prescribed sacrifices 
and rites continued, all was. automatically well with the nation and 
its rulers; Ritl.!-al had taken over the place of religion. Hence the out
spoken words of several prophets in criticism or condemnation of the 
ritual; ofcour~e, their wordsbecaIIie cloubly vehement when that 
ritual was, visibly contaminated byCanaanitepractices into the 
bargain, as~asparticularly the ,case in the Northern Kingdom, 
Thus Hosea 2:11ff. reads: "1(theLORD) will put ,a stop to her 
merrymaking, her ;pilgriIl1agesandnew moons, her sabbaths .and . 
festivals . . . LwillpunishherJorthe holy days when she burnt 
sacrifices to theBaalixn,'" Isaiah Saicl no word about Baal-worship in 
this . context, .bu t .thet()ne is the same: 

. Your' countless sllcrificcs,wh;"t 'arcthcyto me? 
sa.ys ' thc LORD. 

lam; sated with whole-offcrings of rams, 
and the fat of buffaloes; 

I have no desire for the blood of bulls , 
of. sheepan,d Of he-gOl.lts. 

When~veryoucometo enter my pr~sence -
~hoas~ed y?tt forthis? •. 
No~oreshallrou trample my courts .. 
T?~ offer of your gif~s : isus'eless, 

the"reek of sacrifice is abhorreilt tome. 
Newmoons and sabbaths and assemblies, 
"acredseasdns and ceremonies, . I ca.nnot .endure. 
I cannottolerate your new moons and your festivals; ' . 
they have become a burden tome, 
,- and I can putup with them no longer . 
. ". '.' W6,en y()!-t lift your handsou tsprel.l.d in . prayer, 
J, will hidt:myeyes from you. 
t~oug~yott" ?ffe~ countless prayers, 
, I will not listen. . 

(Isaiah L l1ff'. ) 

. Several ,other prophetic passages deplore the elaboration. Of cultic 
practices which had gradually taken place, and recall' with, nostalgia 
tile siIIlplicity ()f~orship which had characterized the eraofMose~.~ 

6. Cf. Jeremiah 7:21£f.; Amos 5:21-25. On the vexed questionoftheinterpreta
tion 'Of such passa.ges; see especially D. E. Cowan, "Prophets, Deuteronomy and 
th~syncretistic c~lt in Israel~ ' in J. C.Rylaarsdam (cd.), Transitions inl)iblical 
Schola;ship (Chicago,1968), pp. 93-112. 
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, Afterthe division of Solomon's kingdom; the Northern Kingdom , 
did not ' of course look . to David's line for ' salvation, but nevertheless 
a very similar theology of hope developed there. The monarchy was 
no very stable institution in theNorth,but there too sanctuary and 
king were firmly bound together, as we can see from the interesting 
altercation between the prophet Amos and the priest Amaziah at 
Bethel, recorded in Amos 7. Amos predicted doom for sanctuary 
and king alike; and in angry reply, Amazia.htold him, "Be off, you 
seer! Off with you toJudah! " ,; But never prophesy again 'at Bethel, 
for this is the king's sanctuary. " 

'That the same theologicallymotivatedi political ' optimism was to 
be found in the Northern Kingdom is evidenced by Amos, again. 
Evidently . there existed a popular expectation of' 'the day of the 
LORD" (cf. Amos 5:18). Such an expectation r1.lns through the Old 
Testament and on into the New; but what did it signify for the 
eighth century citizen of Israel? Whatever precisely he expected, 
there is no doubt that it was an optimistic anticipation, in view 'of 
Amos's'warning that the day ofYahweh would in fact mean dark
ness and gloom. The origins and content of this item of Israelite 
belief have been · much disc1.lssed , and debated, but it seems not 
improbable that the background to it was provided by ancient days 
of battle, when Y3.hweh had given his people viCtory over their 
enemies, especially perhaps under the heroes of the Book ofJudge~.7 
If this be so, then once again we can see how political optimisrngrew 
out. of .faith in Yahweh; what he ' had done for Israel long before, 
through the leadershipofa Deborah or a Gideon,he would surely do 
again through the medium of the pres(!ntJdngin Saniaria. If some 
realists pointed out that Israel's ru:~i~~ ~ere puny compa.reg lwith 
the mighty Assyrian war machine, the ready reply~ soconvinc
ingly theological! -was that Gideon had won the day· against 
Midian with a mere 300 men in the face ofa colossal army. 

By the year 721 B. C. , the Day of the Lord had indeed dawned for 
the Northern Kingdom ~ and it had proved to be utter darkness 
and unrelieved gloom for Israel, as Amos had 'predicted. The 
Assyrians swept ,' away 'the monarchy, and any Israelite false hopes 
attached to . the person of the king were for ever crushed. Twenty 
years later Judah almost suffered the same fate, but not quite. 
Jerusalem,almost aloneofthe cities ofJudah, escaped the ravages of 
the . Assyrian soldiery, . and King Hezekiah managed to retain his 
throne. Froin our standpoint in history, we can see that both Micah 
and Isaiah were vindicated; ultimately; . the latter had prophesied 
that Jerusaiem would 110t fall, since the temple still symbolized the 
reality ofYahweh's p~esence init, whereas Micahhad prophesied that 
Jerusalem's days were numbered, and that itswickedJless inevitably 

' 7. Onthe Day ofy;ihweh , see especially G. von Rad,OldTesta.menl Theology (ET 
Edinbur~h and London, 1962-5), vol. ii, p. 119-125. . ., " . 



KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

presaged , its fall. , Isaiah's prophecy was fulfIlled in 701 B.C.; 
Mkah's had to wait a full century more for its fulfIlment. "The mills 
of God grind slowly." But all too many citizens ofJudah in 700 B.C. 
and the century that followed refused to believe that Micah had been 
a true prophet;8 on the contrary, they turned Isaiah's prediction into 
a dogma that would hold true for all time and in all circumstances. 
God, they were convinced, would never let Jerusalem fall into enemy 
hands; the enemy would ;always be defeated, if onlYiit the ve,ry 
gates; Jerusalem had neve,i:, once fallen since David had captured it 
some 300 years before, and the very passage of ti~e increased their 
convictions. But Isaiah's w()rds of moral cOlldemnation were con
veniently forgotten. 

Not even Nebuchadrezzar's capture of Jerusalem in 597 B.C. 
provided achallenge to suchdoglllas; the Babylonian conqueror left 
the city and the temple standing, and did riot even put an end, to the 
Davidi~dynasty, althougll he did deportKingJehoiachill.lt would 
even seemthat~iseyent', political disaster though itwas,was hailed 
as yet another, triumph for the , dogma!, It is undoubtedly, true ,th3:t 
Jeremiah, both before and after ,597 B.C., was confronted, by 
aii:"vgant false prophets tO ,an unprecedent~d extent.9 He, more than 
anypfhi,s predecessors, f~lt the menace offalse religion, the threat()f 
"falsehood" (Hebrew sheqer), as a recent book, more literally, des-
cribes it.lo i 

Jeremiah's response to this ,situation enables us to ,discern the 
general tenor of his opponents' teaching; and we sometimes read 
their statements expressis , verbis. One of theircatchworqs , was 
evidently , "This .place is, .the temple of the , LORD, the temple of the 
LORD, the temple of the ,~ORp/?1l Another favourite, phrase, as 
they stood in the fancied security of the temple courts,was "We are 
safe", or (more literally) "'We are delivered" Geremiah '7:10). 
Jeremiah's bitter commentary on this dictum was that (for the 
moment!) they were "safe" - ,safe to proceed with aUthe immoral , 
and, unethical behaviour to which they were addicted, which he 
represents ', as oppression of , the poor, repeated breaches of the 
covenant laws, and of course idolatrous practices into the bargain. 

Securejnunshakeable dogm~ ' ~ndthe ,stout temple walls, " one 
prophet, Hananiah by name, only a few months after the debacle of 
5g7,confj.cll;:lltJ.ypredicteq that within ,two years all wquld be well, 
dle, exil~ over ,King.] elloiachinllo,xp,e 'again, and the yoke of .Baqy~ 
lon ,broken. Hist()ry records that Hananial19ied two,months later. 7"" 

S. ' See, below, pp. 243ff. " 
9. See below, p. 256. 

10. T. W. Overholt, The threat ojfalsehood: a study in the theology of the Book ojJeremiah 
(SBT ii,16: London, 1970). 

1 L Jeremiah 7:1'., Ol!-e)~ inevitably re~inded of pur, L,ord' $ words, about "vain 
repetition" (Matthew 6:7): , , " ". , ., 
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an eve.nt which in itself vindicated Jeremiah's more soinbre 
prophecies .....;... but also thadt was riot until the much more crushing 
national disaster of 587 B.C. that the voice of false prophecy was 
finally stilled. 12 

One significant insight ofjeremiah',s into theriature and 
character of this 'false religion is recorded in Jeremiah 7: 8fL 'Shrines 
like the Jerusalem temple had long been ~e placestowh~ch those 
giIilty of homicideIIlight flee for refuge; if their deed had been acci
dental manslaughter, the sanctuary proved to be a sanctuary indeed, 
but if IIlurder were proven, then the slayer must be taken from the 
altar and handed over to the avenger of blood. Jeremiah claimed 
that the complacent Jerusalem populace was in effect gaining unlaw
ful asylum from the penalty oftheir deliberately evil deeds by resort~ 
ing to the Jerusalem temple. The temple, therefore, had become "a 
robbers' cave" .13 The logic of his position was of course that the 
guilty must be; and would inevitably be, dragged from the sanctuary 
to which they had resorted; The temple ofYahweh gave shelter only 
to those who deserved asylum. ' . 

We may t1.Ilow the prophets to draw our attention to another area 
of ancient Israel's life and thought which sometimes tends to be 
forgotten. In a critique of falSe religion, Isaiah 29: 13f. enunciates 
Yahweh's view of Judah thus: 

Because this people approach me with their mo~ths . 
and honour me with their lips ' 
while ' their hearts ' a.re far. frorn me, 

and their religion is but a precept of men; ,learnt by rote, 
therefore 1 will yet again shock this people; >" 
adding shock to shock: ' , ' :" ';:Y ' ,' \ , ," " 

and the . wisdom of their wise men shall vanish 
and the discernmentof the discerning shall be lost. 

J ~r~miah also" had a wordfor the wise a eremiah 8:9f.): 
" . . .. " ~ 

The wise . .are put to~hame, they are/dismayed and have lost their wits. 
They have spurned the word of the LORD, and wh.at sort of wisdom is 
theirs,? ..• Prophets and priests are frauds, everyone of them. 

' These passages show thafthe OldTestamentprophets had their 
criticisms ." ofa , professi'o~al > group who , stood " ,outside ' -the more 
religious-and cultic circles of priests and prophets. The term' 'wise" 
and "wise men" (Hebrew chakham, chakhamim) do not always in the 
Old Testament designate a profession, but very often. they -refer 

ui; Jeremiah 28 describes the events outlined in this paragraph. 
13. Cf. T. W, Overholt, op, ,it., pp. 17f. ' 
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specifically to what we may call the administrative class in the king
dom- the circles which provided. the king with his advisers and 
ministers of state. These circles also had some educational funCtions, 
though we are ill informed as to the exact nature of the educational 

. system. Perhaps the nearest equivalent in English to the Hebrew 
chakhamim . is the word "intelligentsia", which suggests not only 
people occupying intellectually demanding positions in society but 
also those who take acertainpride in the fact-Without doubt book 
learning was much prized in the ancient world, and the "wise" were 
the men who both studied books and produced them. In Judah (as 
often elsewhere ) the king was their patron. The Book of Prov~rbs 
testifies to the patrona~e of both Solomon and Hezekiah, and also to 
the invoivement ofthe professional "wise men" in the collection arid 
publicatioll.ofproverbial material. 14 Iris ipteresting, moreover, tha.t 
Proverbs 30f; offers material which is associated with non-Israelites . 
In fact , thewisdommovementinJudahand Isra.elWas simply part 
of a much more widespread phenomenon of the ancient world; We 
may observe that the fullest biblical description of the equipment of 
the professional wise man occurs in thecantextof. a foreign court 
(although the wise men happened to be Jewish). Daniel and hiscom
pan ions at the Ba.byloniancourt are described as "at home inall 
branches of knowledge, well-informed, intelligent, and fit for the 
service in the royal court"; they were to . be instructed "in the 
literature and la.nguage of the Chalclaeans" , and" their training was 
to last for three years" (Daniel1:4f.). 

The international character of wisdom circles is fairly obvious 
simply from · a perusal ·· ()f~lle .• Book . of Proverbs . . Many. individual 
proverbs could be share.~ W'!tll virtually any nation of any period of 
history - they frequently 'offer advice ofa timeless and universal 
character. Much of the material is purely secular in character, 
although a verse at the beginning of the book indicates tha.t the 
essential basis of ~isdo~ and wise conduct is true religion:. "The 
fear of the LORD is the beginning afknowledge" (1 :7). Apart from a 
certain amount of material ~hich mentions Yahweh by name, 
much of Proverbs could be paralleled from avariety -of ancient 
wisdom documents from .Mesopotamia and Egypt. 15 But wemust 
not suppose that a fair quantity of "secular" content and of 
"pagan" affinities renders such literature of little or· no religious 
value - Proverbsisinthecanon of Holy· Scripture, and rightly so. 
The prophets certainly did Iiotattack the practice of wisdom as such; 
on the contrary, they made use of its methods on occasions, and very 
effectively: see for instance Isaiah 28:23-29 and Jeremiah 17:5-11, 

14. Cf. Proverbs 1:1, 22:17, 24:23, 25 :1. 
15 . . See E. Jones, . f'roverbs and Ecclesiastes: introdUction and commentary (TBe.: London, 

1961), pp. 32-41, for a list of examples of kin&ed material. · 
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passages which would be equally at home in the Book of Proverbs. 
Amos's condemnation of the nations begins with a phraseology 
borrowed from proverbial material: "For three transgressions . •. 
and for four . •.. " (AmQs 1:3, 6, 9 etc;):16 Psalm lean well be 
described as a "wisdom psahn" ; which fact shows that wisdom con
cepts and techniques found their way (by whatever route) into the 
temple.1iturgytoo; We may next instance the Book of Judges as a 
whole; which is the product ofawise man; that is tosaya man who 
studied the facts of his country's earlieF history, observed thatthere 
was arecurringpattern in it, and accordingly offered a philosophy of 
that history; the Book ,of Judges is an expanded proverb. Firially, 
even the Old Testament law-code explicitly speaks of wisdom, thus: 

You must observe (God's statues and laws) carefully, and thereby you 
will display your wisdom ' and understanding to other peoples. When 
theyhec:lr about these statutes, they will say, 'What a wise and 

, understanding peopleihis great nation is!' 
(Deuteronomy 4:6) 

There ca~ be no denying that, human wisdom, that is to say , the 
careful"ddiberateuse of the rational powers ~f observation ~md 
deduction ~hichGodha.s given men, is viewed throughout the;! Bible 
as one important , rnedium of divine revdation. , ' 

Why then, did an Isaiahand a Jeremiah choos~ to criticize the 
professional wise men of their day? The prophets did not attack the 
office ill itself, any more thart they attacked . the priestly, .and 
prophetic offices as ·such. They recognized thatthe ordinary citi~en 
could n()t do without the guidarl(;e of th~ ' ,priests, theorades'.9f the 
propheis"and the advice of the, wise meri (cf. Jeremiah 18: 18). The 
wise man's special commodity, this verse shows, was " ,advice" 
(Hebrew etsah); thus, noless than priests and pro~hets, hetookthe 
future into account, presuming totell his dientswhat was likely to 
happen and how they might best cope with the situation in which 
theyfound th~lnselves . Wecan appre,ciate, therefore, that the Old 
Testam~nt prophets' observedthat too often the, w~se men were just 
as guiltya.s the culti(; prophets and the priests of uttering coPtplacent 
reassll,fances insteacl()f ~rgent warflings, and predicting arosy and 
unrealistic future . . 

,The potentialconflict between the prophetic wordf~oJll God and 
tbewise man's ','advice" c~nbe illustrated from Isaiah's career. 
When ' the armies of , Isra.el and .Damascus descended ', upon J udah 
and be~iegedJerusal(;!m, King Ahazin fright sought advice from his 
professional counsellors and also from Isaiah. "Do nothing -
except trust in God" was the gist of the prophet's advice (Isaiah 7). 

16. The . NEB rendering obscures the numerical phraseology, for which , ff. 
Proverbs 30:15-31. 
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But the political savants of the day saw salvation in an appeal to 
Assyria for help; they knew on rational grounds that ihis policy 
would work, .and indeed it did, though at no little cost for Judah. 
They provided reasoning where Isaiah offered signs; and Ahaz 
preferred the former. The fact is that no man can absolutely predict 
the future on the basis of reason; there is always the unpredictable 
element,. the incalculable factor. The prophets objected, therefore, 
to any suggested policy which did not take God into account. 
Human reasoning was in itself good and necessary; but it must not 
be divorced from submission to the will and purposes of God, or. it 
would inevitably faiL 

In other words, the prophets found a certain arrogance in con
temporary wisdom - always a characteristic of the intelligentsia in 
society, the more so when they have official, inthis .case royal; 
patronage. The prophets could be . particularly scathing about the 
wise men of other nations. Edom was renowned for sagacity; . but 
Jeremiah could say of it: "Is wisdom no longer to be found in 
Teman? Have her sages -no skill in counsel? Has their wisdolD 
decayed?" (49:7). The diplomats and politicians of Edom were in 
fact helpless in the face of imminent disaster; Jeremiah described the 
fate in store for them, and added, "Listen to the LORD's whole pur
pose against Edomand all his plans againstthe people of Teman" 
(verse 20). The policies whichc'ount in history, said Jeremiah, are 
those of God,not man. ' 

The arrogance of some of J udah' s wise men is rebuked in Isaiah 
5:21: "Shame on you! You who are wise in your own eyes and 
prudent in your own esteem." At the personal level, we can see in 
the Book of Job how cruel and immoral an arrogant wisdom can be. 
One wonders' how many a 'good man's reputation has been per
manently injured by the mechanical application of proverbs like 
"There'sno smoke without fire" . ' 

Reverting . to the case . of Ahaz and Isaiah, we observe that the 
policy ofAhaz \\Tas permitted.to be put into effect, even though it 
was a foolish and ill-advised stratagem . Mucl~ earlier, in David'·s 
reign, there is an interesting stOry ofa piece of brilliant strategy 
which was · overruled by sheer folly. Absalomneeded ady~ce .• how to 
achieve full victory and to secure his newly~wonthron~,andhe 
turned to a man whose wisdom was comparable with the oracles bf 
Yahweh themselves (2 Samuel 16:23). Ahithophel as usual proffered 
sound strategy; but Absalom, not content, sought further counsel, 
this time from his father's loyal adviser, and heard a different story. 
As we study Hushai's words (17:7ff.), we find a skilfulmixt:ure of 
emotive language, exaggeration and flattery -and itfound'aready 
ear. Why? "It was the LORD's purpose to frustrate Ahithophel;i; 
good 'advice and so bring disaster .. uponAbsalom" (17:14). 

King Rehoboam was another man who could not tell good advice 
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from bad, and it cost him more than half his kingdom (1 Kings 
12: 1-17); again the historian tells us "the LORD had given this turn 
to the affair" (verse 15). Israel and Judah might have learned 
several lessons from such episodes. First, that since Yahweh con
trolled their history, his revealed word - through his prophets, 
those who were prophets by vocation rather than profession ...,- . was 
the only sure pointer to the future. Secondly, the wise men could 
only extrapolate from past andpresent, .and therefore their predic
tions should always be presented with duernodesty and heeded with 
caution. Thirdly, the very patrons of wisdom--'- and> even 
Solomon himself - were capable of the most egregious follies. ;" The 
first king of Israel once confesed, "I have been a fool, I have been 
sadly in the wrong" (1 Samuel 26:21). Even David, whose shrewd
. ness was second to none, was once told to his face,"Your majesty > is 
as wise as the angel of God " - by a women who had just made a 
complete fool of him (2 Samuel 14:20). 

The presumptuous wordly-wise . politician was therefore not only 
the target for the strictures of Isaiah and Jeremiah , but also the 
living proof of the folly of kings (and few were as weak and/or foolish 
as the last three kings of Judah). Now-onder the prophets sighed for 
a, king who should be victorious in battle, a model of equitable pre
ceptand practice,but first and foremost, "in purpose wonderful", 
a "wonderful · counsellor" ,a> "Wonder-Counsellor~' (as various 
modern versions · render a familiar phrase from · Isaiah 9 : 6) . 

. We are now in a position to offer some analysis of the false religion 
which was the chieLenemy of the Hebrew monarchy. Basically it 
consisted in breach of promise, coupled with an untroubled con
science. All the great pre-exilicprophetswere deeply conscious of 
the extent . to which their contemporaries in Israel and J udah alike 
were guilty of breaking their coveIlanted vows to God. Yet the 
people's consciences were being dulled by the scrupulous exercise of 
religious practiCes. Evil deeds were being hidden under a veneer of 
piety, 'and indeed sheltered and thus encouraged by the official 
religion of the day . 

That the people censured by the prophets had "faith" is 
uIldeIliable; but it wasa. misplaced faith. To begin . with, it 
represented faith .in buildings and ·. rituals rather than in the ·. God 
whom such buildings and rituals were designed to honour. It was 
thus a .faith in externals; ritual confessio~s of sin,and the sacrifices 
prescribed for sin,.took the place oL~i,f1cere self-examination and 
repentance. Secondly, it consisted. of a, .;faith in. certain parts of Holy 
Writ (as it came to be) to the detrim~~Yof others; Psalm 2 with all its 
promise was ·· proudly claimed and appropriated, whereas the Ten 
Commandments were recited (no · doubt) but quietly set aside; 
Isaiah's prophecies about the temple were on every lip, but his des
criptionofhispeople' as a "sinful nation"; a "people loaded with 
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iniquity" whose sins were "scarlet" (Isaiah 1 :4, 18) was treated 
lightly, ignored if not forgotten. All too many people made the false 
assumption- that· to possess the Law of God was automatically to 
honour and obey it (cf. Jeremiah8:8f.). 

The false religion also comprised an uncritical acceptance of 
dogma. Those who believed that Jerusalem and .the temple would 
never fall could find ancient and genuine prophecies to support their 
viewpoint; but - as Jeremiah pointed out - the dogma failed the 
acid test of history, since Shiloh, formerly just as central and sacred 
to Israel as Jerusalem had now become, lay in ruins for anyone to 
seeCJeremiah 7:11£.). Even the very Word of God can become false 
if it is. treated as a collection of slogans (political or otherwise) to be 
employed like magical charms. Jeremiah himself showed a better 
way; when Hananiah in the name of Yahweh contradicted Jere
miah's predictions and· proffered his own instead,· the startled 
Jeremiah did not immediately resort to cliches and dogmatic utter~ 
ances, but on the contrary went away to thinkthernatter over, and 
did not come back until he had a fresh message from God a eremiah 
28). 

Perhaps most important of all, the. type of. religion which· the 
prophets repudiated was centred on a false theology, a wrong view of 
Gbd, a view which probably owed more than was imagined to 
Canaanite ways of thinking. The Canaanites' concept of deity was 
cyclic, governed by the seasons of the year but not by the passage of 
history; thus in a sense it was static, almost timeless. The Old Testa
ment writers insist repeatedly, however, that the GodofIsrael is the 
Lord of history and of the whole historical process. This o,utlook is 
nowhere more startlingly expressed than in Isaiah 43: 16ff., · where 
the prophet first makes reference to the Exodus, that unforgettable 
event way back in Israel's history, still lovingly and proudly 
remembered in every Jewish Passover celebration to this day, and 
having. called itto mind, dismisses it thus: "Ceaseto dwell on days 
gone by and to brood over past history. Here and now I will do' a 
new thing". The challenge follows - "Can you not perceive it?" It 
was this dynamic view of God which characterized the Old Testa
ment prophets; hence they can unblushingly talk of God's 
"changing his mind" Or "repenting". If God wished to spare the 
Jerusalem of Isaiah's day, he was not in consequence bound to do 
the same inJeremiah's era. "God is not slavishly bound by his own 
decisions," writes H. W. Hertzberg, "but is almighty to such an 
extent that he is Lord even of them. Just as he takes the action of 
men into consideration in hjs decisions, so that omnipotence never 
means that man is deprived of his responsibility, so, too, the election 
of the king (Saul) is not irrevocable."17 

17. H, W. Hertzberg, I and II Samuel: a commentary (OTL: London, 1964), p.126. 
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But the election of Jerusalem and of the house of David was ir
revocable, was it not? The Old Testament prophet did not challenge 
the abiding truth of such divine promises; but he insisted that God 
could certainly set them aside for so long as he chose to do so; or 
even transmute them along new channels. So one prophet could 
predict an exile from the Promised Land of fully seventy years 
Oeremiah 29: 10), while another could speak of the transfer of the 
royal covenant promises from David's line to the nation as a whole 
(Isaiah 55: 3ff.). 18 (From the Christian standpoint, we should wish to 
add that this transfer was again only a temporary measure in God's 
plans.) 

Finally, we can probably deduce from the fact that the Old Testa
ment prophets bracketed "the wise" with priests and false prophets 
that they were aware of a secularized religion, which operated too 
much on slogans and mechanical formulae, and which made ex
pediency its god. Anything which took to itself the name of Yahweh 
but which patently breached the ethic taught in his covenant laws 
became the target of prophetic denunciation. 

The Old Testament prophetic literature is our primary sourcebook 
for information on the false religion which we have described as 
the worst enemy of Israel and J udah during the period of the 
monarchy. Priestly intercession, prophetic forecasts, and the skil
fully.devised policies of trained diplomats alike failed to divert God's 
chosen people from the collision course on which they were set. The 
true prophets did what they could to expose the false religion for 
what it was,. and hence have left on record for posterity an adequate 
description of it. But in investigating this topic we have, necessarily, 
looked at the prophets' words in a purely negative way, seeking to 
find out what they denied, not what they affirmed. They deserve 
more than that; and we must now make some endeavour to study 
these unique individuals in their own right, against the background 
of the history of their times. 

18. This seems to be the most natural interpretation of the passage. Cf. C. R. 
North, The Second Isaiah (Oxford, 1964), pp. 257f. 
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.CHAPTER 22 

The EarlyPeriqd 

UP TO this pOInt, we have considered the history 6fIsra~l and 
Judah largely in terms of kings and their subjects - the rulers 

and the ruled. This is a natural enough approach; if th~re are few 
kings in our twentieth century world, we are familiar with the 
presidents and prime> miriisters who exercise similar political 
leadership, power alld influenc~. 'Mdr~over,it is the approach of9\lr 
basic literary sources for the period, the BooksofS~mue1,Kings an~ 
Chronicles; and much of the extra-biblical material was written in 
the name of some ancient king, to celebrate his ' power and 
achievements. But ev.en if we have given pride of place to the kings 
of old, and concentrated ori' the political and the secular, we have 
already found it impossible to ignore the prophets entirely.' Such 
remarkable figures were never easy to ignore! It is now high time we 
gave them their rightful place in the narrative. It is surely no 
accident, no mere historical coincidence, that the era of the Hebrew 
monarchy coincided with the hey-day of the prophets. The compilers 
of the Hebrew Bible showed a true insight wherithey bracketed the 
Books of Joshua, Judges,' Samuel and 'Kings with the prophetical 
books, arid labelled the whole collection "the Prophets" . Thedeeds 
of thekill~s ~ndthe words of the prophets can be.seen to 
interconnect and interplay, from the time of Samuel · and Saul until 
that of Jeremiah and Zedekiah. 1 

' We may readily grarittheir importance; but who were these 
individuals? The very word "prophet" is one that today requires 
some explanation; and it is vhydifficult to think of any modern 
analogy to the place such men held in ancient Israelite society. We 

1. Prophecy did not, of course, come to the same abrupt . end as did the 
monarchy; but the story of the exilic · and postexilic prophets does not come within 
the scope of this book. 
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maybe sure, however, that unique as they were as individuals, their 
office was a natural enough one in their own milieu. 

The Old Testament itself acknowledges the fact that other deities 
had their own prophets; Elijah threw out his famous challenge not to 
the priests of Baal, as we · might have expected, but to the Baal 
prophets. Within the stream of the worship of Yahweh, moreover, 
there were false prophets as well as true. After the period of Old 
Testament prophecy had long since expired, we meet Christian 
prophets in the New Testament; centuries later still there were 
prophets in Arabia, culminating in the person of Muhammad of 
Mecca; and J. Lindblom also hails St. Bridget of fourteenth century 
Sweden as a similar figure. Long before the "classical"prophets of 
the Old Testament, too, comparable figures were to be found in the 

· ancient Near East. An interesting Egyptian tale about a traveller 
called Wen-Amun (c. 1100 B.C.) relates that at the court of the 
prince of the Phoenician city of Byblos, not so far from Palestine, a 
young man was suddenly possessed by the god Amun, and uttered 
an oracle giving instructions to the prince. 2.Earlier still, andfurther 
east, we find .a 'similar situation pertaining in the great city of Mari 
on the Euphrates, during the eighteenth century B.C.; her(! too 

· there were individuals who uttered divine oracles at the royal court. 3 

Professor Lindblom describes all such prophetic figures thus: 
, 'There are homines religiosi to whom religious experiences as such are 
the essence of their religious life. Personal communion with God; 
prayer, '. devotion, moral submission . to the divine will are the 
principal traits in their religious attitude. That which distinguishes a 

· prophet from other . homines religiosi is that he never keeps his 
experiences to himself; he; a1ways feels compelled to announce' to 

'. others' wh'at ;he has seen, and··heard. The prophet is a mariof the 
public word. He isa speaker and a preacher. The prophet is an 
inspired man ... The prophet is compelled by the spirit".4 

Such a general description fits the Old Testament prophets very 
aptly. But let us turn specifically to the period of the monarchy, and 
to the prophets of Israel and J udah. The first individual figure that . 
confronts us is that of SamueL He·wascertainly a prophet, but· 

.apparently also a priest and a ·"judge'.', and it is an impossible task 
for the. historian to distinguish between the various roles that he 
played. In any case, he lived at a unique point in Israel"s history . 

. . But contemporary with him, . there were also bands of prophets in . 
Israel, one of which is described for us in 1 Samuel 10:5: "a 

. company of prophets ... led by lute, harp, fife, and drum, and filled· 

2. Cf. ANET, pp. 25-29. 
3. Cf. .A. Lods in H, H.Rowley (ed.), Studies in Old Testament Proplzicy 

(Edinburgh, 1950), pp. 103-110. 
4. Cf. J. Lindblom, Prophecy in Ancient Israel (Oxford, 1962), pp. H. 
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with prophetic rapture" . These folk were by no means unique; they 
play a very minor role in the story, and the implication of the 
chapter is that the biblical writer did not wholly approve of them. 
We do not know anything about their leadership or organization (if 
they had any). The spotlight rests on the unique individual, Samuel. 

When Saul was made king, Samuel lost his role as political leader, 
but retained his religious role, that of prophet-priest. He did not, 
however, choose to "opt out" of the political aren-a altogether. At 
the very beginning ofSaul's reign, he executed a document which in 
some sense was intended to hinder any despotic behaviour on the 
part of the king. The New English Bible rendering of the relevant 
verse (1 Samuel 10:25) tells us that "SarilUel then explained to the 
people the nature of a king, and made a written record of it on a 
scroll which he deposited before the LORD". Th-is might -be-taken to 
refer to some such warning about the despotic tendencies of kings, 
as is set out in 1 Samuel 8: 11-18. The Revised Standard Version, 
however, speaks of "the rights and duties of the kingship". The 
verse, says]. Mauchline, "is concerned with the rights and duties of 
an anointed king united with Yahweh and his people in covenantal 
obligation' '; and Professor Mauchline suggests that whenever the 
king afterwards worshipped at that shrine (Mizpah), and set eyes on 
the document, he was reminded of the charge laid upon hini by 
Samuel in Yahweh's name. 5 One is reminded of the passage in 
Deuteronomy 17:14-20. The Hebrew monarchy was from the start a 
"constitutional" monarchy. The king was bound by covenant, and 
the man who ensured that this should be so was Samuel, who may 
well, by practice and maybe precept too, have laid the foundation 
for the ' distinctive role of , the ' prophets who followed him. The 
prophet was to be not only the man who uttered oracles at court (as 
at Byblos and Mari) but also the man who constituted himself the 
people's watchdog, the Ombudsman ofIsrael and]udah. Hewould 
keep a keen eye on any breach of the laws of Yahweh - ' by king or 
peop!e. 

Before long, there was a bitter quarrel between Samuel and Saul, 
resulting from two incidents which have been represented as the new 
king's attempt to make himself master of both priests and prophets. 6 

Be that as it may, two aspects of this quarrel are of particular 
interest. The first is that both incidents occurred in the context of 
foreign wars, one with the Philistines, the other with the Amalekites. 
The second important feature is the result of the quarrel - the fact 
that Samuel proceeded to anoint another man, ' David, as king of 
Israel. In other words, Samuel set two further precedents for future 

5. J. Mauchline, 1 and 2 Samuel (NeB: London, 1971), pp. 102f. 
6. See H. L. EJlison, The Prophets of Israel (Exeter, 1969), p. 26. The incidents are 

recounted in 1 Samuel 13:8-14 and 15:1-33. 
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prophets; he established their right both to pronounce God's word 
about international affairs, and to take revolutionary action', if need 
be, in their own political context. One can well understand why both 
kings and their secular advisers came to view prophets with 
suspicion. 

The in-built tensions between prophet and ~ing were muted 
during the reign of David;' there might well have been conflict 
between David and Nathan, in view ofthe latter's strictures over the 
Bathsheba affair, but since David provedviilling to humble himself 
(having after all pronounced judgement upon himself), no quarrel 
ensued. This particular episode concerned private morality, we 

. might be tempted to think; but adultery and murder were specific
ally forbidden by Israel's covenant laws, and Nathan was a true 
prophet, a true guardian of the covenant, when he challenged 
David's behaviour. 

Nathan also figured prominently in another matter. 2 Samuel 7 
reports that when David proposed to built a temple, Nathan inter
vened and dissuaded him; at the same time,he informed the king 
that .God had chosen him to found a dynasty. Thus David was 
signally favoured, where Salil had been rejected. W . Zimmerli has 
written: "when we set this promise in the wider context of the 
promise of God to Israel, we can see that it expresses a new, and 
hitherto unknown; demonstration of the .gracious attitude of God to 
his people and their king. This history Of Yahweh's saving action 
towards Israel was thereby continued". 7 

In the sequel, N athan himself took a leading part in the accession 
of David's son Solomon, fulfilling (in part) the prediction made to 
David, but also indicating God's choice in the matter, thatis to say 
which son of David was to succeed him. . 

In all these various interventions on the part of Samuel and 
Nathan, we observe another hallmark of the prophet: his message 
from Yahweh very frequently embraced a future as well as a present 
dimension. Samuel had predicted Saul's loss of the throne; Nathan 
predicted both the death ofDavid's first son by Bathsheba, and the 
fact ofthe dynasty which would presently succeed to David's throne. 
Prophecy always included a measure of prescience; if second sight 

. tends to be largely discredited by our materialistic contemporaries, 
the fact remains that some such ability has been widely attested for 
seers and soothsayers of many epochs, and not merely for the 
biblical prophets. Whatever approach we may adopt to Scripture, 
men like the prophets are not to be judged by normal stand~ds. 

Our information about Nathan is severely limited, and we know 

7. W. Zimmerli, The Law and the Prophets (ET Oxford, 1965), p. 63. Zimmerli's 
approach contrasts with that of a number of scholars who have rejected the 
historicity of much of 2 Samuel 7. Cf. Lindblom, op. · cit., pp. 76f. See also A, 
Weiser, ZAW 77 (1965), pp. 153-168. 
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even less about the functions and activities of his contemporary, 
Gad. He is referred to as "David's seer", in addition to the title 
"prophet" (cf. 2 Samuel 24: 11), and it seems probable that he was a 
sort of private chaplain to the king; he first appears at David's side in 
the days of the latter's fugitive existence in southern Judah (1 
Samuel 22:5), .long before he gained the throne, In the narrative 
recounted in 2 Samuel 24, Joab chose to approach the king via the 
good offices of Gad, which again suggests that there was a close 
personal relationship between David and Gad. Gad left one per
manent legacy to the whole nation, however; it was he who in
structed David to set up an altar on the threshing-floor of Araunah 
the Jebusite (2 Samuel 24:18), thus making sacred the spot where 
the temple of Solomon would be erected. 

No doubt there were prophets during Solomon's reign, and no 
doubt they disapproved of some of Solomon's actions; but there is no 
record of any prophet's having confronted him with his misdeeds. 
Possibly the divine warning contained in 1 Kings 11: l1ff. was 
delivered to Solomon through the agency of some prophet, but the 
text does. not say so; it is equally possible that the passage is the· 
historian's comment on Solomon's conduct, but we may confidently 
deduce from the sequel that this was a prophetic viewpoint held at 
the time. 

Before Solomon died and was succeeded by Rehoboam, a prophet 
from Shiloh called Ahijah had already taken steps to divide the 
kingdom. He it was who not only . predicted that division, but con
veyed the word of Yahweh to Jeroboam that he was to be king of the 
northern tribes. He tore a new cloak into twelve pieces, and handed 
ten of them to Jeroboam as a symbol and pledge of what Yahweh 
purposed for Jeroboam and for Israel (1 Kings 11 :26-39). Such 
symbolic action is another characteristic of the Old Testament 
prophets. The torn robe signified that there could be no escaping the 
word of God; what God willed, must be . Thus Ahijah pronounced 
the irrevocable fate of the united Hebrew kingdom. Political realists 
of the time might have foreseen that the tensions within the kingdom 
must inevitably lead to division; but the prophets did not operate on 
the ground of political analysis and assessment. For Ahijah, the 
imminent disruption of the monarchy was not a political in
evitability, but God's plan and decision in the light of Solomon's 
idolatry. Solomon, in other words, had breached the solemn 
covenant with Yahweh; he had in some measure failed to observe 
the First Commandment, and to some degree oppressed the coven-
ant people. . 

Ahijah was a northern prophet -"- Shiloh lay in the tribal territory 
of Ephraim - but there is a brief indication that his view of the 
matter was shared by his Judaean counterpart, Shemaiah. When 
Rehoboam mustered his troops to do battle with the upstart, 
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Jeroboam, the prophet Shemaiah dissuaded him from major hostik 
ities with a brief but pungent oracle fromYahweh: "You shallllot 
go up to make war 011 your kinsmen theIsraelites~ Return to your 
hc,mes" (1 Kings 12:24) . 
. ,Thus from the earliest . years of the Hebrew monarchy, we find 

prophets making kings and deposing them, dividing a kingdom and 
stopping a war. Such men were far from being preachers of pious 
platitudes, · eloquent in the pulpit and ineffective outside it. They 
were men whom kings and statesmen had to reckon with'. Jeroboam 
might have supposed that Ahijah had allowed him carte blanche in 
Israel; if so, he soon discovered his error. He endeavoured to make 
the shrines ofDan and Bethel attractive rivals to the Jerusalem 
temple, and in doing so appears to have ca.tered to all the idolatrous 
and syncretistic tastes of hiscitizentry. · The priesthood became his 
lackeys, and raised no objections; but prophets such as Ahijah were 
scandalized, • arid voiced their objections in no uncerta.in manner (see 
1 Kings 13: 1-14: 18). Jeroboam might have been known to posterity 
as' the man who created the kingdom of Israel; instead he is "the 
man who made Israel to sin". He might have founded a long-lived 
dynasty to rival David's inJudah; instead, his son Nadab could hold 

. the throne for only a couple of years before falling by conspiracy and 
assassination; There was to be tension, if not downright hostility, 
hetween king and prophet throughout the history of the northern 

. 'kingdom. Jeroboam sought to place one · prophet under arrest (1 
Kings 13:4); Ahab went so far as to imprison another (1 Kings 
22:26f.); even the great Elijah had to flee from a royal threat to his 
life (1 Kings 19:1ff:), while Amos was served with a deportation 
order (Amos 7:12). Equally, prophets might at times , t~ke strong 
action against a king, as whe~ Elishaorganized the coup d'ctat which 

. overthrew the dynasty of Omri. The fact that prophets were not 
eiiminated altogether in itself testifies to the fact that none of their 
contemporaries could deny that God spoke through them. They 
were to a large extent shielded by the power seen to reside in them, 
and also by popular esteem -evenwhenthe people paid litde heed 
to what they were saying. The. alternative policy was to establish 
other prophets who could contradict them, even ridicule them; in 
part the kings o'f.lsrael (andJudah too, in due course) may have 
created the phenomenon of false prophets. At all events, they cer
tainly fostered the phenomenon by their patronage. 

We have already considered a number of examples of the pre
dictive powersoLthe prophets. Sometimes they merely indicated 
what would happen; sometimes their .very words created the event 
they .predicted, as when Ahijah in effect offered the northern king
dom .to Jeroboam. The fact that such predictions were made cannot 
be doubted by any serious investigator. But! Kings 13:2 contains a 

. particularly remarka.ble prognostication .. An unnamed prophet from 
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Judah, we are told, confronted Jeroboam at the altar of the Bethel 
shrine and cried outasfollows: "Qaltar, altar! This is the word of 
the Lord: 'Listen! A.child shall be borne to the house of David, 
named Josiah. He will sacrifice upon you the priests of the· hill-

. shrines who make offerings upon. you,· and he. will burn human 
bones upon you' . " Jeroboam lived before 900 B: C.; the Josiah who 
fulfilled the prophecy lived fully 300 years later, long after the down
fall of the. kingdom of Israel. What. are we to make ofa passage like 
this? . Did the prophets really make predictions at. such long range 
and in such remarkable detail as this? 

Perhaps they did, on occasions. There might be parallels in 
history.-. there were those, for example, who (on theological 
grounds) predicted the creation. of the modern· State of Israel. many 
years before it came into being, or even loomed on the horizon. 
Moreover, we must at all costs resist the temptation to reduce the 
prophets to twentieth century political commentators. However, the 
reference to J osiah is not the only surprise in the chapter, and a 
paragraph from H. L. Ellison's book The Prophets of Israel is worth 
quoting. Hewrites (pp. 22f.): 

The story in 1 Kings 13. has obviously been edited, probably by the 
compiler .of the book, for the .mention of Samaria (verse 32),. which was 
not founded .until the time of Omri (1 Kings 16:24), must be an 
adaptation of the prophet's words to later terminology, a practice we 
find more often in the Old Testament than is normally suspected. Since 
the men of Bethel recognized the fulfilment of the prophecy (2 Kings 
23: 17) but showed no recognition of the name, it seems likely that 
'Josiah by name' (verse 2) is also an editorial addition pointing forward 
to the fulfilment. 

Certainly in the case of the historical books of the Old Testament, 
and very probably in the Case of the prophetic literature, we have to 
reckon with editorial activity, undertaken not to destroy or overlay 
the original wording of earlier documents or of prophetic oracles, 
but rather to bring home to the readers. the importance and rele
vanceoftheir message. (In the same way, Old Testament quotations 
are sometimes modified and adapted in the New, for a new genera~ 
tion of readers.) It is therefore perfectly legitimate, and sometimes 
indeed essential, •. for the. modern critical historian to assess what is 
"original" andwhat "secondary" - such a decision need not be, 
and should not be, a. value judgement at all - in Old Testament 
records. Nevertheless, it is to ala~ge extent a subjective exercise, 
yielding uncertain and debatable results. 

Half a century after Ahijah's time, we meet the formidable char
acter of Elijah, who confronts the reader of 1 Kings with the same 
startling impact with which he confronted King Ahab,.sonofOmri, 
who founded the third dynasty of the kings of Israel. With the nar-
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ratives about Elijah and Elisha, the modern critical historian meets 
. not only a literary, but an historical question of some moment. 
Prediction is a relatively rare phenomenon, but is at least well 
authenticated as such; but what is the historian to make, for 
instance, of the resuscitation of dead children, or the destruction of 
whole bands of troops by fire from heaven? As a Christian man, 
convinced of the plenary inspiration of the Scriptures, he may accept 
the factual ' accuracy of such narratives on faith; but as ' a scientific 
historian, he is compelled to admit that such events stand outside 
normal human experience, and would be rejected as legendary if 
they appeared outside the Canon of Holy Writ. Needless to say, the 
critical historian who is not convinced of the plenary inspiration of 
Scripture is almost bound to view such stories as legends. Much 
depends, then, on one's theological viewpoint and presuppositions. 

Some of the narratives are patient of "natural", explanations, ' it 
must be admitted. Professor Gray, • for instance, has observed that 
the actual wording of the story recounted in lKings17:17~24per
mits us to suppose that the son of the widow of Zarephath, though at 
death's door, never actually died.8 A careful study of the Hebrew 
statements confirms that ' this is so. If modern medical science has its 
difficulties about , defining the precise moment of death, it must be 
allowed that the ancients will not have been able, and perhaps will 
not have wished, to draw too precise a dividing line between a mori
bund and a dead condition. For the biblical writer, 1 Kings 17 in 
any case depicts a miracle,andwhether it was a miracle of healing or 
a miracle of resurrection was for him of little consequence. 

The crucial narrative involving a miracle in the chapters about 
Elijah is to be found in 1 Kings 18, where the contest on Mount Car
mel is described. The chapter has been very widely discussed and 
debated. 9 There is little agreement among scholars as to what 
elements are "original" and which are "secondary" , nor what is 
historical and what legendary, nor even what the purpose and the 
function of the narrative was. But here is a narrative where the 
critical historian qua historian is in no position'to shrug his shoulders 
and say that it all depends on one's attitude to the Bible whether one 
believes the story or rejects it. Let us assume that we choose to reject 
the' story: fire did not fall from heaven and consume Elijah's 
sacrifice. Very well; then it follows that Elijah did not win his contest 
with the Baalptophets - for the whole scene demands that some
thing remarkable happened to convince the populace that Elijah was 
in the right, and to persuade them to slaughter the Baal prophets. If 
nothing remarkable happened, the only logical conclusion, 

. 8. Cf. J. Gray, Kings, pp. 382f. 
9. See for instance D. R. Ap-Thomas, PEQ 92 (1960), pp. 146-155; H. H. 

Rowley, Men of God (London, 1963), pp. 37-65. 



THE EARLY PERIOD 233 

ultimately, is that the contest itself never happened. . and before 
long one has emptied the whole story of Elijah of all its content, and 
reduced the great prophet to negligible proportions. With all great 
figures of history, in the Bible or outside it, one is forced to find some 
basis for the reputation for greatness .. Many legends came to sur" 
round Alexander the Great, but no historian could deny his great
ness - it was the greatness which attracted the legends. But if we 
deny the. events of 1 Kings 18 in toto, we have nothing adequate left 
to support the>greatness of Elijah. 

The late Professor Rowley has left us an excellent common-sense 
summary. His approach to the Bible is not doctrinaire, and he is 
quite willing to consider the possibility of legend, but againstthose 
who "havethoughtto dissolve the story into pure fabrication" .he 
maintains that' 'what precisely happened it is impossible for us now 
to say; but that something remarkable happened is overwhelmingly 
sure' '. He goes on· to show the insuperable difficulties in historical 
reconstruction for those who deny it, and finally asserts: "Hence it 
seems impossible to escape the certainty that something remarkable 
happened on Mount Carmel, something which not alone in Elijah's 
eyes vindicated his faith, but which vindicated it in the eyes of the 
people also, something so remarkable that the prophets of Baal were 
discredited and slain. "10 

We may cite Rowley once more to good effect. "'Without 
Moses," he wrote, "the religion ofYahwism as it figured in the Old 
Testament would never have been born. Without Elijah it would 
have died."11 This is a strongly-worded statement, but not too 
strong, surely, when We consider the historical background of the 
Carmel incident. Ahab's queen, Jezebel, not content with the 
amount of idolatrous activity that was already in vogue at shrines 
like Dan and Bethel, was bent on making the worship of Yahweh, 
the God of Israel, subordinate to the worship of her own native 
deity, Melqart of TyreY We may be sure that the final result of her 
policy, if it had succeeded, would have been the slow disappearance 
of the religion ofYahweh - in Israel, at least, if not in Judah. The 
faith was in jeopardy; so a prophet arose to meet the crisis, a man 
who was utterly devoted to the covenant with Yahweh, whose First 
Commandment stated unambiguously: "You shall have no other 
god to set against me" (Exodus 20:3). So great' was the prophet's 
sense of. peril that he . ruthlessly exterminated the prophets of the 
hated foreign deity. We have already seen how Elijah's single-

10. H. H. Rowley, op. cit., pp. 59ff. It should perhaps be added that there is some 
little objective evidence for the historicity of the 'chapter, in that the great drought 
was also reported by the historian Menander of Ephesus, as is reported by Josephus 
(Ant. viii, 13, 2). 

11. Ibid., pp. 64f. 
12. See above, p. 80. 
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minded dev()tion to the covenant led to a prophetic feud with the 
ruling dynasty. which resulted in the · overthrow of the latter' some 
years later, in the time of Elisha's ministry. 
, The First Commandment was not the only one to interest Elija.h, 
however; the'same covenant law-code . prohibited murder ·a.nd the 
giving of false evidence, and Elijah was just as concerned to ensure 
that the royal court should observe this aspect of the covenant too. 
N:aboth, theJezreelland-owner, was not murdered in the normal 
sense ofthe term, to be sure; he was executed quite legally, although 
an innocent man. But the legal indictment was procured by deliber~ 
ate, malicious, false evidence, at the instigation of the queen, 
Jezebel. 1 Kings 21 says nothing of the fate of the two rogues whose 
voices actually gave the false testimony; the word of God commis
sioned Elijah to pin the blame where . it really belonged - on 
Jezebel, and on King Ahab who had turned a blind eye to her 
deliber~tebreach of the covenant with Yahweh. ' 

Elijah was no "private chaplain"to the king, at Ahab's beck and 
calL Ahab saw that it was politic not to replace the slaughtered Baal 
prophets, so he took care to organize a hody of men who would 
prophesy in the name ofYahweh. We need notdoubtthat they were 
sincere men;· their leader, Zedekiah by name, showed a genuine 
anger when another man threw doubt on the accuracy of his predic
tions (1 Kings 22:24). Nevertheless, the fact remains that their 
message to the king was what he wanted to hear -- a ' prophecy of 
victory in battle. How could it be otherwise when their bread and 
butter depended on his goodwill? One of their number, Micaiah, 
had already earned the king's displeasure by' showing some inde
pendence of thought, as Ahab's naive remark to Jehoshaphat .of 
Judah makes plain: "He prophesies no good for me; never anything 
but evil" (1 Kings 22:8). We are not told how Ahab had responded 
previously to gloomy prophecies from Micaiah,but we may guess 
that his response was designed to serve as a warning, both to him 
and to any other prophets of an independent turn of mind. His last 
prediction'to Ahab, at any rate, earned him a spell in prison, on a 
"prison diet of bread and water" (verse 27). ' 

1 Kings 22 is a fascinating chapter in several respects. How, for 
instance, didJehoshaphat come to suspect that Ahab's 400 prophets 
were not all that they seemed? Like any other prophet, they did the 
right things, enacting a parable to symbolize Ahab's predicted 
victory. How was it that when Micaiah arrived and gave exactly the 
same prophecy as the other had done, Ahab accused him of telling 
lies?!3 Why, when he did tell the. truth, did Jehoshaphat and Ahab 
alike proceed into battle without further consideration? It should 

13. H .• L. Ellison, op. cit., pp. 40fT. should be consulted for plausible suggestions 
and useful discussion. 
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have been clear by now that the true prophets of Yahweh.character
istically spoke in terms of judgement and warning, and only rarely 
in terms of blessing and promise. Ahab, it seems, was given to 
wishfuL thinking, and in his enthusiasm he carried Jehoshaphat 
along with .him. Ahab did take the precaution 'of disguise, of course, 
but in spite of it, .. the ensuing battle saw him killed by a stray arrow, 
fired at random, which "just happened" to find a weak point in the 
king's armour. We are left to guess what happened to Ahab's 
prophets; Mab's successors- with good reason - seem to have 
distrusted them, to judge by 2 Kings 3:13; and they fade into the 
bac1cgrourid.Ahab's son and successor Ahaziahsought to get divine 
advice from outside Israel altogether (cf. 2 Kings 1)" but the four 
kings who followed him were all willing to consult Elisha. 

Many of Elisha's activities are similar in character to those of 
earlier prophets, and we. need not study the narratives of2 Kings in 
detail. We may observe one point of special interest, however; the 
man who otganizedwhat turned outto be a bloody coup d'/tat gained 
a reputation for his willingne~s to help simple folk in simplesitua~ 

. tions, as several stories about him bear witness. Was this a case of 
Jekyll and Hyde? Not at all; it was the nationalcovenant ' with 
Yahwehwhichgoverned his thinking and behaviour, as it did all the 
true prophets of the Old Testament. This had now become the 
touch-stone; those . who kept that covenant deserved covenant kind
ness, but those who, like Ahab and his court, had spurned it could 
expectno coyeriant merc:y, but only fearful judgement. The prophet 
divided the nation - in accordance . with the word of God received 
by his master Elijah(l Kirigs19: 17f.}. 

The BOQksof Kings are silent about prophecy in Judah during 
this period. It is always dangerous to argue from silence, but it 
seems a · natural assumption that there were ' no prominent prophets 
in Judah between Nathan ",nd Isaiah. 2 Chronicles indicates that 
they certainly existed, and seeks to give the gist of their message 
from time to time; but the very fact that the author of Chronicles 
re'counts a story of a lett~t from Elijah to a king of J udah tells its own 
tale -:thatJudah had no prophet of Elijah's stature. 



CHAPTER 23 

The Eighth Century 

BEFORE the eighth century dawned, then, prophecy in Judah and 
more particularly in Israel had already had.a long and impressive 

history. But had prophecy died out with Elisha,. we should be very 
much the poorer, and so would the Old Testament, because a large 
portion of it bears the names, and offers us the teachings, of the so
called "writing" prophets, none of whom appeared before the 
eighth century B.C. Four of them are very frequently bracketed 
together as "the eighth-century prophets" - Amos and Hosea, in 
the North, Isaiah and Micah in Judah. (This listing of the four 
names. may serve to make the point that the prophetic books of the 
Old Testament are not altogether in chronological order, as we have 
them.) 

As it happens,. however, there was a fifth eighth-century prophet, 
earlier in point of time than any of the others: Jonah ben Amittai. 
The Book of Jonah and the story of Jonah, however, are both so 
unique that one would not readily bracket man or book with the. 
other four men and books. The Book of J onah gives not the slightest 
indication as to the date of the prophet, except that his ministry was 
prior to the fall of Nineveh (612 B. C .), hut a brief reference to him in 
2 Kings l4:25 dates him securely in the reign of Jeroboa~ II 
(782-753). Even if the book of Jonah be taken as a historical docu
ment (and in fact very few scholars do so take it), I we know sin
gularly little ofthe prophet's ministry to his contemporaries; accord
ing to 2 Kings 14:25 he predicted some Israelite victories, and 
according to Jonah 3:4 he prophesied disaster for the Assyrians, and 

1. For a discussion of the meaning and interpretation Of the book of Jonah, cf. R. 
K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (London, 1970), pp. 904-918; H. L. 
Ellison, The Prophets of Israel (Exeter, 1969) chapter 8; G. A. F. Knight, Ruth and 
Jonah2 (TBC: London, 1966), pp. 49-58; L. C. Alien, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, 
Jonah alldMicah(NICOT: Grand Rapids, 1976), pp. 175-194. 
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that is the sum total of our knowledge of his message. Both elements 
in it were the sort of things his countrymen . would have enjoyed 
hearing (the second element was not uttered in their hearing, of 
course). 

These twin aspects of Jonah's message serve as an excellent 
introduction to the moredetailedprophecies of Am os , alittle later in 
the same reign. 2 "In forty days ·· Nineveh shall be· overthrown! " is the 
wording of the . one and only prophetic oracle inthe Book of J onah; 
Amos began his preaching in a not dissimilar vein - "For crime 
after crime of Damascus I will grantthemnoreprieve" (Amos 1:3). 
No Israelite, . with bitter memories of the days of Syrian supremacy; 
would have disapproved of that oracle; ' 'For crime after crimeof 
Gaza I will grant them .no reprieve", the prophet continued (1:6), 
turning his attention to the Philistines, and his denunciations, all 
spoken in the name of Ycihweh, went. on to embrace Tyrians, 
Edomites, Ammonites and Moabites, thus including virtually every 
neighbour (and erstwhile enemy) of Israel. He gave examples of 
their "crimes" which must have been familiar to his audience, and 
predicted defeat, exile and destruction for one nation after the other. 
Such oracles of judgement against foreign enemies were the very 
stuff of prophecy, and one can readily imagine the nods of approval 
and the murmurs of assent from his · hearers, even though none . of 
these neighbours posed any threat to Israel at this date. Amos did 
not specify the source of the military disasters hepredicted,but since 
hisfirstdenunciation prophesied for the Damascenes exile to Kir, in 
far-off Mesopotamia, nobody could doubt that the Assyrians must 
be, in the prophet's mind, the agents of the forthcoming disasters for 
the Syrian kingdoms. As Amos's list of denunciations proceeded to 
embrace nations lying to the south of Israel, the most thoughtful of 
his listeners might have begun to wonder how Israel was going to 
fare while the Assyrian armies were rampaging through neighbour-
mg regions. 
. Even the least intelligent of his audience will have been startled by 
his seventh denunciation: "For crime after crime of Judah I will 
grant them no reprieve" (2:4). Possibly some listeners welcomed 
even that statement, for not so many years earlier Judah, under 
King. Amaziah, had provoked an entirely · unnecessary war with 
Israel? but it is highly unlikely that many Israelites would have har
boured seriously hostile feelings towards Judah. Besides, Amos 
himself came fromJudah --- from Tekoa, some 10 miles south of 
Jerusalem - and no doubt his regional accent betrayed him as 
clearly as Simon Peter'sGalilean one did, centuries later. 4 What was 

2:· Hy general consent, between 763 and 750 B.C. Cf.H . L. Ellison , op. cit. , pp. 
62, 71. 

3. See above, p. 92. 
4. Cf. Matthew 26:73; 
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this Judaeandoing, cursing his own homeland? The initial pleasur
able impact of the prophet's words must have given place tosurprise 
and wonderment; certainly none of the audience was bored! To our 
twentieth century generation, the prophetic books often makedif
ficultand dull reading; but recent research has emphasized the bril
liance and skill with which the prop~ets addressed their own con~ 
temporaries. 5 They knew how to hold an audience spell-bound, 
chiefly by taking a . stereotyped and traditional form 'of language and 
fIlling it with new, startling and sometimes very intongruouscontent 
- much as if, sitting back in our comfortable church pew ,we were 
to hear the vicar parody our favourite hymn. Perhaps the dearest 
exampIeformodern readers is to btdound in Isaiah 5. Theprophet 
began to intone a charming love-poem: 

I will sing for tny beloved 
my love-song about his vineyard; 

. My beloved had a vineyard 
high up on a fertile hill-side. 
He trenched it and cleared it of stones 
and planted it with red vines; 

he built a watch-tower in the middle 
and then hewed out a winepress in it . 

.. He looked for it to yield grapes. . . . 

All very idyllic; the beauty of the language would lull the ear, and no 
doubt Isaiah's original audience will have expected him to continue 
in terms ofrich harvests and joyful merrymaking, likethe"mellow 
fruitfulness" .and "'maturing sun" of John Keats. But the prophet 
continued, " ... butit yielded wild grapes~', and , the poem 

'. proceeds, getting more blunt and pointed and hard-hitting as verse 
succeeds verse. Of course, our modern poets too 'have used incon-

. gruityand anticlimax for effeCt; one thinks of T . S. Eliot's The 
Hollow Men ana its startling conclusion: "This is the way the world ends/ 
This . is the way the world ends/ This is the way the world ends/ Not with a 
bang but a whimper, "But literary men of our modem era, if they often 
succeed in making thoughtful men think, rarely convey a note of 
authoritative truth to the ordinary man in the street. Israel's ancient 
prophets' thunderous "Thus saith the LORD!" was a different 
matter; nobody, however simple or illiterate, could fail to under-
stand their message, or to be' affected by it. ' . 

But to return to Amos: his sudden denunciation of his own native 
Judah will have caused his listenerstoask themselves why; Amos 

. 5. The familiar sonorous cade~ces and archaic vocabuhiry of the AV will often 
have the · effect of , reducing for present~day readers the original impact of ' the 
prophets' words. Who but a prophet would have dared to describe God as "a 
festeringsore" and as "dry-rot" (Hosea 5:12, NEB and], B. PhiIlips)? 
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had listed variQus anti-sQcial"criines" .of Damascus and the ' .other 
natiQns, tQ explain thereasQ:nfQrtheirimpending- punishme:nt; 'what 
similar internatiQnalmisdeeds ' hadJlldah p~rp.~trated?The · pr<;>phet 
.brQkein Qntheir thQughts' -"becausethey haVe spurned the lawof 
the LORD andhav~ nQt bbserve~ hisdecrees,and havebeen,Ied 
astray by . the '. fal~e . gQds th~tJhei~Ja.t~ersf<;>nQwed" (2:4) . • In . IlhQrt, 
tJ?eir crimes •. were ·nQtinternatiomilbtltreligiQus;/theyhadflQuted 
the ·· cove:nant, nQtaQly by theiridQlatry . • ·AmQs 'sprimaryconcern, 
like that 'gf sOIIlaIlyof hispred~~~.~~ors, \Vas .with the. cQveIla.:ntQf 
yahweh;~stablished atS~:n~iJQn~ :ago. .•...• '.' ••........•.. .• : .· •• • :i < i ii. . .. 

Bethel, '. where AmQs was preaching (cf. 7:12f.), wasnQ great 
distance . frQm th~ , bQrders QfJudah,andcQnceivablysome Qf .his 
listener~ had ·. seen . fQr • themselve~ . signs • .of i~QI-wQrshipinJu~ah; 
.others will have accepted that if aJudaean said SQ, it was SQ. But ' 
again the mQre thQughtful peQple in his audience will have.startedtQ 
ask themselves whether Israel's Qb.servance ·Qf the Sinai cQyenant 
had been any mQre punctiliQus than Judah's; .or whether there \Vas 
any less idQlatry in Israel-than in Judah. Why,. it was well knQwn 
that agQddesswas wQrshipped in the capital,Samaria, itself - as 
AmQs was aware . (cf. B: 14) (he had ' prQbably . visited the • city). If 
Amos was right tQprQnQuncedQQm .on Judah, he was IQgically 
bQundtQ dQ the sameJQr IsraeL6 ' 

"FQrcrime after· crillleofIsrael I will grant them nQl'ep~ieve" 
(2: 6). SQ the . prQnQuncement .of the divine . verdict . uPQn .. Israel was 
uttered; andthQse whQ has eagerly listened tQ the prQp,het'"s initial . 
wQrds, s.o like:.JQnah's .·in' .. tQne .and .character, .were nQwhearinga ' 
very different stQry, whichulUst.have brougllt disIIlCly to. everyman 
.of them. , Even now . AmQs had.a surprise tQ spring .on them; pre
sumably they all expected himtQ launchintQ an immediate diatribe 
against theidQlatries .of the NQrthernKingdQm,but .oIl that SCQre he 
chQsetQ sayvery little! NQr did he immediately explain "Yhat the 
divine punishment in 'stQre fQrIsrael was tQ be,as he had. dQne in 
each Qfhisprevi<?us denunciatiQns;AmQswell knew h<;>wt.o build up 
sllspeIlse, and hQld .an amiience. .' . . '. . ' '. ' 

The prQphet's first diatribe against IsraelshQws us, if we read be
tween the lines, thathe was addressing a well-Qrdered, religiQus 
IlQciety, where "prQper" legaland religiQus . ceremQnies were 
'dutifully .observed: It was a prosperQus sQcietyand aCQmplacent 
society , - .or rather, " the ~pperdasses were; but AmQs had eyestQ 
see the great rift Qetweenrich and. PQQr, between upper classes and 

6. This discussion of the oracle against Judah assumes that it was anorigiJ:lal part 
of Amos' s first sermon, rather ~haIla late~editorial addition, as. many scholars have 
held. J . L. Mays in his commentary on Amos outlines the arg\lments for viewing 
this .oracle as secondary; hIJt they are far ftombeing conclusive . Cf,J. L. Mays, 
Amos (OTL: London; 1969), pp. 40ff. ' ·· , 
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lower classes, arid the fact that the function of due legal process was 
all too often to aid the rich and defraud the poor. Israel was riddled 
with legalized immorality - and with prostituted religion. Under 
the veneer of law and equity, everything conspired against the poor 
man. If his case were good, the judge could easily be bribed to . 
. declare against him ("They sell the innocent for silver", 2:6); he 
could be fined and have his property seized; and finally he would 
have no option but to sell himself into slavery, when his debts 
became too heavy. . . 

. This was the immediate indictment Amos brought against Israel; 
later on he was even more explicit about the courts:' "You that turn 
justice upside down and bring righteousness to the ground, you that 
hate a man who brings the wrong-doer to court, and loathe him who 
speaks the whole truth ... you levy taxes on the poor and extort a 
tribute of grain from them ... you ... persecute the guiltless, hold 
men to ransom and thrust the destitute out of court" (5:7-12). The 
poverty of Israel had been very much aggravated by the depreda
tions of the Syrian armies at the end of the ninth century; but clearly 
in the more prosperous days of the early eighth century, nothing was 
done to ensure an even distribution of the prosperity; on the con
trary, the poor seemed to be worse off, not better. 

The prosperity of the upper classes is outlined equally vividly in 
Amos 6:4ff.: 

You who loll on beds inlaid with ivory 
and sprawl over your couches, 

feasting on lambs from the flock 
and fatted calves, 

you who pluck the strings of the lute 
and invent musical instruments like David-, 

. you who drink wine by the bowlful 
and lard yourselves with the richest of oils. 

In a famous phrase, the prophet contemptuously · dismissed the 
society women ofthe capital as "you cows of Bashan who live on the 
hill of Samaria" (4: 1). Amos was not attacking wealth as such, but 
wealth based on spcial injustices; for him, the society of Israel was 
deeply guilty of wholesale breaches of the covenant laws, and as such 
warranted punishment on a national level. There is evidence that 
although the law of the day was (at least outwardly) adhered to, 
some ancient laws protecting the rights of ordinary citizens had been 
allowed to lapse; one example is the law of the pledged garment, as a 
comparison of Exodus 22:26f. with Amos 2:8 will show. 

The new element in the preaching of Am os was the denunciation 
of a whole society. Elijeih had indicted the royal court of his day, and 
had prophesied its downfall; Amos now pronounced a: whole 
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guilty of breach of the covenant with Yahweh, and pronounced 
doom accordingly. The book of Amos time and time again returns to 
the theme of national disaster to come - death and destruction and 
"exile beyond Damascus" (5:27). 

Thus the book of Amos gives us a picture of Israel in the eighth 
century of which the historical books of the Old Testament give little 
hint. The old tribal ideal, cemented in the covenant laws, of a closely 
knit community caring for all its members, had by now broken 
down; now the nation consisted of two classes, one of which had 
every reason to be resentful of its lot. We cannot be surprised that 
the well-to-do, represented by the priest Amaziah at Bethel, hastily 
drove Amos out of the kingdom, back to his native Judah. Quite 
apart from the general- alarm and despondency his threats might 
engender, there will have been fears that his denunciation of social 
oppression might lead to seditious' feelings and actions among the 
under-privileged. 

Amos was more concerned with hypocritical worship at shrines to 
Israel's God than he was with idolatry as such. He made just one or 
two brjefreferences to such false worship (cf. 5:26,8:14); and if we 
had had only Amos as a guide to the Northern Kingdom, we might 
well h;;tve jumped to the conclusion that idolatry was no great prob
lem there. Hosea, however, makes it clear how false such a conclu
sion would have been. 

Hosea's ministry seems to have covered a period of about a 
quarter of a century, from shortly after 750 B.C. until the eve of the 
fall of Samaria (c. 722 B.C.). His first recorded prediction was that 
the dynasy of Jehu would fall (1 :4), a prophecy fulfIlled in 752 B.C. 
By now the Assyrian threat was looming large, and the Israelite 
prosperity which Amos had observed was fast ebbing away. Hosea 
says nothing of the luxuries enjoyed by the society women, for 
instance. 

Hosea, victim of a bItterly unhappy marriage/ was particularly 
interested in the question ofthe relationship ofIsrael to God. He saw 
Israel as the unfaithful spouse of a loving and tender God. He 
recalled the very start of their covenant relationship: "I have been 
the LORD your: God since your days in Egypt, when you knew no 
other saviour than me, no god but me. I cared for you in the wilder
ness, in a land of burning heat, as if you were in pasture." But in 
response the Israelites "were filled, and being filled, grew proud; 
and so they forgot me" (13:4ff.). In Hosea's own day, they were 
demonstrating their abandonment of their God by turning to idol
atry. God had so recently granted th~m new prosperity, in "corn, 
new wine, and oil"; but the "silver and gold" he lavished upon 

7. See especially H. L. EIlison, op. cit. chapter 11; H. H. Rowley, Men of God 
(London, 1963) chapter 3. 
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them, "they spent on the Baal" (2:8). At other times the prophet 
inveighed against "the calf-gods" of Samaria and Bethel (8:5; 10:5). 
For this state of affairs, which distressed him greatly, Hosea could 
only blame the religious leaders, in bitter invective: "Priest? By day 
and night you blunder on, you and the prophet with you" (4:5). 
And he warned them in God's name that "people and priest shall be 
treated alike. I will punish them for their conduct and repay them for 
their deeds" (4:9). Hosea, like Amos, recognized that physically the 
altars and shrines of Yahweh had · not been neglected. He saw the 
crowds of worshippers with their · sacrifices of sheep and cattle on 
their way "to seek the LORD" (5:6); but he also saw only too 
clearly that tWb vital aspects ofa true relationship with God had long 
since been forgotten: "Faithful love" and "personal knowledge of 
God' '. These two concepts are none too easy to translate into 
English, but they dominate Hosea's thought; 6:6 is the key Verse ...... 
"It is true love that I have wanted, not sacrifice; the knowledge of 
God rather than burnt-offerings" a. B. PhiIlips).B The first concept, 
embodied in the Hebrew word chesed, denotes the requisite fidelity to 
the marriage bond and all that springs from it; the other has been 
summed up thus: "To know God is to respond to him in faithful love 
and to have the ~hole of life determined by the understanding of 
oneself and one's fellow men that becomes possible in this 
relation" .9 

So Hosea could but prophesy divine punishment, even while he 
appealed to his fellow-countrymen to "return to the LORD" (6: 1). 
He could look beyond to a brighter future, but meanwhile he depicts · 
in brief remarks the anarchy and the hopelessness of Israd' s last 
years as a kingdom. "King after king falls from power, but nohme 
of them calls upon me" (7:7). "Ephraim is a silly senselesspigeon, 
now calling upon Egypt, now turning to AssYl'ia for help'" (7:11). 
"There is nothing but talk, imposing of oaths and making of 
treaties, all to no purpose; and litigation spreads like a poisonous 
weed along the furrows of the fields" (10:4). The end of it all was the 
day when, as Hosea predicted, "Samaria and her king are swept 
away like flotsam on the water; the hill-shrines of Aven (i.e. Bethel) 
are wiped out, the shrines where Israel sinned; thorns and thistles 
grow over her altars" (10:7f.). 

One of the most traumaticevents for Hosea occurred c. 735 B.C., 
when the kingdom of Israel, in league with Damascus, tried to force 
Judah into an anti-As syrian alliance. Ahaz of Judah wisely refused, 
and in consequence found his kingdom attacked and his capital 
besieged. But when the confederate forces beat a hasty retreat, in 
face of the Assyrian threat from the north, it appears that Ahaz 

8. J. B. PhiIlips, FouT Prophets (London, 1963). 
9. J. D. Smart, /DB ii. p. 652. 
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seized the opportunity to appropriate some Israelite territory. Such 
internecine strife, as stupid as it was unjust, elicited Hosea's swift 
rebuke : . 

On the tribes ofIsrael I have proclaimed this unalterable doom: 
on the day of punishment Ephraim shall be laid waste. 
The rulers of Judah act like men who move their neighbour's boundary; 
on them will I pour out my wrath like a flood . 

Ephraim is an oppressor trampling on justice, 
doggedly pursuing what is worthless . 

(5:9ff.) 

Judah ought not to have taken revenge, despite the provocation, but 
it was Ephraim who had been the real aggressor, and for her Hosea 
predicted the more severe punishment. 

And what of J udah? Both Amos and Hosea threw out asides about 
Judah, but it was left to two other prophets to state more directly and 
more thoroughly Yahweh's indictment of the Southern Kingdom. 
They Were Micah and Isaiah, both of whom were contemporaries of 
Hosea, though both survived the northern prophet by a number of 
years. They lived to see the momentous events which destroyed the 
Northern Kingdom, and which nearly overwhelmed Judah too 
twenty years later, when Sennacherib ravaged Hezekiah's kingdom 
and all but captured Jerusalem. Such was the political background 
to their ministry; but both of them viewed these events as Yahweh's 
hand in history, punishing his people for their many breaches of the 
covenant faith. . 

Micah's home was in the Shephelah, the lowland area separating 
the hills ofJudah from the coastal plain occupied by the Philistines. 
His hometown, Moresheth-gath, was not so far from the Philistine 
City of Gath; and it lay equally close to the Judaean fortress city of 
Lachish. It was precisely in this region that the spear-head of the 
Assyrian invasion of 701 B.C. was launched against Judah and her 
allies; and the first chapter of MiCah's prophecy lists some of the 
towns and cities, both Philistine and Judaean, which suffered the full 
force of Sennacherib's assault. His own town was among them. lo 

The enemy's troops went on to besiege Jerusalem, and MiCah 
summed up the situation thus: . 'disaster has come down from the 
LORD to the very gate of Jerusalem" (1:12). 

As a countryman, Micah could see good reason why the God of 
Israel should 'bring such disaster on His people. To him, Jerusalem 
represented not so much the centre of Israel's faith, the abode on 
earth of Yahweh himself, as the centre of oppression and the abode 
of rich property-grabbers. The big land-owners, in their fine homes 
in the · capital, were exploiting the country farmers in exactly the 

10, See map 154 in MBA, 
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same way that the wealthy classes of Samariahad been oppressing 
the 'poor of Israel. Micah addressed them thus: 

Shame on those who lie in bed planning evil and wicked deeds 
and rise at daybreak to do them, 

knowing that they have the power! 
They covet land and take it by force; 

if they want a house they seize it; 
they rob a man of his home 

and steal every man's inheritance. 
(2:1£') 

The -traders were no better than the landowners; God's challenge to 
the dishonest traders is thus stated in Micah 6: 1 Off. : 

Hark; the LORD, the fear of whose name brings success, 
the LORD calls to the city. 

Listen, 0 tribe -of J udah and ,citizens in assembly , 
can I overlook the infamous false measure, 

the accursed short bushel? -
C~m 1 connive atfalse scales or a bag of lightweights? 

Your rich men are steeped in viole~ce, 
your townsmen are all liars, 

and their tongues frame deceit. 

Nor could members of other professions in the capital be 
exonerated: "Her Oerusalem's) rulers selljustice, her priests give 
direction in return for a bribe, her prophets take money for their 
divination" (3: 11). Micah was particularly angered by the arrogant 
and immoral attitudes of the false prophets, whom he describes as 
leading God's people astray, "who promise prosperity in return for 
a morsel oUood, who proclaim a holy war against them if they p1lt 
nothing in their mouths" (3:5). Such was the Jerusalem Micah saw, 
and he could see no hope for it; God's righteous anger was such that 
inevitably "Zion shall become a ploughed field, Jerusalem a heap of 
ruins, and the temple hill rough heath" (3:12). In fact, of course, 
Jerusalem survived the Assyrian onslaught, as Isaiah predicted it 
would; are we then to say that MiCahwas the false prophet? 

We find a most interesting historical commentary on this pre
diction of Micah's recordediri another prophetical book - in 

Jeremiah 26: 17ff. Far from being forgotten, MiCah's urifulfilled 
prophecy was recalled word for word acentury later,by some of the 
elders of Judah, who went on to ask: 

Did King Hezekiah and all Judah put him to death? Did not the king 
show reverence fat the LORD and seek to placate him? Then the LORD 
relented and revoked the disaster with which he had threatened them. 

(26: 19) 



THE EIGHTH CENTURY 245 

In other words, the fulfIlment of the prophecy depended on 'the 
response it evoked from the people to whom it was directed. It is 
clear that there . were those in J udah who had fully appreciated the 
conditional nature of prophetic promises and threats and_warnings. 

A more recent commentatormay alsobe quoted with profit: "The 
city of Jerusalem was . miraculously delivered, ~nd .... the ·· Assyrians 
returned speedily to theirowri"Iand. This unexpected turn of events 
may have discredited the ministry of MiCahin the eyes of his 
contemporaries. He had predicted the destruction of the city 'built 
with wrong' -'- and Jerusalem had survived intact. 'The mills of 
God grind slowly. ' If to his contemporaries of short sight he 
appeared mistaken, nevertheless the words of Micah were treasured 
by his disciples, and in the long run were vindicated by history, 
when Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 B.C."II 

Meanwhile in Jerusalem itself, in the very city whose ruling 
classes Micah could vividly describe as butchers (3 :2f.), lived the 
prophet Isaiah. Called to exercise a prophetic ministry in742 B.C., 
the year that Uzziah's long, peaceful and prosperous reign ended, 
he advised the kings of J udah and warned their subjects through the 
vicissitudes of the rest of the century., down to Jerusalem's darkest 
hour in 701B.C. It is clear that he had access to the royal court; that 
fact, and the interest he exhibited in political affairs, have often 
resulted in his being called a "statesman-prophet". The description 
is not inapt, but . it should.be borne in mind that many of the 
prophets, from Nathan . to Jeremiah, were in a position to discuss 
political issues with the king, and did so. 

It has been remarked that all the important aspects of Isaiah's 
teachings can be found in germ in chapter 6, the account of his call. 
His vision' of God impressed on him deeply the divine lordship of 
history, and the "awful purity" which is God' s n~ture as well as his 
requirement in his people. The other side of the coin was the sinful 
and obstinate condition of the people ofJudah, to whom Isaiah was 
called to preach. -"- in an exasperating ministry to deaf ears - so 
long as any people remained in the land. These things he learned at 
the very start of his ministry, and like 8t. Paul long centuries later, 
he was not disobedient to the heavenly vision. 

Isaiah's awareness of the gulf between his God's purity and his 
fellow-citizens' imm()ralities is shown in his denunciations of Jud,ah 
in the early chapt~rsor ihefiook: no sinfuf nation, people loaded 
with iniquity, race of evildoers, wanton destructive children who
have deserted the LORD, spurned the Holy One of Israel and 
turned your backs on him" (h4). Like hiscontemporary prophets, 
he insisted tha~ moral behaviour and religious observances could not 
be divorced; God, he declared, was "sated with whole-offerings of 

1.1 , S. F. Winward, A guide to the Prophets (London, 1968), p. 65 . 
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rams and the fat of buffaloes" , could not endure the feasts and 
festivals, and would listen no longer to countless prayers. God's 
requirement was thus: "Cease to do evil and learn to do right, 
pursue justice and champion the oppressed; give the orphan his 
rights, plead the widow's cause" (1:11-17). Isaiah saw the social 
evils ·of Jerusalem just as clearly as did Micah; and just as Amos had 
drawn attention to the ill-gotten luxuries enjoyed in Samaria, so 
Isaiah poured contempt upon the fineries of the ladies of Jerusalem , 
in a passage which gives us a great deal of detail about the fashions· 
of the day: 

In that day the Lord will take away all finery: anklets, discs, crescents, 
pendants, bangles,coronets, head-bands, armlets, necklaces, lockets, 
charms, signets, nose-rings, fine dresses, mantles, cloaks, flounced 
skirts, scarves of gauze, kerchiefs of linen, turbans, and flowing veils. 

(3: 18-23) 

As the political scene steadily darkened in the forty years orsothat 
he prophesied, Isaiah put out plea after plea for his people to listen 
....... or reap' the bitter consequences . 

Isaiah's interest in, and attempts to influence, international 
diplomacy, have been touched on earlier in this book. 12 In this 
sphere too, he believed firmly that it was quite wrong to divorce 
one's religious faith from ordinary day-to-day concerns and 
conduct. He stood out against foreign alliances of any sort, since he 
was convinced that God was sufficient to look after Israel's needs as 
a nation. In this respect too, we see how the prophet was motivated 
by his concern for the covenant. If Yahweh had declared that Israel 
was his people, his own nation, then he would be true to his 
covenant bond. Nor had Isaiah the slightest dop.btthat Yahweh was 
able to keep his bond; weaker souls might fear that other nations had 
more powerful. deities, but not Isaiah. His . conviction was 
summarized in one sentence he addressed to King Ahaz:"Have 
firm faith, or you will not stand firm" (7:9). 

After. King Ahaz had declined to accept Isaiah's wise advice, and 
had concluded an alliance with Assyria, the prophet seems to have 
withdrawn from public life for a number of years , during which time 
he probably banded round him a number of disciples (cf. 8: 16ff.). 
Once Hezekiah came to the throne, however, he resumed his 
ministry at the royal court. Since Isaiah had previously counselled 
against the alliance with Assyria, Hezekiah might have expected the 
prophet to welcome a renunciation of that alliance; . but on .the 
contrary, Isaiah opposed any such move, especially since its success 
depended on yet more foreign alliances. The king gave indifferent 

12. See above, p. 99. 
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heed to the prophet's advice, so Isaiah resorted to the startling 
device,ofwalking about the streets naked and barefoot, for three full 
years, as a symbol of the destitution which Egypt - Hezekiah's 
strongest ally against Assyria - would suffer at the hands of the 
Assyrians (chapter 20). 

Micah, we have been, .could predict nothing good fora corrupt 
city like Jerusalem; and Isai~h agreed with his strictures .. However, 
Isaiah's vision took in a far wider compass; almost the whole of 
chapters 13-23 consists of his oracles about foreign nations, and a 
perusal of his words makes it clear that he had no illusions about 
them. He castigated one after the other "for their offences against 
the moral law and against neighbourly obligations as. they knew 
them" .13 In particular, he recognized that Assyria, though raised up 
by God as the rod of his anger (10.:5), was arrogant, cruel and 
rapacious. He therefore prophesied: 

When the Lord has finished all that he means to do 
on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 
he will punish the king of Assyria 
for this fruit of his pride and for his arrogance 
and vainglory, because he said: 
By my own might I have acted 
and in my wisdom I have laid my schemes; 
I have removed the frontiers of nations 

and plundered their treasures, 
like a bull I have trampled on their inhabitants. 

My hand has found its way to the wealth of nations, 
and, as a man takes the eggs from a deserted nest, 
so. have I taken every land; 
nota wing fluttered, 
not a beak gaped, no chirp was heard. 

(1O:12ff.) 

This is the background to Isaiah's conviction that Jerusalem would 
finally be spared and the Assyrians discomfited. Jerusalem had this 
one virtue, that though full of idols (lO:lOf.), she also housed the 
temple, which bore the divine oracle, "I will shield this city to 
deliver it, for my own sake" (37:35). The deliverance would also be 
"for the sake of my servant David"; we may see this as a sign that 
Hezekiah, for all his faults and mistakes, sincerely worshipped God 
and turned to hisprophetfor guidance, or else we may think that the 
phrase related to the future. Isaiah certainly anticipated a much 
greater son of David than Hezekiah proved to be, a king who should 
be called "in purpose wonderful, irf battle God-like, Father for all 

13. J. Mauchline, Isaiah 1-39 (TBG: London, 1962), p. 35. 
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time, Prince of peace" (9 :6). But this is a theme to which we must 
return. 

The man who succeeded Hezekiah was not remotely like the king 
depicted in Isaiah 9:6; he was Manasseh, one of the most wicked of 
all Judah's monarchs, and during his long reign it appears that the 
voice of prophecy was silenced. But Isaiah, like Amos, had predicted 
the survival of a "remnant"; indeed, he had named one of his sons 
Shear-jashub, "a remnant will return". The name had once served 
as a warning, to indicate that only a remnant would escape Judah's 
well-deserved punishment; but during Manasseh's reign the word 
adequately describes those who, like Elijah'sremnant, did not in 
any sense bow the knee to Baal (cf. 1 Kings 19: 18). The fact that 
Isaiah's teachings were preserved, no doubt . by his disciples, and 
Micah's sermons remembered, in itself shows that the Judah of 
Manasseh's reign was not wholly given over to false religion. 



CHAPTER 24 

Jeremiah and his Contemporaries 

IN the half-century ()r so that elapsed between the death of 
Manasseh (642 B.C.) and the destruction of Jerusalem (587) a 

number of prophets came on the scene. Apart from the towering 
figure of Jeremiah, there were Zephaniah, Nahum and Habakkuk, 
to say nothing of Daniel and Ezekiel (whose ministry was not, 
however, exercised in pre-exilic Judah). . 

The first of this group of prophets seems to have been Zephaniah, 
who was called to the prophetic ministry in 625 or a little earlier, 
during the early period of the reign of Josiah (to whom Zephaniah 
was related). The international scene was by now one of both 
confusion and hope; the Assyrian . power was visibly waning, 
Babyl()n and Egypt were about to spring into fresh prominence, and 
for the momentJudah appeared to be on the verge of independence. 
King J osiah had probably already taken the first tentative steps 
towards autonomy. The internal religious scene was one of long~ 
entrenched idolatry, fostered without · overt opposi~ion during 
Manasseh's long reign. It looks as if Assyrian cultic practices, in 
particular, had a .fascination for many J udaeans. 

It may have been the Scythian raid down the Palestinian coast l 

which spurred Zephaniahto ptophesy; he does not mention them by 
name, but this picture of widespread desolation, engulfingJands as 
far apart as Assyria and Egypt, may well have been drawn from the 
havoc and .fear such barbarian horsemen had recently caused. The 
Scythian raid had bypassed Judah, and all the old complacency of 

. well-to~do Judat;ans continued unqisturbed. Time had healed the 
wounds caused by Sennacherib's depredations three quarters of a 
century earlier, and the Assyrian rule had been relatively well
disposed in recent . years, so there were again plenty of wealthy 

L See above, p. 140. 
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citizens in Jerusalem. Zephaniah depicts them as guzzling wine and 
opining in drunken dogmatism, "The LORD will do nothing, good or 
bad" (1: 12). The prophet offered no reproaches against the young 
king, who could scarcely be blamed for the existing situation, but the 
court and regents he declared would be punished: 

I will punish the royal house and its chief officers 
and all who ape outlandish fashions. 

On that day 
I will punish all who dance on the temple terrace, 

who fill their master's ~ouse with crimes of violence and. fraud. 
(1:8f.) 

The foreign worship, he declared, would be swept away: 

I will wipe out from this place the last remnant of Baal 
and the very name of the heathen priests, 
those who bow down upon the house-tops 
to worship the host of heaven 
and who swear by Milcom, 

those who have turned their backs on the LORD, 
who have not sought the LORD or consulted him. 

(1 :4ff.) 

As for those who should have given the people of Judah God's 
authoritative word, the prophets had been "braggarts" and 
"impostors", while the priests were profaning the holy things and 
doing violence to the law (3:4,J. B. Phillips). Viewed as a whole, the 
Jerusalem which was just regaining a precarious· political 
independence could only be described as "the tyrant city, fIlthy and 
foul" (3: 1), and the prophet offers us a vivid glimpse of God Himself 
searching with a lantern the dark city streets for those whom He 
must punish on the Day of his judgement. That Day was at hand! 

We have no historical record of how Zephaniah's words were 
received, but there were those who felt the urgent need for religious 
reform, King Josiah among them. His reform programme and its 
effects may explain why a decade or so later, the prophet N ahum felt 
no call to pronounce doom on Judah, nor even to rebuke it; 
Jeremiah, too, seems to have adopted a "let's wait and see" policy 
about these reforms. Nahum's whole concern was with Assyria and 
its capital, Nineveh, which Zephaniah had described as "the city 
that exulted in fancied security" (2: 15). It is disputed whether 
Nahum was similarly predicting its fall, or whether he was exulting 
over the fact that it had fallen; in either case, his prophecy may be 
dated c. 612 B.C., the year of the destruction of Nineveh. He depicts 
the battering-ram mounted against Nineveh's bastions, the siege 
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closing ix,. (2:1); he contra~ts the triumphant soldiery (of the Medes 
and Babylonians) with the terrified citizens ,being led away as slaves 
(2:3-8). We can readily hear in Nahum's words the pent-up feelings 
of hatred and revenge; but we must not overlook the reasons he gives 
for Nineveh's fall. Ninevehwas a "blood-stained city, steeped in 
deceit, full of pillage, never empty of prey" (3:1), and therefore 
merited divine punishment. The vengeance and the anger were 
those of God himself, not of J udah and its citizens (1: 2). The fall of 
Nineveh was simple justice. ' 

Nineveh's fall meant permanent release from Assyrian bondage 
for both IsraeL and Judah (1:12~15).Thus far Nahum's words were 
true; but amere three years later, Judah was already coming under 
foreign sway yet again, first that of Egypt and then Babylon. It was 
lefttoanotherprophet, Habakkuk, to address this new situation. He 
seems to have prophesied a few years later than Nahum, not earlier 
than 609 B.C. By now the Babylonians, under their Chaldaean king 
Nebuchadrezzar, were on their way to becoming masters of the 
whole of Palestine, whether Judah liked it or not; and in Jerusalem 
the well-intentioned, pious Josiah had been replaced by the selfish 
and despoticJehoiakim, while Josiah'sreforms had died with him. 
Habakkuk did not relish any aspeCt of these new conditions j and 
where most other prophets uttered oracles and sermQns from God to 
the people, his book is notable for its two complaints, addressed to 
God. "Why" he challenged the Almighty, "Why dost thou let me 
see such misery, why countenance, wrongdoing?" (1:3). He 
observed that in Jerusalem, where only twenty years before king and 
populace had hailed the new-found book of the law of God, 2 the law 
was now losing its hold, ' and justice was visibly distorted (1: 4, J. ,B. 
Phillips). Why was God permitting the wicked to outwit the righ
teous i!1 his holy city? 

Theanswer he received to his first complaint was to the effect that 
the invincible Babylonians were coming, and they would impose 
their own "justice and judgement" upon the recalcitrant Judaeans 
(1 :7). The awe-inspiring progress' of the Babylonians armies is told 
in impressive language (1:8-11). HabakkukcQuld not doubt that all 
this was true, ' nor 'Olcflie ' doiilii' thaCGod himself -w'as ,appointing ' 
themto execute judgement (1:12); but the very description of the 
Ba,bylonians as "that savage and impetuous nation" (1:6) raised 
fresh doubts in his mind, and, sparked off his second complaint: 
God, he recognised, was too pure to overlook the many evils to be 
found in Jerusalem; but by the same ,token, how could he tolerate 
the wickedness of the Babylonians, who after all . had less to 
commend them than the Judaeans? "Why", he' demanded of God, ' 
"why keep silent when they (the Babylonians) devour men more 

2, See above, pp. 1181'. 
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righteousthan.they?3 ... Are theyclien to unsheath the sword every 
day, to slaughter the nations without pity?" (1:13,17). 

Habakkuk did not receive an immediate reply, and he portrays 
himself as climbing a watch-tower to look out for the . answer that 
must surely eome (2: l);a striking metaphor this, in a land and at a 
time when all too soon the invading armies . would be descried 
approaching. The answer did come, in a famous but cryptic . divine 
oracle (all the more cryptic for us, because of problems of text and 
translation): "The reckless will be .unsure of himself, while the 
righteous man will live by being faithful" (2:4). The 'stricturesin the 
rest of Habakkuk 2 indieate the sort of people whose position was so 
precarious - the traitor, the money-grabber,and the oppressor at 
home and abroad: "Woe betide you!" was the prophet's refrain. 
But the future of "the righteous man" was not · further elaborated; 
nevertheless the promise stood, that he . would live, as · he both 
exhibited faith and kept faith; It was a statement that did not lose its 
force with passing · centuries; the men of Qumran appropriated it,4 

the apostle Paul treasured it, and Martin butherrediscovered and 
proclaimedit. . 

The last chapter of Habakkuk seems to have a separate history 
from the rest of the little book, and many scholars have sougpt 
different . authorship for it. But . if it circulated separa~",l~', !~S 
authorship may have be.enthe same;5 it is at all events satisfying to 
think that the man who poured out such heart-felt complaints and 
received such a thought~provoking response, should have gone on to 

. experience full confidence in his God's power and control of history, 
so that he could conclude thus: 

Although the fig-tree 
does not burgeon, 

the vines bear no fruit, 
the olive-crop fails, 

the orchards yield no food, 
the fold is bereft of its flock 

and there · are no cattle in the stalls. 
yet I will exult in the LORD 

and rejoice in the God of my deliverance. 
The LORD God is my strength, . 
w:homakes my feet nimble as ahind's 

and sets me to range the heights. 
(3:17-19) 

. 3. It is possible that Habakkuk had in mind KingJehoiakim's oppressive deeds 
as well as those of the Babylonians. 

4 . .ef. G. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English (Harmondsworth; 1962), p. 237. 
5~ Cf. W. F. Albright, inH. H . Rowley (ed.), Studies in Old Testament Prophecy 

(Edinburgh, 1950), pp. 1-18. 
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Habakkuk was not the only biblical character to challenge God for 
a reply; Abraham did so ~nd Job did so; but nobody showed quite 
the same audacity in addressing the Almighty as did Jeremiah, 
Habakkuk's greater contemporary. He began his prophetic ministry 
about the 'same time as Zephaniah, and he survived Zephaniah, 
Nahum and Habakkuk in turn, continuing to proclaim God's 
message in Judah till andcifter the fall of Jerusalem. For fully forty 
years, therefore, he had the wretched experie~ce of not only 
witnessing the death-throes of the kingdom ofJudah, but also being 
obliged to' diagnose the nation's sickness and repeatedly state the 
true prognosis to a patient of blind and irremediable optimism. The 
task brought him no joy, and at times he demanded to know why 
God had called him to the prophetic office. His most bitter outburst 
came when he pronounced a curse on the day he was born, and 
asked "Why did I come forth from the womb to know only sorrow 
and toil, to end my days in shame?" (20: 14-18). He was deeply 
affected by the ostracism and persecution his preaching aroused, 
and he felt tP-e nation's suffering as keenly as his own; but he was 
under the tremendous compulsion of the word of Yahweh; and that 
gave him the strength and courage 'to pursue his ministry without 
faltering or breaking down. 

The book of Jeremiah presents many problems, not kastamong 
them the difficulty of dating much of the material; in particular; it is 
not at all easy to decide whichof his oracles and sermons antedate 
the death ofJosiahin 609B.C. One would have expected that the 
prophet would have shown deep interest inJosiah'sreforms; yet one 
searches the book in vain for a clear and unambiguous exposition of 
his viewpoint about them. It could be argued from 11:6 that 
Jeremiah was a "peripatetic evangelist" for the reform programme; 
but it could be argued from 8:8f. that on the contrary he denounced 
the newly-discovered "book of the law" as a hoax and a fraud! In 
fact, neither possibility is at all likely to be the truth; but the mere 
fact that such diverse interpretations are possible serves to illustrate 
something of the difficulties inherent in any attempt to reconstruct 
the course of the ministry of Jeremiah. Nevertheless, the attempt 
must be made. 6 

Called to be a prophet in the thirteenth year of Josiah, c. 627 
B.C., Jeremiah may well have shared the concerns of his con
temporary Zephaniah during his early ministry; his vision (1: 13f) of 
a burning cauldron tilted away from the north, threatening disaster 
from the north for Judah, is reminiscent ofZephaniah's words, and 
his challenge to J udah regarding "her adulterous worship of stone 

6. The following outline owesrriuch to the reconstruction of Jeremiah's life and 
ministry offered by J. Bright, Jeremiah (AB: Garden City, 1965), pp. LXXXVI
CXVIII. 



254 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

and, wood" (3:9) again recalls Zephaniah's condemnation of the 
wide-spread idolatries Manasseh's recent reign has fostered. 

Then came Josiah's reforms, implemented mainly in 621 B.C. 
and the years following; as has been indicated, Jeremiah's reaction 
to them is a matter of debate and dispute. Since it must be admitted 
that Jiesaid very little inplain language about them, it seems prob
able that he realized that they had their pros and cons, and could not 
be either strongly supported nor condemned out of hand. He gave 
unqualified praise to their instigator, Josiah (22 :15f.); and without 
question he must have rejoiced to see the removal of so many of the 
trappings' of idolatry. But the. reform programme changed little 
except externals, and Jeremiah's summing up was as follows: 
"Judah hasnot come back to me (i .e. to God) in good faith, but only 
in pretence" (3: 10). Even before the death of the reforming king in 
609B.C.,a fresh paganism, iCon a lesser scale than before, was 
setting in: ."You burn sacrifices to Baal, you run after other gods" 
(7:9), the prophet declared in his famous temple sermon a few 
months afterJosiah's death. Worse,perhaps, was the false sense of 
security the reforms had engendered - few are so prone to arrogant 
spiritual pride as those who declare that they are. "reformed". 
Jeremiah had this to say of such self-righteous practitioners of the 
faith: "Prophets and priests are frauds, every one of them;. they 
dress my. people's wound, but skin-deep only, with their saying,'All 
is well' ~ All well? Nothing is 'well! " (6: 13f.) .-

J osiah' s death in battle and the Egyptian take-over which brought 
Jehoiakim. to , the throne should have given such self-righteous 
optimists cause to think. Why had the God in whose name they 
spoke so boldly allowed such a tragedy? Probably few of them 
troubled to ask themselves such an awkward question; but for those 
who had ears to hear, Jeremiah supplied the answer: "Men of Noph 
and Tahpanhes (i.e. Egyptians) will break your heads. Is it not your 
desertion of the LORD your God that brings all this upon you?" 
(2:·16f.). 

J ehoiakim was no reformer, and there is not the least ambiguity 
about Jeremiah's attitude to him and his deeds. What raised 
Jeremiah's deepest anger and most biting invective was Jehoiakim's 
decision to build a new palace and to utilize forced, unpaid labourers 
to do it. "If your cedar is more splendid, does that prove you are a . 
king?" he enquired scornfully - and proceeded to .pronounce . per~ 
sonal sentence on the petty tyrant (22:13-19). Such a deed was 
totally inconsistent with the old covenant morality, . which the 
Davidic king was pledged to uphold; and for that reason the prophet 
took the courageous step of threatening that the long and proud 
dynasty of David would be removed, by God himself. "These are 
the words of the LORD", he announced, "Deal justly and fairly .•. 
do not shed innocent blood, ... If you obey, and only if you obey , 
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kings who sit on David's throne shall yetcome riding through these 
gates in chariots and on horses, with their retinue of courtiers and 
people' ,' (22:3f). The fate ofJehoahazcould be taken as a symbolof 
the reality ofthis threat; he had become king on Josiah's death, only 
to be deposed and exiled by the Egyptian's a few months later. Saio 

Jeremiah, "These are the words of the LORD concerning Shallum7 

son of J osiah, king of Judah, who succeeded his father OIl the throne 
and has gone away: He' shall never return; he shall die in theplace of 
his exile and never see this land again" (22: ltf;). The royal house 
was closely linked with the temple, which in the popular thoughtand 
theology of the day was even more secure and imperishable than the 
Davidic dynasty; soJeremiah was sent under divine compulsion to 
proclaim, iIlthetemple itself, that a shrine which deserved the des~ 
cription 'c of a robbers' cave would be destroyed by ' God himself. 
Again, the prophet could offer a token proof of his words; he advised 
his audience to go and inspect the ruins of Shiloh,the ancient 
sanctuary of Israel which had been destroyed rnanyyears before 
(7:1-15). 

The audacity of Jeremiah nearly cost him his life (chapter 26). In
fluential friends saved him, but throughout Jehoiakim's reign the 
prophet was confronted by deep resentment and violent opposition 
on every hand. Even in his native village of Anathoth his neighbours 
and even some of his relatives threatened his life (12: 1-6). Deeply 
hurt and distressed though he was, he refused in any way to mute or 
modify the word of God. Where he might have been wholly taken up 
with his personal concerns, his eyes were on the wider horizons of 
history. From 609 to 605, King J ehoiakim was the puppet of Egypt, 
and was apparently happy enough to co-operate with the Egyptians; 
but by now Jeremiah's convictions about the foe from the North had 
both hardened and crystallized -Babylon was the power raised up 
by Yahweh to be master of the Near East, and of Palestine in' par..: 
ticular.The royal court proved deaf to his arguments, and so the " 
prophet determined on one more dramatic bid to bring Judahtoits 
senses. The story is told in J eremiah36; the prophet had his secret
ary Baruchwrite down ona scrollthe full record of his sermons and 
oracles , about Judah and , its , neighbours, and then 'c sent c him to c read 
the scroll publicly in the temple, amid the crowds of a fast day. 
(Since his own temple address about three years earlier, he had been 
barred from the ' temple. ) Baruch complied, and there were those 
who were deeply impressed; but IlOt the king nor his intimate 
courtiers. The scroll was contemptuously destroyed in the king's 
personal brazier. Jeremiah's response was to prepare a fresh scroll, 
and to pronounce final doom on the house of David; 

Judah was by no means the only nation to receive stern warning 

7, Shallum was the personal name, Jehoahaz the throne name, of Josiah's 
successor. 
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from Jeremiah. about the folly of seeking to oppose Nebuchadrezzar; 
Philistiries, Phoenicians, Arabs and Elamites were all addressed by 
the prophet in terms of rebukes and threats. Jeremiah's viewpoint 
was not deterministic, however; though convinced that the Babylon
ians were God's chosen instrument in history (he could even call 
Nebuchadrezzar the "servant" ofYahweh, 27:6), he nevertheless 
applied moral judgements where appropriate. Thus the Ammonites, 
whoin 601 fought a campaign on behalf of the Babylonians, far from 
being praised by the prophet, wereattackedby him for their wilful 
renunciation of neighbourly standards of behaviour (49: 1-6). 

The facts . of history themselves conspired to condemn J ehoiakim 
andtojustify Jeremiah. Well mightthe prophet have laps~d into an 
"I told you so" attitude; instead, he shbwed a compassion and 
sorrow for<his fellow-citi~ens, and not least the unlucky King 
Jehoiachin, when Nebuchadrezzar's forces marched into Judah and 
deported < the young king and many . exiles with .him 597B.C . 

. "How can I bear my sorrow? 1 amsickat heart. Hark, the cry of my . 
people from a distant land" (8:18f.). Thus Jeremiah referred tothe 
exiles; and he went on to ask sadly whether the exiled king wa.snot 
"a mere PUPPet,contemptible and broken', only a thing unwanted" 
(22:28). 

The Babylonians placed Zedekiah on the throne of J udah, hoping 
to have broken the spirit of revolt.. Jeremiah, having been proved 
right ·by the recent disasters, did not now find himself in .quite such 
direct conflict with the royal courtasinJehoiakim's reign. The king 
himself and some · of his leading men recognised him as . a true 
prophet who had to be reckoned with. But the honeymoon period, if 
such it can be called, Was of short duration, largely because of the 
incredible optimism arid lackofrealism which soon rose to the sur
face in] erusalem circles. The exiles would soon return, it was said, 
and Babylon's grip would soon be relaxed, or rather permanently 
broken. We can attribute this folly partly to the efficiency of 
Egyptian propaganda, no doubt, but much inore to the unshakeable 
religious dogmas of the Judaeans themselves, voiced now by such 
prophets as Rananiah in Jerusalem and Shemaiah far off amohg the 
exiles (chapter 28f.). False prophets they were, and false they were 
soon proved to be; but they. nonetheless spear-headed a very 
powerful counter-attack against Jeremiah and his sane advice. One 
comforting idea which circulated in Jerusalem was that the exiles had 
been the guilty party, and that Cod would now bless and prosper a 
J udahpurged of their presence;Jeremiah retorted scathingly that the 
"refined" Judah consisted of nothing but spurious silver (6:30). 
Changing his metaphor, he further described the exiles as good figs, 
the remaining Judaeans as bad figs,unfit to eat (chapter 24) . 

. ' . A~. tlie-sametiine-, . .!i.~e andh0!l~s! . .£.rop~~.!.. that~~ was..L~~_ l!1~de_ 
no pretence that Babylon was perfect nor that its power was per-
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manent. Where Habakkuk had questioned the moral stance of 
Babylon, Jeremiah went further, and pronounced doom on it 
(51 :60-64) - but not in the immediate future. He also predicted 
that the exiles would return - but not until seventy years had 
elapsed (29:10).8 Such hope deferred for seventy years must have 
been small comfort to the J udaeans of Jeremiah's lifetime. 

The climax of Palestinian pretentious folly was the council of war 
held in Jerusalem in !;>94/3 B. C., when representatives of various 
local states solemnly discussed plans for revolt against Nebuchadrez
zar.9 Jeremiah couldnotlet that event pass in silence, and his un
compromising words of warning told the envoys that Babylon's rule
was too strong to resist, and that any prophet or diviner. in any 
country who claimed otherwise was a liar; to resist Babylon meant 
exile and destruction (27:1-11). Moab may have beenthe leader of 
the would-be revolt, if we may judge by the sustained violence of 
Jeremiah's oracle against the Moabites (chapter 48). 

Whether or not Jeremiah's warning helped to postpone the revolt 
against N ebuchadrezzar, he could not prevent it! and the irrevoc
able step was taken in 589. N ebuchadrezzar' s armies soon took the 
field, and Jerusalem's final agony began. Even now, Jeremiah had 
practical advice to offer, urging the king to surrender, and when that 
suggestion went unheeded, the citizens to desert the doomed city. It 
is small wonder that many Jerusalemites viewed Jeremiah's 
behaviour as that of a tr'aitor, and had him thrown into prison; and 
that on his capture of the city the Babylonian king offered the 
prophet preferential treatment, even an honoured place in Babylon 
itself, though in fact Jeremiah chose to stay and seek to help a 
crippled J udah to reorganize, under the administration of Gedaliah 
(40: 1-6). 

Taken against his will to Egypt, Jeremiah's last recorded oracles 
(apart from those we are unable to date) were in warning to the 
Egyptians that they too would be overwhelmed by the Babylonians, 
and in final expostulation to the many J udaeans who had taken 
refuge in Egypt that they should learn the lessons past history would 
teach them, and above all turn from idolatry (43:8-44:30). To the 
last, his prophecies fell on deaf ears. 

* * * * * * 

We have now outlined the history of the two Hebrew monarchies 
from two different angles. We have seen· that the stature of the 
prophets seemed to increase as that of the kings diminished; yet not 

8. On the authenticity of this prediction cf. N. K. Gottwald, All the Kingdoms of the 
Earth (New York, 1964), pp. 265f. 

9. See above, p. 128. 
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even a Jeremiah was able to convince his contemporaries of the truth 
of his words, in spite of the accurate fulfilment of prophecy after 
prophecy. Must we then view the prophets as a glorious failure? We 
may admire their zealand courage, their moral stature and their 

_ spiritual perception; but must we add the rider that they were sadly 
out of touch with the mood of their times, and doomed to failure as 
unrealistic dreamers? Superficially, such a criticism might seem fair, 
but 'if it were so, how could one explain the fact that the Jewish 
people, survivors of the Babylonian holocaust, went on to collect, 
'edit, treasure, study and canonize the words ofthese same prophets? 

.. As we view them now in historical perspective, we can see that their 
message was not only for their own contemporaries , but even m()re, 
perhaps, for later generations. But what did they say that was so 
relevant for posterity? Many.abiding general truths, to be sure; but 
beyond that, they uttered many hopes and expectations and convk
tions which could only find fulfilment and illumination in later 
epochs. It now becomes apparent that in seeking to see Israel's 
history through the prophets' eyes, and the prophets through the 
eyes of history, we have neglected .a vital part of their over-all 
message. his to the faith that inspired them and the faith that they in 
turn inspired that we must now devote our attention. 



Part Four 

The Faith 



CHAPTER 25 

The God Who Speaks 

A New Testament writer, looking back to the era of the 
prophets, observed, "When in former times God spoke to our 

forefathers, he spoke in fragmentary and varied fashion through the 
prophets" (Hebrews 1: 1). A devout Israelite of the era in question 
would have agreed wholeheartedly that God did indeed speak to him 
and his contemporaries, and not only through the prophets but by 
other channels as well. The New Testament writer probably singled 
out the prophets because of the future perspective of their words, if 
indeed he was not using the term to include all the Old Testament 
writers. 

When today the phrase "the word of God" is used, very fre
quently the Bible, God's written revelation, is meant; but the 
ancient Israelite would have thought more readily of the spoken word. 
Parts of the Old Testament were already in written form before the 
monarchy began, to be sure, and other parts were written during the 
monarchic period (though the precise dating of much of the Old 
Testament is a very complex and controversial question); but it 
seems hardly likely that the ordinary Israelite had direct access to the 
sacred writings. We must remind ourselves, to begin with, that 
publication as we know it today was impossible before the invention 
of printing. Even when the Old Testament was finally complete, 
only the rich few could have afforded personal copies; it was the 
synagogue (and later the church) which brought the Scriptures to the 
common man, and the synagogue cannot have come into being 
before the Babylonian exile. If proof be required that during the 
period of history we are considering no part of the Old Testament in 
written form was in any sense "published", then the total loss of 
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Deuteronomy till its discovery in Josiah's reign should be evidence 
enough. I 

Nevertheless, the Israelite had access to the spoken word of God in 
various ways. There were different modes of divine revelation, and 
different mediators of the divine word. The prophet, the king, the 
sage, and the priest each had his special part to play in providing the 
community and the individual with the message of' God. From the 
prophet came the oracle and the vision; from the king came judge
ment, above all; from the wise man, divine counsel; and from the 
priest, divine instruction. To a limited extent these roles overlapped, 
but as late as the exilic period the prophet Ezekiel could diagnose his 
nation's malaise thus: "Disaster comes upon disaster, rumour 
follows rumour; they seek a vision from the prophet, but the law 
perishes from the priest, and counsel from the leaders. The king 
mourns, the prince is wrapped in despair" (Ezekiel 7:26f., RSV). 

A familiar illustration of the king's exercise of judgement is the 
story of Solomon's handling of the dispute between the two harlots 
over the child of one of them (1 Kings 3: 16-28). The narrative ends 
with the note that "when Israel heard the judgement which the king 
had given, they all stood in awe of him; for they saw that he had the 
wisdom of God within him to administer justice". Solomon's legal 
decisions, in other words, were the voice of God to the citizen of 
Israel. 

The priest's role was to supply torah, divine instruction. In due 
course this Hebrew word came to denote the divine law as a whole, 
and the Jews still call the Pentateuch the Torah; but the term at first 
denoted an individual instruction, and the plural torot is sometimes 
used in the Old Testament. 2 Sometimes, we know, the priests' 
"instructions" were sought on cultic matters, such as ritual cleanli
ness (cf. Haggai 2: I1ff.) and fasting (Zechariah 7:3); but we may be 
sure that their competence extended to wider matters of religious 
practice and ethical behaviour, and that the Levites (at any rate) 
went out from the sanctuary on a teaching mission to the com
munity. The sons of Levi, says Deuteronomy 33: 10, "teach thy 
precepts to J acob, thy law to Israel". The priestly oracle will have 
been drawn from the ancient, prescribed laws which were in the 
priests' care; we may be sure that just as the two stone tablets con
taining the Ten Commandments had been deposited with the ark of 
the covenant (Exodus 25:16, 21), so every sanctuary in monarchic 
Israel housed copies of the written law. Other decisions from God 
could be obtained by recourse to the ephod or the U rim and Thum-

I. This is true, at least, if it be granted that the document then discovered was 
indeed Deuteronomy (in whole or part). 

2. E.g., Nehemiah 9:13; Isaiah 24:5; EzekieI44:24. 
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mim - at least, in the early days of the monarchy. By whatever 
mode, God gave his living word through the priesthood. 

The prophet had recourse neither to mechanical means like the 
Urim and ThumJIlin, nor to ancient written laws; to him God spoke 
directly, and that is why he was called "the man of God" par excel
lence. Each true prophet experienced a divine call to office, and 
though he might at times reason or argue, his oracles were normally 
introduced by an unambiguous "thus saith the LORD" . The 
people - though they did not always obey, to be sure -
undoubtedly believed that God did speak to and through the 
prophet. As a non-Israelite woman summed it up (addressing 
Elijah), "Now I know for certain that you are a man of God and that 
the word of the LORD on your lips is truth" (1 Kings 17:24). This 
type of oracle differed from the priestly one in that it was a particular 
message for specific circumstances. Should King Ahab go to war 
with the Syrians at Ramoth-gilead or not? He turned to the prophets 
for the divine word. How and w~ere could a young private citizen 
find some lost donkeys? Saul knew that the local prophet or seer was 
the man to seek out. Denied access to the prophets in later life, Saul 
still sought one out - though a dead one, and the king had to resort 
to necromancy - and still heard the living word of God. 

The members of the priesthood, we have noted, might leave the 
sanctuary to teach the community God's instructions, whether the 
people sought them out or not. The prophet, to an even more 
marked degree, took God's message to the people, who would rather 
not have listened to it. "This people's wits are dulled, their ears are 
deafened," God warned Isaiah (6: 10); and when Elijah confronted 
Ahab on one occasion, the discomfited king responded in patent 
sincerity, "Have you found me, my enemy?" (1 Kings 21 :20). 
Ahab's successor took deliberate steps to avoid hearing the prophetic 
word when he desperately needed an oracle, and sent instead to a 
foreign and idolatrous sanctuary (2 Kings 1: 2); but it was the oracle 
of Yahweh through Elijah that pronounced his doom, nevertheless. 
Other prophets - Amos and Jeremiah - seized the opportunities 
presented by large crowds attending temple ceremonies. God's 
people could not escape his living voice. 

The wise men's prerogative was "counsel". A purely human 
source of instruction, the product solely of human and fallible intelli
gence? One rnayoccasionally hear such a view of the matter pro
pounded in some Christian circles today, but it is certainly not the 
view presented in the Old Testament. It is only fools who sCOrn 
wisdom (Proverbs 1:7), for they are despising one of God's valuable 
gifts to man. Nowhere is the value of wisdom made clearer than in 1 
Kings 3: 12, where God bestows wisdom and discernment upon 
Solomon. No king could have ruled Israel properly without divine 
"counsel", whether it resided in himself or in his advisors and 
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statesmen, the highest rank of wise men III ancient Israel. 
Ahithophel, Absalom's adviser, stands as the exemplar of such a 
wise man: "In those days a man would seek counsel of Ahithophel 
as readily as he might make an inquiry of the word of God" (2 
Samuel 16:23). 

Not only in matters of the greatest political moment did Israel 
require wisdom; the Book of Proverbs deals with some of the most 
mundane areas of life - and offers divine wisdom, mediated 
through wise men of the day. It is self-evident that many of their 
findings were indeed products of human intelligence and reasoning 
and observation; it requires no voice from heaven to tell one that" A 
soft answer turns away anger, but a sharp word makes tempers hot" 
(Proverbs 15:1), or that "Endless dripping on a rainy day - that is 
what a nagging wife is like" (Proverbs 27: 15)! But human reasoning 
is one mode of divine revelation, the Old Testament would assure us 
- or else the Book of Proverbs should not stand in the Canon of 
Scripture. The wise men were fallible, true; but priests and prophets 
are sometimes condemned in the Old Testament too (cf. Micah 
3:11). 

The wise man, then, also offered Israel the word of God; and as 
with priest and prophet, we may well believe that he too undertook a 
deliberate teaching role, and did not merely make himself available 
for consultation. The promulgation of the Book of Proverbs itself 
was part of the teaching role of Israel's sages. 

In every area of life, then, God-appointed mediators and mes
sengers were to be found, and the word of God heard. But we must 
give closer attention to one specific area of life vital to the devout 
Israelite of old: his worship in the sanctuary. Here, to be sure, the 
worshipper's voice was also heard; but we must not think that the 
liturgy was in one direction only, from man to God. The Psalter 
provides us with rich examples and illustrations of the liturgy 
familiar to Israel during the period of the monarchy; and in it we 
hear God's voice as well as the worshipper's. The worshipper offered 
God prayer, supplication, praise and confession; God responded in 
tones of promise, assurance, forgiveness, blessing, and occasionally 
warning. 

No doubt a rich ceremonial ritual accompanied the liturgy we find 
preserved in the Psalter; but let us note some of the passages which 
make God's speech explicit. Such an emphasis we find in Psalm 50, . 
which begins with the words, "God, the LORD God, has spoken" 
and continues, "Our God is coming and will not keep silence" 
(verse 3). The words of God commence in verse 5 (' 'Gather to me 
my loyal servants"), and in verse 7 he addresses Israel: "Listen, my 
people, and I will speak." The bulk of the psalm is God's challenge 
to his people - verbatim. 

Psalm 15 addresses a question to God in the first verse; the rest of 
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the psalm is God's reply. Psalm 24 is similar, though the questions 
are here interspersed with the responses : "Who may go up the 
mountain of the LORD?" (verse 3); "Who is the King of glory?" 
(verse 8) . 

Without doubt the priest functioned in the sanctuary as the 
mouthpiece of God, pronouncing blessing and giving assurance. On 
such special occasions, it may be, the king too played a role in the 
ceremonial and the liturgy . It is clear that the words of Psalm 2, for 
instance, can have been appropriate only on the lips of a king of 
J udah; it is a psalm in which the king speaks and in which God 
speaks to him. Psalm 45 is addressed to the king - "in a king's 
honour", says its author, "I utter the song I have made". The king 
was a symbol of the well-being of the community; their well-being 
was bound up with his, and it was therefore fitting that he should 
play a special role in the sanctuary. When God spoke to the king in 
blessing, the people knew themselves to be equally blessed. 3 

In these many and varied ways, then, the ancient citizen of Israel 
and Judah was aware of the voice of God. It was always accessible 
to him, and at times it was thrust at him when he least expected or 
wanted to hear it. Perhaps we should ask the further question, how
ever, what sort of a God was it whose voice he heard? This question 
will be partially answered in the next two chapters, for the Israelites 
knew that their God was especially a God who had done great things 
and who promised to do great things in the future. At this juncture 
we may content ourselves with seeking some indication as to how the 
Israelites envisaged his character and being, as opposed to his works 
and words. 

His name was Yahweh, a truly distinctive name. There is no evi
dence that it was borrowed from any other people in the way that the 
gods of Mesopotamia or Canaan tended to move from one country 
to another. The meaning of the name, unfortunately, is not at all 
certain; even Exodus 3: 14 conceals as much as it reveals, whether 
deliberately or otherwise. 4 In a world of many deities, in any case, 
the Israelite needed more than a name to make it clear what sort of 
God he worshipped, important though that name was. (Indeed, 
names were considered far more important in those days than in our 
modern western society.) Hence the Old Testament writings des
cribe God in a variety of ways, and with a variety of epithets. 

The name Yahweh itself, in any case, was used by Israel long 
before the period of the monarchy. While we cannot isolate the 

3. For the rich ideal of the king's value to his people, see]. H . Eaton, Kingship 
and the Psalms (SET ii, 32: London, 1976), pp. 135-197. 

4. The NEB translations in text and margin give some idea of the range of 
possible understandings. Nor is it clear whether the verse is interpreting the 
etymology or merely the function of the name. 



266 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

monarchic era from what went before and what came ' after, the 
endeavour must be made to set Israel's faith against a monarchic 
background; in other words, to see what aspects of that faith were 
either new or else received new and particular emphasis during that 
era. One point of interest is a description of God, which far from 
receiving new emphasis seems to have been used sparingly and 
selectively by the preachers and writers of the day: the phrase 
"Yahweh (God) of hosts". The word "hosts" (Hebrew tsebaot)5 
means" armies", and although it is disputed whether angelic armies 
or the Israelite troops were originally meant, it is clear that this des
cription of God was appropriately used against a background of 
military activity. Y ahweh was the God who gave his people military 
defence and victory as they needed it. In the period of the Judges, he 
had raised up men of his choice to act as deliverers by putting his 
spirit upon them. The term "Lord of hosts" seems to have been 
specially associated with the Shiloh sanctuary, or perhaps one should 
rather say with the ark of the covenant, to judge by the occurrences 
of the title in the early chapters of 1 Samuel. 

After David's time, however, when Israel's wars were altogether 
more professional and profane, and when the ark was never moved 
from its shrine in Jerusalem, we may conclude that to Yahweh's 
spokesmen it was no longer so clear that Israel's wars were his wars; 
and the prophets had no wish to bolster up national pride by a false 
theology, or rather a misplaced faith in Yahweh. But at a time of a 
desperate military emergency for Judah, when Se,nnacherib's armies 
were on the point of snuffing God's people out of existence, then 
once more a prophet offered hope and courage in the name of 
"Yahweh of hosts". The prophet was Isaiah, who heard the phrase 
uttered by the seraphim at his call to prophesy (Isaiah 6:3), and who 
was never afraid to repeat it in appropriate circumstances; it was 
"the zeal of the LORD of hosts" (Isaiah 37:32) which would bring 
discomfiture to the proud Assyrian king, Against the background of 
the imminent fall of Jerusalem, the prophet Jeremiah was again not 
afraid to use this divine title. But in most of the pre-exilic prophets 
one finds the familiar phrase used very sparingly if not avoided 
altogether. The wars of God's people are not all holy wars. 

The title "Yahweh of hosts", therefore, serves to illustrate how 
we may isolate some of the special emphases of the monarchic 
period; its use also shows that we must beware of viewing descriptive 
divine epithets as purely conventional; each one had its special 
function. 

The use of the term ba 'at for Yahweh has already been 
mentioned. 6 It was a term which not only fell out of use but was in 

5, CL "Sabaoth" in Romans 9:29 (AV), 
6. See above, p, 201, 
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fact firmly rejected before the monarchy ended. During the Judges 
period and early monarchy it was freely used to describe Yahweh, as 
can be seen from personal names in Saul' s family such as Merib
baal and Esh-baal. As a title its meaning was unexceptionable, for it 
meant "lord" or "owner"; but its all-too-familiar use in Canaanite 
worship for the chief Canaanite deity made it ultimately unaccept
able in Israel. There were other synonymous Hebrew words which \ 
had no such unfortunate overtones, as Hosea recogniz(':d (Hosea 
2: 16f.) Eventually so great was the antipathy of devout Jews to the 
name ba tal that they elimmated it even from the personal names 
which were then written with the word boshet, "shame". Hence the 
Mephibosheth and Ish-bosheth . 

The use and disuse of the name ba {al in Yahweh worship reminds 
us that the major battle with Canaanite religion was fought during 
the monarchic era, and hence the descriptions given of Yahweh in 
the writings of the period often have some bearing on this conflict. 
Sometimes it was important to stress that Yahweh was quite differ
ent from Baal; at other times it was necessary to emphasize that 
Yahweh did no less for his worshippers than Baal did for his, and 
then descriptions similar to those used in Canaanite worship were 
considered appropriate. It has been observed that especially in the 
Psalter there are de~criptions of Yahweh strikingly comparable with 
the language used of Baal in the Ras Shamra texts . In Psalm 68:4, 
for instance, the God of Israel is depicted as the One "who rides 
upon the clouds"; 7 an almost identical phrase occurs in the Ras 
Shamra literature, but is there applied to Baal. Baal was especially 
associated with the skies; very well, then Israel must be reminded 
that Yahweh, not Baal, ruled the weather. The Canaanites believed 
that Baal by giving rain brought fertility to the ground; another 
Psalm therefore addressed Yahweh in worship thus: 

Thou dost visit the earth and give it abundance, 
as often as thou dost enrich it 

with the waters of heaven, brimming in their channels, 
providing rain for men . 

(Psalm 65:9) 

Every ancient pantheon had its creator god; Israel's God was no 
less, as is made clear from early Genesis to the incomparable passage 
in Isaiah 40:12-31, and in many a Psalm. Many pantheons named 
one deity as "King"; we have already seen how the god Marduk 
became king in the Babylonian pantheon,S while nearer Israel there 
were deities worshipped under the name "king" - Milcom, 
Molech, Melqart. In Israel, then, worshippers were reminded in the 

7. RSV, cf. JB . The Hebrew could also mean "deserts", cL NEB. 
Il . See above, pp. 194f. 
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liturgy that' 'The LORD is King; he is clothed in majesty" (Psalm 
93: 1). King over whom? Over his people, to be sure; but lest anyone 
should suppose that anyone could rival his lordship in heaven, 
Psalm 95:3 declares, "The LORD is a great God, a great King over 
all gods". This is not the language of a systematic monotheism, 
clearly; it is the language of religious polemic. 

Thus one can see how role after role attributed outside Israel to a 
variety of gods and goddesses were all brought together and seen as 
fitting designations and descriptions of Yahweh. There was not 
unnaturally a certain polarity in some of the descriptions; the Song 
of Hannah, for example, recognizes that 

The LORD kills and he gives life, 
he sends down to Sheol, he can bring the dead up again. 
The LORD makes a man poor, he makes him rich,_ 
he brings down and he raises up. 

(1 Samuel 2:6f.) -

A well-known feature of this polarity is the characterization of 
God as both love and wrath. So often this contrast has been 
postulated as distinguishing the Old Testament from the New; but 
in fact the same polarity can be :;een in both Testaments. There is 
scarcely a more common noun in the Old Testament than the 
Hebrew chesed, a word difficult to translate precisely (' 'lovingkind
ness", or "kindness" or "mercy" in the Authorized Version as a 
rule), but indicative time and time again of God's abiding and faith
fullove for his people and mercy towards them. His wrath, on the 
other hand, far from being a whimsical exercise of irrational irrit-

_ ability, is particularly associated with his "zeal". Here again, 
English has no exact equivalent of the Hebrew terms, which at one 
and the same time denote both "zeal" and "jealousy". God's zeal 
on behalf of his -people was inseparable from his claim to exclusive 
lordship over them. Baal shared his worshippers with Dagon and 
Ashtoreth and the rest; Yahweh shared his people with no other 
deity, not even a consort. The mercy and wrath of Yahweh were 
established for Israel long before the monarchy began, of course; but 
the prophets stressed both facets of the divine character more than , 
other Old Testament writers . Among the prophets, Hosea's picture 
of the stern yet aching heart of Yahweh for his people is unique. 

A striking epithet for Yahweh is the thrice-repeated adjective we 
encounter in Isaiah 6:3: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts". 
The Hebrew adjective (qadosh) and its equivalents in other ancient 
Semitic languages had been in use for many centuries before Isaiah's 
time, to designate deities and objects or personnel devoted to cultic 
use and service. Whatever the word's original significance, it had 
come ' to mean "sacred" or "religious" in most con texts; even 
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prostitutes of the Canaanite sanctuaries were "holy" (qadesh, 
feminine qedeshah) in this sense. Some such prostitutes were even 
attached to Yahweh sanctuaries during the monarchy, except when 
eradicated by reforming kings like Hezekiah and J osiah. The 
prophets of the eighth century, however, recognized that God's own 
holiness was of such a character as to be incompatible with "holy" 
prostitution. Isaiah's immediate reaction to the revelation of Yah
weh's holiness was to confess the uncleanness of himself and his 
fellow-citizens. The holiness of God was a frightening thing to all 
Israelites, something to be shunned and feared; had not Uzzah 
died, in David's time, for venturing to set profane hands on the 
sacred ark (2 Samuel 6)? A Phoenician woman expressed a similar 
thought when she blamed Elijah's very presence in her home for 
bringing her son to death's door (1 Kings 17: 17f.). But Isaiah put his 
finger on what constituted the holiness of God: "By righteousness the 
holy God shows himself holy" (Isaiah 5:16). 

"Righteousness" (Hebrew tsedeq or tsedaqah) primarily denotes 
correspondence to a standard or norm, and such a description of 
Yahweh serves to differentiate him from the capricious deities that 
were in truth the religious norm of the ancient Near East. It must 
have required a real faith to enable the prophets to see God working 
to norms; the ambiguity of events and the apparent shapelessness of 
history and of life more readily lend themselves to the outlook of the 
ancient polytheists, who saw a medley of gods of differing and con
flicting attributes and wishes and actions: With their total disregard 
for other gods, the prophets were compelled to see in Yahweh the 
author of all the varied and conflicting phenomena of the universe. 
This they did unhesitatingly; but they still maintained that Yahweh 
followed undeviating standards of moral perfection, and hence 
required equal standards from his people, whom he had constituted 
"holy" . 

God's holiness and righteousness, therefore, could only be seen 
revealed in history; and of all ancient peoples Israel seems to have 
the clearest awareness of the march of history. The Hebrew 
language had no word for' 'history", or we may be sure that the Old 
Testament would frequently have designated Yahweh "the lord of 
history". The nearest equivalents we find are "the everlasting 
God" and "the living God'. The former is a reminder that Yahweh 
had created the world and set human history afoot, and continued 
unchanged and unchanging in his control of both. This is a timeless, 
possibly static, description; but the other term, "the living God", 
is a dynamic one, stressing the power of Yahweh and his inter
vention in human affairs. We may note how Elijah predicted the 
three-year drought by taking an oath on the "life of Yahweh" (1 
Kings 17: 1). Elijah's mockery of the Baal prophets is instructive, too; 
they could utter a triumphant cultic acclamation to their god, 
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"Victorious Baal lives!", 9 in which Baal' s annual victory over the 
god Mot ("death") seems to have been recalled. The signs of spring 
do show themselves annually, even when adversely affected by 
drought conditions; but Baal could at times absent himself, deep in 
thought, engaged, journeying, or even asleep, said Elijah (1 Kings 
18:27). But the God of Israel answered by fire - for he neither 
slumbers nor sleeps. 

The more one studies the character of Yahweh depicted in the Old 
Testament, the more one comes to appreciate that it is bound up 
with human history; "pure", abstract theology is strikingly absent 
from the Old Testament. We cannot content ourselves, therefore, 
with a consideration of the God "who is" or the God "who speaks"; 
above all, the Old Testament presents us with a God who acts. 

9. A phrase found in the Ras Shamra texts. The selection of texts about Baal in 
DOTT (pp. 129 ff.) offers many parallels to Old Testament language about 
Yahweh. 



CHAPTER 26 

The God Who Acts 

A ~ the start of the ~~narchy, Isra~l could alrea?y look back t~ a 
rIch body of tradItIons and natIOnal memOries, the material 

transmitted to us in the Books of Genesis, Exodus, Joshua· and 
Judges in particular. In all their history they could see God had been 
at work. He had created the universe and man upon it; he had 
brought Abraham out of Mesopotamia, led him to Canaan and 
covenanted with. him to give his offspring the Promised Land; he· 
had raised up Moses, led the Israelites out of Egypt, and constituted 
them a nation at Sinai; he had led them into Canaan and giventhein 
victory in Joshua's day; he had repeatedly given them deliverers 
during the exigencies of the. era of the Judges ~ All this and more 
besides was common knowledge among the Israelites of Samuel's 
day; their history waS already clearly-Hei'lsgesc/zzchte, "salvadon
history". The recognition of God as "saviour" long antedated the 
New Testament pages. 

But Israel's history did not end with the Judges, of course, and by 
the same token neither did God's activity in history, for those with 
eyes to see it.· There were many events of the period of the monarchy 
which proved to be full of theological significance. An obvious 
example is the. history of Jerusalem, which is today for three faiths 
"the Holy City"; in Samuel's lifetime itwas still just one Canaanite 
city, neither more or less (in spite of Abraham's visit to it long cen
turiesbefore). It was David's capture ofthe city, and his subsequent 
re-creation of it·. as .· capital, royal city,. and central sanctuary, which 
transformed all its future history, and gave it all its theological sig
nificance for Jew,. Muslim and Christian alike. 

We must go back earlier than the capture of Jerusalem , however, 
for the first significant event of our period of history; the creation of 
a monarchy was in itself of primary importance, both historically 
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and theologically. The day that Saul became king inaugurated a new 
and formative era for Israel. A. strong, centralized government was a 
political necessity, in view ofthe Philistine aggression; but what sort 
of government was it to be, and what sort of role would the king 
fulftl? In: our day, such questions would be purely political; but in 
ancient Israel, such questions were just as much religious ones. 
Israel's polity was already a theocratic one; Yahweh was the King of 
Israel, and the existing political institutions and laws were divinely 
ordained. How would a human monarch fit into this pattern? It is 
clear that the new institution was capable of breaching the old; 1 
Samuel 8:7 reports that Yahweh told Samuel, "Listen to the people 
and all that they are saying; they have not rejected you, it is I whom 
they have rejected, I 'whom they will not have to be their king." 
Nevertheless, Yahweh through the prophet did put Saul on the 
throne, while David had the full and unambiguous blessing of God 
in becoming king. 

Monarchs may gain their authority from a variety of sources. 
Many have usurped a throne by military conquest; others hold it 
constitutionally and by the right of hereditary succession; some have 
been elected to the throne; others agai.n, in the ancient world, 
became king by some religious right or guarantee. In Egypt; the 
reigning king was indeed held to be a god; while in Babylon the 
kings had a semi-divine status, to which they were thought to be 
appointed by the gods in order to maintain the rule of the gods in 
Babylonia. What ofIsrael? Saul was popularly acclaimed king, and 
David fought for his throne; but neither dared become king without 
having his reign guaranteed by Yahweh. The wording of the royal 
psalms sometimes suggests that the Davidic king had a sort of semi
divine status conferred on him; the king was the "son" of Yanweh 
(Psalm 2:7), and it is not impossible that the king could be actually 
addressed as "God". Such, at any rate, is the most natural interpre
tation of Psalm 45:6, "Your throne, 0 God, stands for ever and 
ever" (NAB).! 

The lofty position of Israel's king was however one of subser
vience where Yahweh was concerned. Firstly, the divine choice was 
necessary; Samuel,guided by Yahweh, chose Saul to be king; in the 
Northern Kingdom we find prophets choosing Jeroboam and Jehu; 
and in David's case, exceptionally, it stands recorded that Yahweh 
chose not only the man but his family to succeed him (2 Samuel 
7:8-16). Geroboam's successors in the north tried to .establish the 
dynastic principle, when they' did not capture the throne by a 
military coup, but history testifies to their large degree offailure.)ln 
the case of Saul and David, Yahweh's spirit visibly marked out the 

1. The NEB and RSV, however, offer a dIfferent translation which transfers' the 
divinity from the king to his. throne. 
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men of his choice, moreover (cf. 1 S~muell1:6; 16:13f.). In all these 
ways the king stood under. Yahweh's authority. Especially 
significant was the rite ' of anointing, performed at the coronation 
ceremony by a prophet or a priest of Yahweh. We know that 
anointing was by no means unique to Israel; in particular, the 
Canaanite kings were anointed, as is clear from Jotham's fable in 
Judges 9:7-15, for which the background can only have been local 
kings in Palestine. From extra-biblical evidence, it is clear that the 
Canaanite vassal kings were anointed on the authority of their over
lord, the king of Egypt, who had his own Egyptian officials similarly 
anointed, but who did not himself submit to the rite. In other words, 
the original symbolism of anointing was to confer a high-ranking but 
subordinate status. All the kings ofIsrael and Judah were anointed, 
therefore, as Yahweh's vassals; his "local-rulers", so to speak. 
Nevertheless his authority was thereby conferred upon them, so that 
the royal person became sacrosanct. David recognized this when he 
said to his men regarding Saul, "God forbid that I should harm my 
master, the LORD's anointed, or lift a finger against him; he is the 
LORD's anointed" (1 Samuel 24:6) . 
, Such was the Davidic covenant, whereby Yahweh both permitted 

and blessed the Davidic king. He was to be the channel ofthe divine 
blessing to others, the protector and upholder of the divine laws for 
the people of.y ahweh. Even after a succession of weak, wicked and 
incompetent monarchs, the writ~r of the Book of Lamentations 
could describe the Davidic king thus: "The LORD's anointed, the 
breath of life to us .. . we had thought to live among the nations, 
safe under his protection" (Lamentations 4:20). Indeed, for all the 
faults and follies of the Hebrew kings, they did at least transform a 
loose grouping of tribes into a nation (or must we say two nations?); 
and that people was never to lose its identity arid sense of brother
hood, even in days of exile and dispersion. The kings had their vital 
place in Israel's history; and the Israelites of the day did not doubt 
that God had acted in history when he first provided a, king and 
established a dynasty for them. 

David was not only given royal status by divine decree, he was 
enabled by the God of Israel to master an empire which extended 
"fromthe River of Egypt to the Great River, the river Euphrates". 
These words are taken from the record of God's covenant with 
Abraham (Genesis 15:18). It has been argued that this covenant 
originally promised Abraham no more than a limited territory in the 
south of Palestine, and that the words of the promise were expanded 
in the light of David' s conquests. 2 Other writers would prefer to view 
the full description of the Promised Land as original. The disagree
ment makes no difference to the theological motif; Yahweh had 

2. Cf. R . E. Clements, Abraham and David (SBT ii, 5: London, 1967); pp. 21f. 
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, made startling, even incredible; promises to Abraham, which were 
fulfIlled to some degree in Joshua's time, but which in David'stime 
came to even greater and more wonderfulfulfIlment . The erstwhile 
slaves of Egypt" the erstwhile vassals of Philistia, were now unchal
lenged rulers of their own land, and exercised lordship .over several 
other nations. 

, In Solomon's day the frontiers began to retract, and after his reign 
the empire collapsed; but God had once acted, and his people never 
forgot. God had given them wide horizons. Jerusalem, ,so recently 
acquired by David, could now be viewed as the capital of an inter
national realm. Against this Davidic king and that, "the kings of the 
earth stood ready, the rulers conspired together, and determined to 
break the Israelite fetters, to thn)w of It heir chains" - thus we may 
adapt Psalm 2: 2f. But they had no chance of , success against 
Yahweh, the God of all the earth, so long as it was his will to make 
these peoples ,subject to a king in Jerusalem . . The psalm continues, 
with Yahweh addressing his anointed: 

. . ; I have enthroned -my king 
-. . onZion ' my holy mountain . . . 
I will give you nations as your inheritance, 
the ends oithe earth as your possession. 

We may now revert to Jerusalem, the capture of which falls here 
Into its correct chronological setting. It was one of.David's con
quests, and he . made it the religious centre of his kingdom; his son 
went on to build a magnificent . temple there. Other sanctuaries 
continuedto exist tillJosiah'stime, butn0n.e captured the imagina
tion as did Jerusalem; As N. W. Porteous haswritten, "No city has 
stirred emotion at a deeper level than the strange, enigmatic city of 
'Jerusalem. There was something of the beauty of Athens .about it; 
for did nota psalmist once describe it as God's 'holy mountain, 
beautifulinelevation, the joy of all the earth'? There was somethiIlg 
of Rome about it too; for a prophet made the prediction that 'out of 
Zion shall go Jorth the . law' and that the city on the J udaean hills 
would be the centrt!of a peaceful world .. "3 

Jerusalem's proud theological position .washound up with the 
twin fact that it functione~ as the capital of the kingGod has chosen, 
and that it. was the final home of the ark, the symbol of God's 
presence. PSalm132 recalls Yahweh's oath to David; "A prince of 
your own line will' Iset upon your throne" (verse 11); and goesonto 
add "For the LORD has chosen Zion and desired it for his home: 
'This ismfresting-place for ever, here will I make my home,for 
such is mydt::sire' " (verses 13f.). Jerusalem, that is to say,wasas 

3 . N. W. Porteous, Living the mystery: collected essays (Oxford, 1967), p. 93. The 
Old Testament referen(:es areto Psalm 48:3, Isaish 2:3f. and Micah 4:2f. ' , 
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clearly' 'elected" by Yahweh as were David and his dynasty. It was 
"the city of the Great King" .as well as "the city of David". From 
that conception grew the Judaean conviction Of the inviolability of 
Jerusalem; God, Yahwehhimself, dwelt in Jerusalem, and he could 
ilot permit any human agent to molest it, certainly not the 
"uncircumcised" and the ."unclea.n" invader. We have already 
observed something of the part played by this view-point · in the 
arguments ofthe prophets true and false. . 

One interesting feature ' of the Old Testament references to 
Jerusalem isits.desctiption as a mountain. Isaiah 31:4, for example, 
speaks of "Mount Zionand her high sUtnmit" .• The altitude of the 
eity is considerable, and its hilly contours gave it reasonable natural 
d~fenceson three sides; but th.e biblical language clearly suggests 
sohIething more than merely a defensible city in a mountainous 
area. Or should we put it down to mere poetic adornment? Psalm 
48:2 offers a better clue; even though the verse is puzzling at first 
sight. Jerusalem is extolled as the city of God: "His holy mountain, 
beautiful in elevation, is the joy of all the earth, Mount Zion, in the 
far north, the city of the Great King" (RSV). We might P4t down 
the phrase "the joy of all the earth" as poetic exaggeration, but from 
what possible standpoint is J erusale:ql to "be · described as "in the far 
north"? Once again we may turn to the Ra.s Shamra texts for 
elucidation; near the ancient city of U garit (Ras Sha:qlra is the 
present day name of the site) was a mountain bearing the name 
Zaphon, the same word as the Hebrew "north"/" .and in the 
Canaanite mythology . it functioned· in the same way as the Mount 
Olympus of the Greeks, the traditional abode of the gods. Thus it 
seems that the Psalmist was in effect calling Jerusalem "Mount 
Olympus" - the true home of the true God. Nothing therefore 
could compare with it for beauty, elevation and holiness. ·. At a more 
prosaic level, everything possible was done in Solomon's Jerusalem 
to make the city beau;tiful to the beholder. 

God had acted in giving his people David and Jerusalem and all 
that they stoodfor; but still the march of history continued, and soon 
the high promise gave way to a shabby and shoddy new reality. 
Israel and Judah separated and lost their power", while new nations 
rOse to power.and inflicted crushing blows upon the people of 
Yahweh. How was this unhappy development to be explaiiled? 
Ultimately the answer was. to be given its definitive canonical form 
in the Books of Kings; , but before then Yahweh acted once more, in 
raising up the great prophets of Israel. To them fell the task of 
explaining to their contemporaries that Israel and Judah's lowly 
position was as muchirt the control ofYahweh the~ord of history as 

4. er, NEB margin. 
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their earlier days of glory had been. The newly-found recognition 
fha-d:J.od-eie-cted David and his dynasty had been allowed to over
shadow the fact that the older covenant at Sinai had never been 
abrogated by God. Clearly the covenant laws were being ignored by 
kings and neglected by their officers of state, with disastrous results 
for the poorer classes. Greed and rapacity , to say nothing of idolatry, 
had become the order of the day; and the prophets denounced these 
ugly national characteristics, and pronounced not only that the 
present political weakness was Yahweh's will, but also that he 
purposed even greater disasters for the future. Moreover, against 
the wider political horizons which David's career had opened, the 
prophets came ' to recognize more clearly than earlier generations 
that Yahweh controlled other nations just as much as he did Israel 
and Judah.He was not only "the God of Israel", true in a special 
way though that was, but the God of the nations. And so we find 
that foreign oracles became a natural part of the teachings of the 
prophets. 

The prophetic ministry laid a sound basis for Judahto come to 
terms with the collapse of her sister kingdom. Israel'sfall vindicated 
the prophetic analysis and the prophetic warnings, and it is no doubt 
precisely because of this vindication that the prophetic word was 
carefully preserved in writing, later to be brought into the Canon of 
Scripture. Judah went her own way towards a similar (but not 
identical) fate, but .the prophetic ministry regarding Samaria's fall 
exercised a continuing influence during the dark days of Manasseh 
and his ilk. The "remnant" spoken of by Elijah and Isaiah had 
already come into being, and on it were the prophetic hopes for the 
future based. . . 

Josiah's reform was encouraged byYahweh, or so it seemed; yet 
twelve years later God allowed that godly king to fall in battle, 

. after which Judah lost again its new-fourid independence. These 
events gave fresh pause for thought; indeed, soinescholars have sug
gested thatJosiah's unexpected death at Megiddo in 609 B.C. is 
greeted in the Old Testament by a "resounding silence". Good, 
reforming kings ought not to perish in this' way; however, Jeremiah 
at least had never seen a panacea for all ills in the reform 
programme,and he for one was enabled to develop a strongly 
spiritual sense of religion, divorced from externals. It was the same 
sense which inspired the Psalmist to write, "Sacrifice and offering 
thou dostnot desire ... Burnt offering andsinofferirig thouhast not 
required" (Psalm 40:6, RSV). It was no new insight in Jeremiah's 
day, certainly; Samuel had told Israel's first king that "obedience is 
better than sacrifice, and to listen to him than the fat of rams. 
Defiance of him ' is sinful as witchcraft, yielding to men as evil as 
idolatry", as 1 Samuel 15:22f. records. It was however a desperately 
needed new emphasis at a time when Judah faced the imminent loss 
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of all it had treasured most dearly ~ Jerusalem and its temple, the 
ark of the covenant, and the line of David. 

The prophets, then, first and last,saw God active in the events of 
political history, and sought to instil this belief into . their 
contemporaries, But one . oLthe last acts of God in the . monarchic 
period was of a different, indeed a unique character. In the year 621 
H. C. a lost document was accidentally found by workmen engaged. 
in the repair of the temple; but neither. the high priest Hilkiahnor 
the king, Josiah, had the slightest doubt that this discovery was 
ordained by God. The scroll played an important role in the short
lived reformJosiah instituted; and it was to play an even more 
important role in the future, if indeed it was an edition of the. book 
we k:nowas Deuteronomy} 

Standing under the authority of Moses, and promulgated by the 
king himself, Deuteronomy had a great deal to say to those with ears 
to hear.' In the first place it reminded the people that .all the benefits 
they had enjoyed so long were God's gifts to them - their land, 
their leaders, their Law, and their claim on God himself. All these 
things they treasured were unmerited favours, and betokened God's 
love for his people. All too long, however, Israel and J udah had 
taken these things for granted, accepting the gifts without accepting 
the responsibilities, which were tolov~ and obey God, and . to act 
justly and kindly towards their fellows. These responsibilities are all 
stressed in Deuteronomy. Their importance is obvious when we con
sider that within a generation or soo£J osiah' s reform . the disasters 
that befell Judah were of such a kind that she could easily have lost 
her faith in Yahweh along with her temple, and her sense of brother
hood along with her nationhood (which in a real sense was taken 
from them by exile and by the fall of the royal house). 

Far from decrying cultic ritual, Deuteronomy insists that it must 
be properly executed, and in fact rules out every sanctuary but one 
for it (cf. Deuteronomy 12:5f.). This centralization of the cult had 
never been practised (since pre-Conques~ days, at any rate), and 
Josiah found himself unable to enforce it. Nevertheless the emphasis 
in Deuteronomy on asingl~ sanctuary highlighted the degree offalse 
and idolatrous w()rship to be found outside Jerusalem, and gave an 
impetus for the Jews to codify their faith, to purify and protect it. 
Moreover, the fall of the Jerusalem temple so soon after the 
promulgation of Deuteronomy had the effect of spiritualizing that 
faith,and making it less dependent on externals. Itis to the Book of 
Deuteronomy that we O\~ethat most inward and demanding of com
mandments, which our Lord himself endorsed as the greatest of 
them all: "You must love the LORD your God with all your heart 
and. soul and strength" (Deuteronomy 6: 5; cf. Matthew 22:36ff.). 

5. ~eeabove, p.119. 
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There were other insights in Deuteronomy which proved 
invaluable for Josiah's era. In a way, it functioned to demote the 
king and the ark of the covenant, so soon to be swept away, and to 
prbmotethe prophet. The prophet had all too often been persecuted 
and ignored; but Deuteronomy taught that Moses himself had fore
told the succession of prophets like himself. This is the primary 
intention of the divine promise in Deuteronomy' 18:18f.: "I will 
raise up for them a prophet like you, one of their own race, and I will 
put my words into his mouth. He shall convey all my commands to 
them, and if anyone does not listen to the words which he will speak 
in my name I will require satisfaction from him. " 

The king, on the other hand, had by Josiah's time been placed on 
a pedestal, so to speak. The Davidic covenant had become a static 
dogma to the people ofJudah, as though the very existepce of a king 
of David's line guaranteed their well-being. In Deuteronomy 
17:14-20, however, we find in effect a critique of Judah's and 
Israel's kings as they really were - not always chosen by God, not 
always even of Israelite birth, proud, avaricious, despotic, and often 
utterly heedless of the laws of Yahweh. josiah, by now, was the 
exception to prove the rule. 

As for the' ark of the covenant, it had for too long been credited 
with what we would call magical powers. Enshrined in the 
Jerusalem temple for long centuries, it had long acquired a 
mystique, and was thought to guarantee the presence of Yahweh, 
and all that implied, in his temple and city. But in Deuteronomy 
10:1-5 the ark is very casually treated, as the mere wooden box 
which housed the Ten Commandments. The ark would soon perish 
for ever; but the Law to which it pointed, when properly interpreted, 
would survive the holocaust the Babylonians were soon to bring 
upon Jerusalem. 

Deuteronomy has its omissions, to be sure; no missionary mes
sage is to be discerned there, nor does it offer the hope oflife beyond 
the grave. But Josiah's era was better served by a book which 
stressed the truths which would bind God's people together and keep 
them distinct from other nations, and which offered the basis fora 
national rather than a personal hope. It was the nation's grave 
which loomed largest at the time, even if few were capable of per
ceiving the fact. 

Josiah, we have said, "promulgated" Deuteronomy. Book 
publication as we know it was in the nature ofthings impossible, but 
Josiah did the next best thing. He "sent and called all the elders of 
Judah and Jerusalem together, and went up to the house of the 
LORD; he took with him the men of Judah and the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem, the priests and the prophets, the whole population, high 
and low. There he read out to them all the book of the covenant dis
covered in the house of the LORD; and then, standing on the dais, 
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the king made a covenant before · the LORD to obey him and keep 
his commandments, his testimonies, and his statutes, with all his 
heart and soul, and so fulfil the terms of the covenant written in this 
book, And all the people pledged themselves to the covenant" (2 
Kings 23:1ff.). Thus "the whole population" was introduced to the 
book, and obliged to subscribe to its teaching, not only by personal 
pledge but also in the activities which the king proceeded to instigate 
and enforce, which culminated in a joyous Passover celebration, 
kept in accordance with the prescriptions of Deuteronomy. Those 
rules (see Deuteronomy 16) make the festival very much a family 
affair, as it has continued to be in J udaism till this day. We may be 
sure that then, as now, youngsters were educated, in the context of 
the festal celebrations, as to the purpose and function and history of 
their faith. . 
Covenan~ documents were no new invention of Josiah's era, far 

from it; but there · was nevertheless something new about the 
covenant to which his citizens pledged themselves. The norm was for 
a covenant document to record and bear witness to a covenant; in 
other words, the covenant itself preceded the document. On this 
occasion, however, the document came first, and the covenant was 
made ori the basis of the document. Thus in the eyes of the king and 
all who treated his reforms seriously, Deuteronomy was a much 
more important document than any other; it was accepted as the 
~nique basis ·of their faith and practice. ·WithJosiah's promulgation 
of Deuteronomy , accordingly, we may fairly Say that the story of the 
Canon of Scripture begins. We must emphasize again that parts of 
Scripture had of course been in existence long before the seventh 
century; but never before had a biblical document been used in such 
a fashion, and given such a position in the constitution of the faith. 
Josiah's promulgation of Deuteronomy can therefore fairly be 
compared with Luther's "rediscovery" of the Epistle of the 
Romans, and the subsequent creation of the Protestant churches on 
the basis of solaScriptura. 

Deuteronomy did not long remain the only book in the Old Testa
ment Canon (a contradiction in terms!). It gave the signal and the 
impetus to bring together all "the words of God" then known to 
God's people, perhaps especially in the dark days of exile that so 
soon followed Josiah's reformation. Deuteronomy thus inspired the 
task of writing and recording, editing and collecting, copying and re
copying. It was a task which was to continue into New Testament 
times, so that bothJews and Christians were one day to be known as 
"the people of the Book". 

Apart from this general impetus which Deuteronomy's promulga
tion provided, there was another, more specific, consequence of no 
little importance. The Book of Deuteronomy offered its students a 
clear philosophy of history. Moses, Deuteronomy records, had 
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adviseaIsrael before ever they moved into the Promised Land, that 
their well-being in Canaan and 'their very tenure of it would be 
dependent upon their fidelity to the unadulterated worship of 
Yahweh and to his laws as embodied in the book. Apostasy would 
bring political disaster, as faithfulness would bring prosperity in its 
train.6 

Whether or not such a philosophy of history appeals to twentieth 
century historians, it undoubtedly had a powerful and timely effect 
upon devout and thoughtful men in the Judah of the seventh and 
sixth centuries RC. As the era of the Hebrew monarchies came to its 
sad and sorry end, such men took stock of their situation and of their 
nation's history, and it is to them that we owe the pdmary source 
material for this book - in other words, the Books of Samuel and 
Kings, and perhaps Joshua and Judges too. Much written material 
was available to them, of course, butt he final editing of these books 
is "Deuteronomic" ,that is to say, dependent upon the teaching and 
even the language of the Book of Deuteronomy • For that reason, it 
has nowadays become commonplace to refer to Joshua, Judges, 
Sainuel and Kings comprehensively as ' "the Deuteronomic 
history" , 7 

It woulds~em, then, that we today are indebted to an accidental 
discovery by some ancient Judaean workmen for a substantial 'part 
of our Bible, if not for the whole concept of a Bible. A inere accident? 
Thoseof us whobelieve that God inspired the Bible's authors in the 
first place may well believe that he further acted in history in the case 
of its editors, scribes and transmitters of every kind, including 
thoughtful carpenters and pious kings. . ' 

The discovery and promulgation of Deuteronomy, then, had very 
profound and long-lasting effects for which we may still be grateful. 
In its own . more immediate historical context, its importance wa~ 
this: . "It did not rescue Israel from the peril of political defeat and 
ruin, but it pointed to that realm offaithand of the spirit, where love 
and obedience mattered more than passing success or failure. "8 

6. Cf. Deuteronomy 4, in particular. The Books of Chronicles were written later, 
in rather different Circumstances . 
. 7. Both Ruthand Chronicles are separated from "the Deuteronomic history" in 

the Hebrew Old Testament. . 
8. R: E. Clements,God's chosen people: a theological interpretation of the Book of 

Deuteronomy (London, 1968), p. 119. 



CHAPTER 27 

The Future Perspective 

"THROUGHOUT the Old Testament there is a forward look", 
. wrote the late H. H. Rowley; "Israel believed that while there 

was a brief period of innocence and bliss at the opening of history, 
the real climax and crown of history lay in the future. She had a firm 
assurance that 'the best is yet to be', though that assurance, iike 
ev~ry aspect of her faith, was rooted and grounded in God and not 
the mere expression of human optimism. '11 

All human beings, even in the most primitive society, seek to look 
into the future; all have their hopes and fears and aspirations. For 
Israel, the future was the point at which the words of God and the 
works of God met; for "the God who speaks" spoke of the future, 
chiefly through the prophets, and "the God who acts" must 
inevitably, by his very nature as Lord of history, continue to act in 
history future. From the very earliest period, accordingly, Israel 
exercised a future hope. We may go back to Abraham, for instance, 
and observe that the patriarchs were given a firm promise of the land 
ofCanaan, though they did not live to see its fulfilment , 

Once again, however, we must endeavour to restrict our attention 
to the period of the monarchy; and to trace how the expectations 
of Israel developed against the background of that era. Her hopes 
ciid notrise in an historical vacuum. The prophets were men oftheir 
time, and we may well believe that God spoke to them in and 
through their"environment and circumstances. It is to the prophets 
we must turn primarily, because they were by their very nature men 
who spoke of the future. (If in the past too much stress was laid upon 
the predictive . elements in their message, we must nevertheless 
beware of going to an opposite extreme; to say that they wt!re "forth
tellers" rather'than "fore-tellers" is to pose a false dichotomy.) But 

1,. H, J,J.. j.towley, The Faith of Israel (London, 1956), p. 177. 
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we should remember that the predictive element is not lacking in 
other parts ofthe Old Testament. On the walk to Emmaus, Luke 
tells us, Jesus discussed "Moses

j 
and all the prophets", and 

explained to the two puzzled disciples' 'the passages which referred 
to himself in every part of the scriptures" (Luke 24:27). The 
"messianic psalms", as they have often been called, may serve to 
illustrate the point. 

We have had occasion to mention Psalm 2 a number of times 
already; in the first place, it was a royal psalm, used of and by the 
reigning king in Judah. First and foremost, it referred to him. But if 
its historical setting and function had exhausted the meaning, then 
s~ch a psalm might well have been rejected from Israel's liturgy once 
the exile began, and once David's dynasty came to-its sorry end. 
However, it was not rejected; it was rather embraced all the more 
firmly and gladly as time passed. "Such royal psalms", writesJ.H. 
Eaton, "from the outset .. ', had a prophetic character: they 
included '. visionand oracle, and , the purpose of God which they 
revealed far tra.nscended the experience of the, time. The destiny 
which they promised to the house of David seemed all the more 
removed from experience as time went on; like the Kingdom of God 
itself, it was a matter of faith, defying appearances on the strength of 
the divine promise. "2, The term "messianic psalm", then, i'l no 
misnomer. 

It is possible, too, that the familiar expression, "the Day of 
Yahweh" took its origin from the temple ritual; somescholars have 
argued; in any case, that (jne day in Israel's festal year was 
specifically God's Day, perhaps a day when he was ritually 
enthroned. Others, like the present writer, prefer to think of the Day 
in terms of outstanding battles in Israel's ' history. 3 , In Israel, it ' was 
customary to refer to significant battles df past history as "the Day of 
... "; Isaiah, for instance, recalled Gidebn's victory over the 
Midianites as "the Day of Midian" (Isaiah 9:4). Similarly, the 
victory in the second century RC; by Judas Maccabaeus over the 
Syrian general Nicanorbecame cele.brated annually as "Nicanor's 
Day" (cf. 2 Macc(lbees 15:35f.);and among the Arabs, pre-Islamic 
and early Muslim defeats and , victories were described by the same 
formula. ' 

We might paraphrase Isaiah 9:4 with the words "the day of 
Midian's defeat", as does the New English Bible; by the same 
token, "the Day of the LORD" mightweII be rendered "the Day of 
Yahweh's victory". There is no wonder, then; that before ever a. 
prophet discussed the Day of the Lord, a popular expectation had 

2. J. H. Eaton, Psalms: introduction ~nd comTrllmtary (TEe: London, 1967), p.33. 
3. For a brier discussion and useful bibliography on this much debated, question, 

cf. H. H. Rowley, op. et., pp. 177fr. ' -
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arisen to the effect that another victory day was at hand, a day when 
Yahweh, the God of ,Israel, would again grant his people the 
miraculous sort of victories that they had experienced in the time of 
the Judges. When this popular expectation first grew we have no 
way ofkriowing, but we first meet it in Amos, in the first half ofthe 
eighth century. Probably it had gradually become prominent as the 
era of extreme Israelite weakness, at the end of the ninth century, 
had given way to the political recovery of Jeroboam I1's reign; and 
thehope became a prop for Israel's faith when the A.ssyrians loomed 
on the horizon once again. 

The interesting feature ". of Amos'sdiscussion of the Day of 
Yahweh is that though he castigates the optimistic expectations of his 
contemporaries, he is far from denying that the Day of the Lord was 
certainly, o.nalterably, coming. "Fools who long for the day of the 
LORD", he proclaimed, "what will the day of the LORD mean to 
you? It will be darkness,not light. It will be as when a man runs 

_ from a lion, and a bear meets him, or turns into a house and leans 
his hand on the wall, ~md a snake bites him. The day of the LORD is 
indeed darkness, not light,a day of gloom with no dawn" (AIliOS 
5:18ff.). 

Amos, then, depicted the Day ofYahweh both as imminent and 
as a day of unrelieved gloom. But that is not the picture which meets 
us everywhere in the Old Testament, of course. We must bear in 
mind that days of battle were no rare event in Israel's hiStory; and 
that "the Day of the LORD" had a variety of applications in the 
Old Testamentwritings. In Lamentations we read that the Day had 
already taken place;4 but that was by no means the last word on the 
subject, in Old Testament or New. 

A day of battle means victory for one party, defeat for the other, 
and as a rule escape ' or survival for a certain number of the 
vanquished army. These three motifs recur again and again in the 
prophetic writings,the commonest descriptive terms being 
"salvation", "judgement", and "remnant" respectively. The 
popular hope of Amos's day envisaged God as defeating Israel's foes 
and giving victory, to his people; presumably the idea of a remnant 
played little or no part in their thinking. It was otherwise for Amos, 
who explicitly predicted not only defeat but "exile beyond 
Damascus" (5:27) for Israel" but at the same time offered limited 
hope to a remnant.' 'If you would live. ' .. if you would live, resort to 
the LORD';! he counselled (5:4ff.). His remnant was in numerical 
terms startlingly srnall, however- "but ten men oflsraelleft"., he 
declared (5: 3). The number, though not the concept, contrasts with 
the promise given to Elijah nearly a century ,earlier, that the 

4. er. Lamentations 1: 12; 2: 1; 2:2lf, (The actual phrase used is "the day of 
Yahweh's anger".) " , 
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"Remnant" would be 7,000 strong (1 Kings 19: 18). The phrase 
"the Day of Yahweh" does hot occur in the latter passage, but the 
battle- concept is implicit in the declaration that the "sword" of 
Hazael, Jehu and Elisha would kill very many people in Israel. 
- The predictions made to Elijah and -by Amos alike came to their 

fulfllment, and proved in very truth to be days of darkness, 
bloodshed and calamity for the Northern Kingdom. Now the theme 
was taken up -by the Judaean prophet Isaiah, whose very name 
signifies "the salvationofYahweh" and who named one of his sons 
"a ~emnant shall return" (Shear-jashub); his other son was called 
by a name which vividly signified the nature of judgement, "speed 
spoil, hasten plunder" (Maher-shalal-hash-baz). The remnant motif 
betokened at the same time warning and promise, for "a remnant 
shall return" signifies that only a remnant will do so. For the 
Northern Kingdom, the remnant. would be minimal, as pitiful as 
Amos's ten men - "two or three berries on the top of a branch, four 
or five on the boughs of the fruiting tree" (Isaiah 17:6). ButIsaiah's 
contemporary, Micah, was less concerned with numbers than poten
tial, when he depicted the remnant of Jacob as. dew, and as a lion 
(Micah 5:7f.). - . 

Towards the end of Isaiah's ministry, a day of Yahweh's anger 
descended upon the prophet's native Judah;and the prophet, 
looking back on the events of 701 B.C., could say, " I£:the LORD of 
Hosts had not left us a remnant, we should have been like Sodom" 
(Isaiah 1 :9). History had fulfilled the word of God which had come 
to him at his call, that there would be a literal decimation, and then 
worse to follow, of his people's population (cf. Isaiah 6: l1£f.). 

Once again the same motifs were taken up, this time by a prophet 
of Josiah's reign, Zephaniah, whose short book is devoted to the 
major theme of the Day of Yahweh, "The great day of the LORD is 
near," he warned, "it comes with speed" (Zephaniah 1:14); and he 
describes it in the by-now familiar terms of darkness and battle. 
With this prophet, however, we find a more universal dimension 
than with his predecessors. The very opening words of his prophecy 
announce God's purpose to "sweep the earth clean of all that is on 
it" - even to "wipeout mankind from the earth". The broad 
sweep of his canvas may be se.en again in the oracle of Yahweh in 
chapter 3, verse 8: "Mine it is to gather nations and assemble 
kingdoms, to pour out on them my indignation, all the heat of my 
anger; the whole earth shall . be consumed by the fire of my 
jealousy. " In Zephaniah' s prophecy, · then, we are confronted with 
the final Day of Yahweh; it is not the downfall of Jerusalem 
predicted by his contemporary Jeremiah that fills his vision, but the 
day when Yahweh will exercise judgement upon all the nations. Not 
thatJudah will escape the holocaust; Yahweh's judgement will fall 
there. too, and only a remnant will survive. . 
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The themes connected with the Day of Yahweh were thus used 
and re-used by the prophets, first to describe imminent political 
events, and then to depict something of God's final purposes 
(though without losing any of the conviction of imminence). The 
gradual transition to an eschatological · frame of reference was 
natural and logical; it stemmed from the prophets' insight that if 
Yahweh was indeed the Lord of history and the God of his elect 
nation, then he could not forever leave Israel on. the treadmill . of 
history; he must ultimately resc~e his people from wrong within 
and foes without .. The monarchic period, as it had turned out to be, 
could not possibly be God's last word for Israel. All the prophets, 
therefore, however much some of them muted 'the note of hope, 
looked forward to a day when their God would bring Israel through 
to its final, its ultimate salvation. In the meantime, as successive 
Days of Yahweh passed, he always took care to preserve a remnant 
of his people. 

The prophets saw, moreover, that this remnant consisted not of 
those who just chanced to escape the disasters ofthe day, but ofthose 
whom Yahweh specially selected to escape them. Isaiah described 
Yahweh's purpose thus: "Once again I will act against you 
Qerusalem) to refine away your base metal as with potash and purge 
all your impurities" (1 :25). It was the dross that was to be 
consumed. Zephaniah put Yahweh's purpose for Jerusalem into 
more specific terms: "Then I will rid you of your proud and 
arrogant citizens . . . But I will leave in you a people afflicted and 
poor" (Zephaniah 3: 11£.). In similar vein Habakkuk prophesied: 
., 'as for the traitor in his over-confidence, still less will he ride out the· 
storm, for all his bragging"; but by contrast "the righteous man will 
live by being faithful" (2:4f.). 

In the remnant,then, lay the hope for the future; it would be the 
true Israel, fulfilling all God's hopes and intentions for his people. 
Several prophets emphasized that righteousness and holiness would 
be the keynote of the future people of God. Hosea, schooled by his 
own unhappy marital experiences, represented God as taking his 
people to himself in a second betrothal ceremony. "I will betroth 
you to myself for ever, betroth you in lawful wedlock with unfailing 
devotion and love: I will betroth you to myself to have and to hold, 
and you shall know the LORD" (Hosea 2:19f.). Jeremiah's teaching 
was very similar, but he preferred to use the imagery of the 
covenant, . very probably because he had seen the failure of the 
covenant renewal sponsored by King Josiah: 

The time is coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant 
with Israel and Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their 
forefathers when I took them by the hand and led them out of Egypt. 
Although they broke my covenant, I was patient with them, says the 



286 KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

LORD; But this is the covenant which I will make with Israel after those 
days, says the LORD; I will set my law within them and write it on their 
hearts; I will become their God and they shall become my people. No 
longer need they teach one another to know the LORD; all of them, high 
and low alike, shall know me, says the LORD, for I will forgive their 
wrongdoing and remember their sin no more. 

Oeremiah 31:31-34) 

This famous passage offers the divine promise of the new covenant 
to both Israel and Judah, despite the fact that as a political entity 
Israel had long since ceased to exist. In the same way Jeremiah 
predicted not only the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple but 
also the rebuilding of the city, to serve the community of the future: 

These are the words of the LORD who ma.de the earth, who formed it and 
established it; the LORD is his name: If you call to meI will answer you, 
and tell you great and mysterious things which you do not understand. 
These are the words of the LORD the God 'Of Israel concerning the houses 
in this city and the royal palace, which are to be, razed to the ground, 
concerning siege-ramp and sword, and attackers who filJ.thehouses with 
the corpses of those whom he struck down in his furious rage: I hid my 
face from this city because of their wicked wa.ys, but now I will bring her 
healing; I will heal and cureJudah and Israel, and will let my people see 
an age of peace and security. I will restore their fortunes and build them 
again as once they were. I will cleanse them of all the wickedness and sin 
that they have committed; I will forgive all the evil deeds they have done 
in rebellion against me. 

Oeremia.h 33:2-8) 

The Jerusalerri: whichfell ' irC5"87 E.C. had been characterized by 
idolatry and immorality; but the prophet, as this passage shows, 
envisaged a new Jerusalem, not merely rebuilt, but of a totally new 
character and quality. From now on the very name Zioncame to 
signify the faithful people of the Lord, wherever they find themselves 
geographically located. In such a renewed condition, the future 
Jerusalem would be far more thanjust a minor capital city; itwould 
have a universal role to fulfLI. In their conviction that Yahweh was 
the Lord of history and of the whole earth, the prophets saw that the 
nations round about, so often hitherto the foes of Israel and so often 
fighting with each other too, could not forever continue thus in the 
purposes of God. In the future universal peace must descend; and 
that peace would be butane element in the universal scene of God's 
will done on earth: 

In days to come 
the mountain of the LORD's house 
shall be set over all other mountains, 
, lifted high above the hills. 
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All the nations . shalL come . stl'eamingto it, 
and many people shall come and say, 
'Come,jGtus c1imbupon to the mountain of the LORD, 

to the house of the God of Jacob, 
that hemay teach us his ways 
and we may walk in his paths.' 

For instruction issues from Zion, . 
and outofJerusalemcomes the word of the LORD; 
he will be judge betwee,nnations, 

al'biter amongmany peoples. 
They shall beat their swords into mattocks 

and their spears into pruning-~nives; 
nation shalL not lift sworda.gainst nation 

nor ever again be trained for war. 
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, 
(Isaiah 2:2ff.; cf. Micah 4:1ff.) 

Inthe prophets' view offuture history, then, Jerusalem had anew 
and immensely significant role to fulfil. It would be appropriately 
named nThe-LORD-is-there" ,to use a memorable phrase from the 
last verse of the Book of Ezekiel. But not only so; it would also be the 
home ofthe:[.ord'sanointed, thefutureDavidic King. Ha~ human 
monarchy proved a failure? So it might often have seemed, but the 
prophets . and many others besides could always cast their minds 
back to the era. of Dllvid himself. His reign had been no utopia, but 
it proved for alltime something of the concrete possibilitiesofroyal 
achievement in Israel. What •. Israel · needed, then, . was not the 
abrogation of the monarchy but another and even greater David, 
whose realm would be of universaLdimensions.Beside~, had ,nQl 
Yahweh prOIllised that Dayid 's . throne should be established forieveF: 
(2 Samuel 7:16)? . .... ... . 

We come finally, then, to the messianic hope of the prophets. It 
wasa.hope that had its antecedents, as inthe rather crypticoracleof 
Balaam (Numbers 24: 17) and in the ambiguously worded blessing of 
Jacob(Genesis49: 10);5 .butitis in the books of the eighth century 
prophets that we . first meet messianic predictions in plain language. 
In Hosea 3:4{. wemeet-averybriefstatement to the effectthat after 

. many days without a king, the Israelites "will again seek the LORD 
their God and David their king" ; But what sort of king? In Hosea 
the. theme is .. not .elaborated.·.upon. In Amos 9: 11£., .. another short 
passage predicts the rest()ration()f "David's fallen booth"; the word 
"booth" seems to betoken shelter and protection, so that it is 
implied that the second David would be a military protector to his 
people~ Verse 12 ·goes on to predict the restoration of the Davidic 
empire; .the · teunitingof Israel and Judah is implicit in . this 

5. See the variety of possible translations offered by recent English Versions. 
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prophecy. Thus here we learn a little more about the role of the 
messianic King. , 

Micah 5:2-4 is the Messianicpassageto which Herodthe Great 
was introduced sadly late in life, it is recorded in Matthew 2:3fL 
That king's interest centred- on the one detail'lBethlehem"; but 
more significant in the passage as a whole is the prediction that the 
scion of Bethlehem would be both .. " a manof peace " , and also one 
whose greatness should "reach to the ,ends of the earth" . 

But it is to Isaiah that we must turn for the fullest description of 
the messianic King. The famous Immanuel prophecy (Isaiah 7:14) 
does not in fact tell us very much; we are obliged to turn to the New 
Testament for the clear and unambiguous statement ofa virgin 
birth, since so far as the limitedevidentegoes, the Hebrew noun 
used in Isaiah 7:14 ('almah), was not a term restricted to virgins 
(though it certainly included them): hence the rendering "young 
woman" in modern ., English V ersions ,.inc1udiIlS" ', R()lllaIlyatholic 
ones. This fact nee~ neither sufprisenordistress~s" for a careful 
reading of the , context suggests that. the primary , fulfllment of 
Isaiah's prophecy was a contemporary one as a sigil to King Ahaz
and nobody would wish to suggest that any birth ,in Isaiah's time 
was a virgin birth. It is just possible thatthe original reference was to 
Hezekiah; but even if so, the promisethat "the LORD will bring on 
you, your 'people, and your houseja time the like of. which has not 
been seen since Ephraim brokeawayfromJudah" (7 :17) seems, like 
the royal psalms, to be more appropriate for the ideal future king 
than for any historical kingofJudah, even Hezekiah. The symbolic 
title "Immanuel", "God-with-us", is again more fittingly used of 
Ohristthan of Hezekiah.6 ' " 

' : No such problems surround other passages in Isaiah, however. 
Isaiah 11: 1-10 describes the essential ruling qualities of the Messiah , 
who is here called a shoot from the stock of Jesse ~ that is to say, a 
scion of David' s· house who would!lfise after the fall of the dynasty . 
Thisking,tinlikeso many of David's heirs, is described as 'equipped 
with ".the spirit ' of the , LORD", with ' its " concomitant wisdom, 
righteousness and power. His reignwill.accordinglybe reminiscent 
of Eden: ' 

Then the wolf shallli:vewith the sheep, 
,and the, leopard lie down with the kid; . " 

the calf and' the young lion shall grow up together; 
" and alittle child shall lead theIl1; 

, 9. Th~ literature di~cussingtheImmariuel 'pr~phecy is en~~ous. Vf!ry helpful 
despite its brevitY-is C. R. North in !DB,s.v. "ImmanueI". A recent scholarly 
defence of a Messianic interpretation is that of J. 'Coppen!', ·Le Messianisrlieroyal 
(Lectio diuina54: Paris, 19(8), pp.69-76. " ' 
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the cow and the bear shall be friends, 
and their young shall lie down together. 

The lion shall eat straw like cattle; 
the infant shall play over the hole of the cobra, 
and the young child dance over the viper's nest. 
They shall not hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain; 

for as the waters fill the sea, .' . 
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so shall the land be filled with the knowledge of the LORD. 
'. . (verses 6-9) 

Ftnally there is the well-known passage in Isaiah 9:6f.: 

For a boy has been born for us, . a son given to us 
to bear the symbol of dominion on his shoulder; 
and he shall ' be . called 
in purpose wonderful, in battle God~like, 
Father for all time,Prince of peace. 

Great shall the dominion be, 
and boundless the peace 

bestowed on David's throne and on 'his kingdom, 
to establish if and sustain it . 
with justice and righteousness 

from now and for evermore . . 

The style of these verses is that of an annunciation,and it has often 
been thoughttha,t the words of the oracle have been adapted from 
another ceremony in the life of the kings of Judah. In other words, 
was it expected of each king ofJudah in turn that he should come 
somewhere near the ideal posed in these verses? It may be so, but 
the suggestion can only remain a hypothesis . Be that as it may, 'the 
blueprint for the ideal.Davidic King is here presented to us. His 
people' spoliticaLneeds would be met by one whQ was both God-like 
inbatde and the very Prince of peace; the victory won, his people 
would find the inestimable solace of the one who was their Father for 
all time. And as the years stretched out it would be increasingly clear 
that here was a King who'could be misled by no ill-advised counsel, 
for · he himself was "in 'purpdse wonderful". 

Here we must leave our study of the prophetic hope - already so 
rich and full of promise,. -but not yetconiplete. The fulfIlment could 
not come yet, for Hebrew ):iistory h~d not yet run its c()urse. The 
dark days of exile and the difficult . period of restoration which 
followed would have their own formative effects on Israel's faith and 
.hope ... The pre~exilic prophets had · not said the ' final ' word of divirie 
revelation; but they' had hiid a firm foundation on whiCh the · people 
of God would be able to build in the centuries that lay ahead . . 



The Kings of J udah 

Begrich Albright Thiele 
Rehoboam 926-910 922-915 931-913* 
Abijah 910-908 915-913 913*-911 
Asa 908-872 913-873 911-870 
J ehoshaphat 872-852 873-849 873-848* 
Jehoram . 852-845 849-842 853*-841 * 
Ahaziah 845*-844* 842* 841* 

(Athaliah) 845-839 842*-837 841 *-835 
Joash . 839-800 837-800 835*-796* 
Amaziah 800-785 800-783 796*767* 
Uzziah . 785-747 783-742 792-740 
Jotham 758~743 750-735 750*-732 
Ahaz 742-725* 735-715* 735*-716 
Hezekiah 725-697 715*-687 716-687 
Manasseh 696-642 687-642 697":643 
Amon 641 -640 642-640 643-641 
Josiah 639-609* 640-609* 641-609* 
Jehoahaz 609* 609* 609* 
Jehoiakim 608-598 609*-598 609*-598* 
Jehoiachin 598 598-597 598*-597* 
Zeclekiah 597-587* 598-587 597*-586*. 

The Kings of Israel 

BegnOch Albright Thiele 
Jeroboam I 926-907 922-901 931-910 
Nadab 907-906 901-900 910-909 
Baasha . 906-883 900-877 ·909-886 
Elah . 883-882 877-876 886-885 
Zimri 882 876 885 
Tibni (Interregnum 882-879) - 885-880* 



294- KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

The Kings of Israel (continued) 
Begrz"ch Alhrz"ght Thzete 

Omi-i 878-871 876,-869 885-874-
Ahab . 871-852 869-850 874-*-853* 
Ahaziah 852-851 850-84-9 853*-852* 
Jehoram 851-84-5 84-9-84-2 ~; 852*-84-1 * 
Jehu 84-5-818 84-2*-815 84-1 *-814 
Jehoahaz 818-802 815-801 814-798* 
Jehoash 802-787 801-786 798*-782 
Jeroboam II 787-74-7 786-14-6 793-753* 
Zechariah 74-7*-74-6* 74-6-745 753*-752* 
Shallum 747*-746* 745 752* 
Menahem 746-737 745-736* 752*-742 
Pekahiah 736-735 736*-735* 742~740 

Pekah 734-733 735*-732* 752*~732 

Hoshea 732-724 732*-724* 732-723 

(All dates H.C.) . . 

N.B. These tables have been simplified. Since the Hebrew year did 
not correspond exactly with our year, many of the figures permit 
adjustment to one year later - e.g., Thiele gives the date of Re ho
boam'saccession as '9311930. An asterisk beside a date denotes that 
it is regarded by the scholar concerned as established with reason
able certainty; Note that co-regencies (or contemporaneous reigns) 
maybe deduced where the figures overlap: see for instance the dates 
given for U zziah and J otham by all three scholars. 
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APPENDIX 

The Chronology of 
the Hebrew Kingdoms 

T HE chronology of the kings ofIsrael and J udah presents us w~th 
a very vexed problem, the subject of a great deal of argument 

and discussion. The length of the reign of each king of Judah is 
indicated in the Books of Kings by reference to his contemporary in 
Israel, and vice versa; but unfortunately the figures given do not 
always match up, and other difficulties also arise. For instance, 2 
Kings 3: 1 states that J ehoram became king of Israel in. the 
eighteenth year of J ehoshaphat of J udah; but 2 Kings 1: 17 places 
Jehoram's accession in the second year of Jehoshaphat's son and 
successor. 

It is always possible that some of the figures became altered in 
transmission; this seems to have happened in the case ofJehoram of 
Judah, who is credited with an eight~year reign by the Hebrew text 
of2 Kings 8:17 (and hence the English Versions), but with a forty~ 
year reign in some important manuscripts of the ancient Greek 
(Septuagint) translation. In this case the Hebrew may be accepted, 
but elsewhere it is always a possibility that the Hebrew and the 
Greek are alike inaccurate,' due to a very ancient scribal error or 
aiteration. 

The present~day investigator is obliged to make sense of the data 
so far as he can, and also to link the biblical chronology with events 
in the history of nations outside Palestine, especially Assyria and 
Babylonia. Thanks to ancient records from Mesopotamia, a few 
fixed dates can now be supplied for the chronology of the Hebrew 
monarchies. Assyrian invasions of the Levant coast in 853 and 841 
B.C. enable us to date Ahab and Jehu with precision; and the· 
capture of Jerusalem in 597 B.C. by Nebuchadrezzar is beyond 
doubt. Slightly less certain are the dates of the fall of Samaria (either 
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723, 722 or 721) and of the destruction of Jerusalem (either 587 or 
586). 

Numerous scholars have wrestled with the relevant data and have 
offered a variety of solutions. An early and praiseworthy effort was 
by Archbishop J ames U ssher in the seventeenth century, whose 
chronological scheme (slightly revised) has graced many editions of 
the Authorized Version since 1701; but later information has made 
many of his- findings untenable. There are three systems which are 
particularly influential nowadays, deriving from J. Begrich (1929), 
W. F. Albright (1945) and E. R. Thiele (1951) respectively; other 
independent schemes often produce results only marginally different 
from one or other ofthese three. Thiele's scheme accepts and makes 
sense of the biblical data . to a greater degree than the alternatives 
offered by Begrich and Albright; he concludes that the evidence 
suggests two facts about the Hebrew kingdoms, firstly that the 
regnal years were for most of the time calculated on different bases 
in Israel and in J udah respectively, and secondly that there · must 
have been a number of co-regencies. (A co-regency will for example 
solve the problem noted above, i.e. thatJehoramofIsrael is said to 
have begun his reign at a time when both Jehoshaphat and his son 
J ehoram were ruling in Jerusalem. ) 

The three systems (with revised dates where these have been more 
recently adjusted by Albright and Thiele) are set out below in 
tabular form. It may be observed, however, that the differences 
between the three are generally of little consequence. The most 
important disagreements, it will be seen, relate to the date of 
Solomon's death (i.e. the date of the divisionofthe kingdom) and to 
the period of Hezekiah's reign. It is to be hoped that further 
information will before long elucidate theproblems;rneanwhile the 
present writer feels that Thiele's scheme is on the whole the most 
satisfactory, and his dates have usually been followed in this bo.ok. 

As regards the dates of Saul, David and Solomon, little can be 
said with certainty. The Old Testament does not supply us with the 
length of Said's reign (see 1 Samuel 13:1, RSV); both David and 
Solomon are credited with forty years (as is Saul in Acts 13:21), but the 
problem here is that the number forty was often used in the ancient 
Near East as around number, roughly denoting a generation, and 
nobody can be sure that in either case · the number is intended to be 
exact. On the other hand, there is no evidence at present available 
which would rule out the possibility that these figuresare precise', In 
the case of David, .the data of 1 Kings 2: 11 rnay suggest that the 
figUre forty is to be takeri literally. It is reasonably safe to assume 
that he came to the throne betwen 1010 and 1000 B.C.; itis 
generally thoughtthat Saul's reign began no earlier than 1035 B;G. 



The Kings of J udah 

Begrich Albright Thiele 
Rehoboam 926-910 922-915 931-913* 
Abijah 910-908 915-913 913*-911 
Asa 908-872 913-873 911-870 
J ehoshaphat 872-852 873-849 873-848* 
Jehoram . 852-845 849-842 853*-841 * 
Ahaziah 845*-844* 842* 841* 

(Athaliah) 845-839 842*-837 841 *-835 
Joash . 839-800 837-800 835*-796* 
Amaziah 800-785 800-783 796*767* 
Uzziah . 785-747 783-742 792-740 
Jotham 758~743 750-735 750*-732 
Ahaz 742-725* 735-715* 735*-716 
Hezekiah 725-697 715*-687 716-687 
Manasseh 696-642 687-642 697":643 
Amon 641 -640 642-640 643-641 
Josiah 639-609* 640-609* 641-609* 
Jehoahaz 609* 609* 609* 
Jehoiakim 608-598 609*-598 609*-598* 
Jehoiachin 598 598-597 598*-597* 
Zeclekiah 597-587* 598-587 597*-586*. 

The Kings of Israel 

BegnOch Albright Thiele 
Jeroboam I 926-907 922-901 931-910 
Nadab 907-906 901-900 910-909 
Baasha . 906-883 900-877 ·909-886 
Elah . 883-882 877-876 886-885 
Zimri 882 876 885 
Tibni (Interregnum 882-879) - 885-880* 
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The Kings of Israel (continued) 
Begrz"ch Alhrz"ght Thzete 

Omi-i 878-871 876,-869 885-874-
Ahab . 871-852 869-850 874-*-853* 
Ahaziah 852-851 850-84-9 853*-852* 
Jehoram 851-84-5 84-9-84-2 ~; 852*-84-1 * 
Jehu 84-5-818 84-2*-815 84-1 *-814 
Jehoahaz 818-802 815-801 814-798* 
Jehoash 802-787 801-786 798*-782 
Jeroboam II 787-74-7 786-14-6 793-753* 
Zechariah 74-7*-74-6* 74-6-745 753*-752* 
Shallum 747*-746* 745 752* 
Menahem 746-737 745-736* 752*-742 
Pekahiah 736-735 736*-735* 742~740 

Pekah 734-733 735*-732* 752*~732 

Hoshea 732-724 732*-724* 732-723 

(All dates H.C.) . . 

N.B. These tables have been simplified. Since the Hebrew year did 
not correspond exactly with our year, many of the figures permit 
adjustment to one year later - e.g., Thiele gives the date of Re ho
boam'saccession as '9311930. An asterisk beside a date denotes that 
it is regarded by the scholar concerned as established with reason
able certainty; Note that co-regencies (or contemporaneous reigns) 
maybe deduced where the figures overlap: see for instance the dates 
given for U zziah and J otham by all three scholars. 
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Blenkinsopp, J. ,43 
Borsippa, 194, 195 
Bozrah, 149 
Bridget, St., 226 · 
Bright, J., 16, 22, 23, 48, 

88, 112, 253 
Bruce, F.F., 44, 61, 105, 

113, 116, 160, 187 
Buccellati, G . , 43 
Buhl,M. L . , 21 
Byblos :Gebal), 137, 161, 

162, 163, 226; 227 

Calah, 87, 180 
Cambyses, 173 
Canaan(ites), 4-11, 13, 15, 

17,18,19,136,137,138, 
161, 164, ;chapter 20 
passim, 207 , 220 

Caphtor, 136 . . 
Carchemish, 121, 122, 124, 

154,178 
Carlson, R.A., 49 
Carmel, 81, 82, 87, 232,233 
C1!-rthage, 163, 164 
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Chaldaea(ns), 117, 125, 
181, 191 

Chemosh, 78, 149, 150, 205 
Childs, B.S., 112 
Chileab,50 
Chryspstom, 119 
Cilicia,60 
Cimmerians, 183 
Clements, R.E., 280 
Coa, 60 
Coppens, J ... 288 
Cowan, E., 21~r 
Creation Epic, 194, 195 
Crete, 136 
Cyaxares, 185, 192 
Cyprus, .162 
Cyprus II, 193 

Dagan, Dagon, .9, 10, 138, 
202, 203, 204, 268 

Dalglish, E.R., 53 
Damascus, 47, 63, ,71, 73, 

74, 75, 82, 83, 86, 87, 
89, 90, 91, 93, 98, 99, 
101, 102, 139, 147, 152, 
153, 154, 155, 156, 157, 
158, 181, 187,217,237, 
239; 242 

Dan, 4, 6, 18, 19, 20, 56, 
68,69,72,81, 137, 154, 
230, 233 

Danel, 9, 205 
Daniel , 123, 216 
David, 29-35, chapters 4 

and 5 passim, 59, 60, 61, 
66, 79, 132,137, 138, 
141, 142, 144, 145, 148, 
150, 151, 153, 159, 162, 
174, 180, 182, 184, 185; 
210, 214, 219 , 221, 227, 
228, 229, 247, 271.-277, 
287, 292 

Dead Sea, 14, 78 
Debor-ah,. f, 6, 14, 16, 213 
Deuteronomy, 116, 119, 

277-280 
Dibon, 146, 149 
Dog River, 162 
Dor, 102, 137 
Dumuzi, 186 
Dur-Sharrukin, .183 

Ealon , J .H., 210, 265, 282 
Ebla,41 
Eden, 165, 166 
Edom(ites), 28, 46, 61, 63, 

76, 78,89,91,92,93,99, 
106, 107, 110, Bl, 136, 
chapter 14 passim, 152, 
200; 218, 237 

Egypt(ians), 42, 46, 60, 61, 
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Egyptians conl.:nUl!d 
63, 64, 71, 97, 103, 104, 
108, 110, 112, 115, 117, 
120, 121, 122, 123, 125, 
128, 129, 130, 131,135, 
137, 140, 162, 166, 
chapter 17 passim, 192, 
199, 247, 249, 251, 255, 
257, 272 

Ehud, 14, 144 
Ekron, 108,111, 136, HO, 

164, 203 
El, 9, 69,202, 203, 205 
El Elyon, 44 
Elah,72 
Elam, 178, 182, 183, 184, 

191, 192, 256 
EI-Arish, Wadi, 48 
Elath, 61, 93, 99 
EIi,20 
Eliam,53 
Elijah, 12, 72, 73, 79, 80, 

81, 82, 83, 87, 155, 229, 
230-235, 240, 248; 263, 
269, 270, 276, 283, 284 

'Eliot, T.S., 238 
. Eliphaz, 149 
, Elisha, 79;82, 83, ' 155, 

158, 230, 2~2, 234-236, 
284 

Ellison, H .. L., 82, 95, 165, 
227,231,234,236,241 

Eltekeh, 110, .172 
Elyon, 159 
Emerton, J.A;, 103 
Einmaus, 282 
En-gedi,78 
Enki(Ea), 186 
Enlil, 186, 194, 195 
En-rogel, 57, 109 
Ephraim(ites), 5, 15, 23, 40, 

52, 64, 102 
Esagila, 195 
Esarhaddon, 114, 115, 116, 

140, 162;' 172, 183, 184, 
192 

Esau, 143 
Eshbaal, 36-40, 66, 201, 267 
Eshnunna, 190 
Etemenanki, 196 
Eth-baal, 162 
Ethiopia, 60 
Euphrates, 47, 48, 153, 186, 

190, 192, 194, 195 
Ezekiel, 127, 128, 165, 166, 

176, 262 
Ezion-geber, 61, 63, 70, 76, 

89 (and see E1ath) 

Fensham; F. e . , 61 
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GaaI, 18 
Gad (prophet), 229 
Gad(ites) 16, 77, 146 
GaI-ed, 153 
Galilee, 102 
Gath, 33, 46, 89, 136, 138, 

139, 243 
Gaza, 101, 104, 106, 136, 

13a, 139, 140, 141,237 
Geba, 26, 71, 119 -
Gebal: see Byblos 
Gedaliah,131, 147,257 
Geshur, 39, 47, 51, 153 
Gezer, 61, 64 
Gibbethon, 71 
Gibeah, 25, 26, 28, 29, 43 
Gibeon(ites), 31, 32, 38, 43, 

45 
Gideon, 5, 16, 17, 18, 23, 

24, 213,282 
Gihon, 109 
Gilboa, 34, 36 
Gilead(ites) 4, 18, 26, 103, 

143 
Gilgal, 24, 26, 27, 45 
Gittites, 138 
Glueck, N., 61 
Gog, 209 
Goliath, 29 . 
Gomer, 183 
Gottwald, N . K., 165, 166, 

257 
Gray,J., 10, 11,46,57,60, 

61; 64, 72, 76, 90, 103, 
104, 112, 205, 206, 232 

G~eeks, 157, 173, 185, 187 
Gunn, D.M., 55 

Habakkuk, 117, 251-253, 
,285 

Hadad(god), 9, 150, 158, 
186, 201 

Hadad (man),63, 64, 145 
Hadadezer, 73, 153, 154 
Hadrach, Hazrak, 156 
Haifa, 81, 137 
Ham, '173, 199 
Hamath, 90, 104, 106, 122, 

153, 154, 155, 156,157, 
159 

Harnath-zobah, 154 
Hammurabi, 178; 189 
Hananiah, 128, 214, 220, 

256 
Hanun,46 
Hanunu, 101,104 
Haran, 101, 121 
Harosheth, 15 
Harrison,R. K., 236 
Hatti-Land, 116,123 

Hayes,]. H .• 16,22.73,94. 
101 

Hazael, 82 •. 83, 84, 86. 87, 
89. 155, 156. 284 

Hazor, 15, 63, 87. 89, 102, 
139, 202 

Heaton, E. W., 83 
Heb~()n. 37, 38, 39. 40, 50, 

52 
Hermopolis, 175 
Herod, 148, 288 
Herodotus, 112, 181 
'Herrmann, S .• 16 
Hertzberg. H. W., 220 
Heshbon, 144 
Hezekiah, 65, 99, chapter 

11 passim, 114, 116, 120, 
140, 151. 162, 172, 187, 
192, 213. 216, 246. 247. 
248, 269. 288, 292 

Hilkiah. 118, 276 
Hinnom Valley, 205 , 
HiramI, 61, 62. 162, 163 
Hittitcs, 46, 170, 179. 181, 

190 
Holm-Nielsen, S., 21 
Honeyman, A. M., 67 
Hophra (Aprics), 128, 129, 

130,172 
Horon, 203 
Horonaim, 78 
Horus, 175 
Hosea, 95, 96. 101, 187, 

201,241-243,268.285 
Hoshea, 102. 103, 172 
Houston, J . M., 26 
Huldah, 120 
Hushai, 53. 54, 218 
Hurrians, 179 
Hyksos, 168 

Idumaea, 148 
Immanuel. 288 
Iran, 181, 182 
Irhuleni. 75 
Isaiah, 99, lOO. 101, 108. 

110, '113, 116, 175, 213. 
214, 217. 218, .219. 238, 
243, 244. 245-248. 266. 
269.276. 284. 288 

Ish-bosheth: . see Eshbaal 
Ishmael, 131, 147 
Ishtar. 187 
Itto-baal, 162 

Jabesh-gilead. 25, 26. 35, 
38. 145 

Jabin, 15 
Jacob, 68. 152, 153, 193. 

287 
Jacob-har, 168 



Jaii-, 23 
Jebusites, 5, '42, 44i 45 

. Jegar-sahadutha, 153 
Jehoahaz (Israel), 89, 91, 

155 
Jehoahaz Oudah), 121, 255 
Jehoash, 91, 92, 93, 155, 
. 156 
Jehoiachin, 125, 126, 127, 

214, 256 
Jchoiada, 88 
Jehoiakim, 121, 122, 123; 

124, 125, 126, 131,147, 
172, 251, 252, 254, 255, 
256 

.Jchoram (Israel) , 75,77, 78, 
79, 80, 83, 84, 291, 292 

Jchoram Oudah), 78, 88, 
139, 291, 292 ' 

Jchoshaphat 73, 75, 76, 77, 
78, 87, 139, 146, 147, 
234, 235, 291, 292 

Jchu, 75, 82, 83, 84, 85, 86, 
87, 88; 89, 91, 94, 96, 
155, 156, 165, 181, 272, 
284, 291 

Jephthah, 5, 18,31,144-
Jeremiah, 122, 123, 124, 

127, 128, 129, 130, 131, 
173, 175, 176, 207, 214, 
215,217, 218, 219,220, 
245, 250, 253-257, 263, 
266, 276, 284, 285 

Jericho, 14, 131, 144 
Jeroboam I, 63, 64, 66-71, 

146; 171, 229, 230, 231, 
272 

Jeroboam 11, 92, 93, 94, 95, 
\16, 98, 156, 236, 283 

Jerome, 119 
Jerusalem, 5, 40-45, 48, 50, 

51,53,62,68,69, 70, 78, 
80, 87, 88, 89, 93, 99, 
100, 109, 1 i (, 112, 113, 
118, 119, 123-130, 132, 
150, 156, 162, 164,165, 
168, 169, 187, 199, 202, 

.203, 205, 209, 213, 214, 
215,217, 220, 221, 243, 
244, 245, 247, 250, 251, 
253, 257, 266, 271,274, 
275, 277,284, 285, 287, 
292 . 

Jesse, 288 
Jesus, 105, 160, 210, 211, 

282 
Jezebel, 73, 79-88; 164, 165, 

233, 234 
. jezred; Plain of, 5, 16, 20, 

34, 45, 70, 137 
JezreeL(town), 79, 82; 83, 
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J ezreel (town) continued 
. 84, 86, 96 . . 

Joab, 39, 42,43,48,51,54, 
55,' 56, 58,,59, 63, 229 

Joash, 88, 89;91 
Job, 149, 253 
Jonah, 93, 236, 237 
jones, E., 216 
Jonathan, 26, 27" 30, 35 
Joppa, 136 . 
Jordan, River, 26 
Joseph, 168, 170 
Joshua, 3, 15, 18, 42,170, 

202,271,274-
Josiah, 116-124, 126, 131 , 

140, 172, 187, 202, 231, 
249-255, 262, 269, 274-
279, 284, 285 . 

Jotham, 94, 98 
Judah,4, 18, 19,28,37,38, 

39, 40, 42, 43, 52,.55, 62, 
73,86 

Judas Ma.ccabaeus, 282 

Kadesh, 170 
Kaiwan,187 
Kalhu,180 
Ka-mose, 169 
Karnak,69 
Kassites, 179, i90, 191 
Keats, J., 238 
Keilah, 33, 41 
Keret, 205 
Kerethites, 136 
Khabiru, 199 
Kidron, 53, 109 
King's Highway, 4, 76, 144 
Kir, 101, 237 

. Kir-hareseth, 149 
Kiriath-jearim,44-
Kish, 178 
Kishon, 16 
Kitchen, K .A., 64, 70, 73, 

104, 112, 129, 141 
Knight, G. A.F., 236 
Kue, 60 
Kurkh Stele, 75 

Laban,153 
Lachish, 111, 129, 243 
Laish,20 · 
Larsa, 190 
Lebanon, 136, 1'62 
Leviathan, 201 
Levites, 119, 262 
Libya, 168, 170 
Lindblom, J . , 226, 228 
Lod~, A., 226 
Lotan : see Leviathan 
Lu'ash, .156 . 
Luli, 110,162 
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'Luther, M., 252, 279 

Maacah, 49, 153 
Macbir,52 . 
McKane, W., 53, 100 
McKay, J . W., 101, 187 
MacLean, H. B., 93 
Mahanaim, 37, 53 
Maher-shalal-hash-baz, 284 
Malamat, A., 160 
Malta, 163. 
Mamre,38 , 
Manasseh (tribe), 15, 16, 

18,28,64 
Manasseh (king), 114-117, 

126, 192, 248, 249, 254, 
276 

Manetho, . 167 
Marduk, 194~ .195,196, 267 
Marduk-zakir-shumi, 191. 
Mari, 178, 190, 226, 227 
Masada,78 
Matta.niah, 127 
Mauchline, J., 45, 138, 

227, 247 
Mayes, A. D. H., 5, 8, 16, 

22 
Mays, J. L., 239 
Mazar, B., 70 
Medes, Med'ia, 105, 118, 

123, 181, 184, 185, 192, 
193, 251 i 

Megiddo; 45,46, 70, 74, 
102, 103, 121, 140, 169, 
172, 276 

Melchizedek, 42, 45, 199, 
210 

Melek: see Molech 
Melqart, 80, 81, 83, 85, 88, 

158, 159, 164, 233, 267 
Memphis, 175 
Menahem, 94, 95, 98, 105 
Menander, 80, 233 
Mephibosheth, Merib-baal, 

49,53,267 
Merneptah, 170, 171 
Merodach-baladan, 106, 
• 107,110,182; 183, 192 
Mesha, 73, 77, 78, 146, 

150 
Meunites, 93, 94 
Micah, 101, 207, 208-210, 

213, 214, 243-245,247, 
248,284 

Micaiah, 76, 207; 208, 209, 
234 

Michal, 39, 44, 49, 50 
Michmash, 27 
Midas, 183 
Midian(ites), 16, 17" 213, 

282 
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Milcom, 149, 150, 205, 267 
Miller, J . M., 16, 22, 73, 

94, 101 
Mitanni, 179, 190 
Mitchell, T. C., 136 
Mizpah, 24, 25, 71, 131, 

227 
Mizraim, 173 
Moab(ites), 13 , 14, 28, 39, 

46; 47, 73, 76, 77, 78, 89, 
91, 93, 106, 107, 125, 
'136, ' chapter 14 passim, 
153, 200, 205, 237, 257 

Moabite Stone, 146, 150 
Molech, 150, 205, 267 
Montgomery, J . A., 98 
Moresheth-gath, 243 
Moses, 3, 44, 68, 144, 

170,271,279 
Mot, 10, 270 
Muhammad, 226 
Mursilis I, 190 
Musasir, 183 
Musri,60 
Myers,J. M., 62, 93 

Naaman, 79, 158 
Nabal,33 
'Nabonidus, 193, 195 
Nabopolassar, 118, 122, 

185, 192, 251 
Naboth, 82, 83, 96, 165, 
, 234 
Nabu, 194, 195, 196 
Nadab, 71, 230 
Nahash, 25, 144, 145 
Nahor, 152 
Nahum, 117, 188, 250, 

251, 253 
Nannar, 18p 
Naomi,76 
Naphtali, 15 , 103, 120 
Napoleon, 173 
Narmer, 167 
Nathan, 49, 54; 56, 210, 

212, 227, 245 
Nebuchadrezzar I, 191 
Nebuchadr'ezzar n, 122 , 

123, 124, 125, 126, 128, 
129, 130, 131, 135, 140, 
147, 163, 173, 192, 193, 
196,214, 256,257 , 291 

Necho n, 121, 122, 123, 
140, 172 

Negeb, 19, 61, 93, 127, 
131, 137 

Nehushtan, ·108 
Nicanor, 282 
Nile, '174, 186 
Nimrud.87 

KINGDOMS OF THE LORD 

Nineveh, 111, 115, 117, 118, 
120, 178, 183, 184, 236, 
237, 250, 251 

Ninhursag, 186 
Ninurta, 185 , 186, 194 
Nisroch, 185 
Nob, 31, 32 
North, C. R" 221, 288 
Noth, M ., 22 , 64, 89, 101 
Nubia, 168 
Nusku, 185 

Oded, B., 99, 112 
Olmstead, A.T., 104 
Olympus, 275 
Omri, 72,73, 74, 77 ,79,83 , 

85, 95, 146, 162 
Ophrah, 16 
Opir, 193 
Osiris, 175, 186 
Osnappar, 115 
Osorkon I, 71 
Osorkon IV, 104 
Overholt, T. W., 214, 215 

Padi , 108, 111, 140 
Paul, 157, 163, 203, 208, 

245, 252 
Payne, D . F. , 29 
Pekah, 94, 95, 98, 99, 101, 

102, 156 
Pekahiah, 98 
Pelusium, 112 
Penuel, 17 
Persia(ns), 157, 159, 163, 

173 , 181,193 
Peter, 237 
Petra, 149 
Philistia, Philistines, 18, 19, 

20,22,23,25,26,27, 28, 
29, 33; 34, 36, 37, 39, 40, 
41 , 45,46,47,60,67,71, 
74, 88, 89 , 93, 99, 104, 
110, Ill, 115, chapter 13 
passim, 143, 150, 155, 
162, 171, 200, 227.256 , 
272 

Phillips, J.B ., 242 
Phoenicia, 47 , 61, 62 , 72, 

73, 75, 80, 81, 86, 87, 
101, 115, 136, 141, 
chapter 16 passim, 186, 
201 , 256 (see also Tyre, 
Sidon) 

Pi-ankhi, 172 
Pi-Ramesse, 170 
Porteous, N.W., 274 
Proverbs, 216, 264 
Psalter, 264 
Psamtik I, 115, 120, '121, 

172, 184 

Psamtik H , 129, 172 
Ptah, 175 
Pul, Pulu, 98, 191 

Qarqar, 75, 76, 86, 146, 
155, 162, 181 

Qaus, 149 
Qumran, 93, 252 

Ra, Re , 175 
Raamses, Rameses, 170 
Rabbah, Rabbath-ammon , 

148 
Rad, G . von, 213 
Rahab, 175 
Ramah, 24, 30, 31, 32, 71 
Ramat Rachel, 122 
Ramesses n, 135, 170 
Ramesses Ill , 135, 171 
Ramoth-gilcad, 75, 76, 79, 

83, 84, 86, 154, 155, 
207, 208 , 263 

Rapihu,104 
Ras Shamra, 9, 201, 202. 

203, 205, 267, 270, 275 
(sce also Ugarit) 

Rechabitcs, 85, 200 
, Red Sea, 70 
Rc'ch , 104 
Rehoboam, 66, 67, 69, 70, 

72,139,171,218,229 
Rl'phaim , 40, 41 
Rcubcn(ites), 3, 4, 13 , 14. 

28, 144 
Rl'zin, 98, 99, 101, 102. 

156, 157 
Rczon, 63, 154 
Ribhih, 121, 131 
Rimmon, 158 
Robcrtson, E. , :i2 
Rome, Romans, 78, 157 . 

173, 197 
ROBella Stone, 173 
Roux, G . , 112, 180 
Rowlcy, H . H., 82, 2:12, 

233,241,281,282 
Ruth. 47, 76, 144 

Sabaoth, 266 
Sakkuth, 187 
'Salem,44 
Salim,44 
Samaria, 43, 73, 74, 75, 79, 
, 83,86, -87,88,90,92,95, 

96, 98, 102, 103, 104, 
105, 106, 112, 120, 127, 
157, 165, 182, 213, 239 , 
241, 242, 244, 276, 291 

Samerina, 57, 105 
Samson, 19, 20, 137, 138 



Samuel, 20, 22, 23, 24, 25, 
27,28,29,30,32,38,45, 
226, 227, 228, 271, 272, 
276 

Sardur 11, 182 
Sargon the Great, 178 
Sargon 11, 103, 104, 105, 

106, 107, 110, 139, 140, 
147, 182, 183, 192 

Saiurn, 187 . 
Saul, chapter 3 passim, 36, 

37, 38, 40, 41, 43, 45, 48, 
49,51,60,66,135,137, 
138, 141, 143, 144, 145, 
150, 151, 153,198, 201, 
220, 227, 228, 263, 272, 
273, 292 

Scythians, 140, 183, 249 
Sea Peoples, 136, 170 
Seir,78 
Sela, 149 
Scleucia, 193 
Semiramis, Sammuramat, 

181, 185 
Sennacherib, 99, 107, 108, 

110, 111, 112, 113, 120, 
140, 162, 172, 183, 188, 
192, 209, 243, 249, 266 

Seti I, 170 
Shalem, 203, 205 
Shallum (Israel), 94, 95 
Shallum Gudah), 121, 255 
Shalmaneser I, 179 
Shalmaneser Ill, 75', 86, 87, 

89, 154, 155, 181, 191 
Shalmaneser V, 103, 104, 

182, 191 
Shamash, 186 
Shamash-shum-uk;n, 115, 

184, 192 
Shamgar, 18 
Shamshi-adad I, 178 
Shamshi-adad V, 191 
Shaphan, 118 
Shear-jashub, 248, 284 
Sheba (man), 55, 56 
Sheba (country), 61 
Sheba, Queen of, 60, 61, 64 
Shechem, 17, 23, 24, 68, 

70, 199 
Shem, 152 
Shemaiah (c. 900 BC), 67, 

229, 230 
Shemaiah (c. 600 BC), 128, 

256 
Shcpesh, 203 
Shephelah, 127, 243 
Shiloh, 20, 21, 24, 31, 44, 

59, 124, 220, 229, 255, 
266 

Shimei, 51, 53, 57, 59 
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Shishak, Shoshenq, 64, 69, 
70, 139, 171 

Shulman, 185, 186, 194 
Shohi, 52, 145 
Shunem,70 
Sidon, 110, 161, 162, 163, 

164, 180, 183 
Sidqa, 140 
Sihon, 144 
Siloam, 109, 110 
Silwan, 57 
Simeon(ites), 4, 19, 28, 151 
Simeon (Egyptian), 168 
Sin, 185, 186 
Sin-shar-ishkun, ·185 
Sisera, 15, 16 
Smart, J . D ., 242. 
So, 104 
Soggin, J. A., 42, 55 
Solomon, 6, 15, 45, 50, 56, 

57, 58, chapter 6 passim, 
66, 67, 70, 73, 87, 138, 
145, 146, 154, 162, 163, 
171, 174, 201 , 205, 206, 
210, 216, 219, 228, 229, 
262, 263, 274, 292 

Stephen, 187 
Succoth, 17 
Sumcr, 177, 178, 186 
Sumu-abum, 189 
Susa, Shushan, 184 
Syria, Syrians, 39, chapter 

15 passim (see also Ara
maeans) 

Tabecl , Son of, 99 
Tabor, 16 
Tabrimmon, 71, 154 
Tadmor, H ., 19, 104 
Taharqa: see Tirhakah 
Talmai,153 
Tamar, .50 
Tammuz, 186 
Tanis, 171 
Tekoa, 78, 237 
Tcll.el-Duweir, 129 
Teman, 149 
Thebes, 168, 170, 171, 175, 

184 
Thiele, E. R ., 72, 93, 94, 

104, 2~2-294 
Thoth, 88, 175 
Tiamat, 194, 195 
Tibni, 72 
Tiglath-pileser I, 179, 191 
Tiglath-pileser Ill, 94, 97, 

98 , 99, 100, 101, 102, 
103, 104, 111, 147, 156, 
162, 182, 187, 191 

Tigris, 177, 186, 189, 195 
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Tirhakah, 112, 113, 114, 
115, 170, 184 

Tirzah, 70, ' 95 
. Tjekker, 137 
Tob, 153 
Toi, 153 
Topheth, 205 . 
Torah,262 .. 
Transjordan, chapter 14 

passim (see also individual 
tribes) 

Tukulti,ninurta I, 179, 191 
Tushpa, 182 
Tuth-mose HI, 169 
Tyre, 74, 80, 97, 114, 115, 

128, 159, 161, 162, 163, 
164, 165, 166, 180, 193, 
237 

Ugarit, 9, 162, 275 
Ullendorff, E . , 60 
Ululai,l92 
Ur, 178, 189, 196 
Urartu, 181-183 
U riah (prophet), 124 
Uriah (Hittite), 149 
Urim and Thummim, 262, 

263 
Ussher, J., 292 
Utu, 186 
Uzzah, 44, 269 
Uzziah, 93, 94, 95, 97, 99, 

101, 139, 147, 156,245 

. Vaux, R. de, 78, 96, 105, 
131,174 

Venus, 203 
Vermes, G ., 252 
Vriezen, T.C., 150, 159 

Way of the. Sea, 120 
Weingreen, J ., 52 . 
Weiser, A., 228 
Wen-amun, 137,226 
Wenham, G. J., 45 
Whybray, R. N., 55 
Winward, S. F., 245 
Wiseman, D.J., 94, 98,123 
Woude, A . S. van der, 208 

Yadin, Y., 46 , 74, 202 
Yahu, 159 
Yaosh, 129 
Yaudi, 94, 156 
Ycrach, 203 
Young, E. J., i13 

Zadok, 31, 44, 45, 55, 56, 
57,59 

Zagros, 182 
Zakir, 156, 158 
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Zaphon, 275 
Zarephath, 80, 232 
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