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Israel Becomes Like Other Nations  

In the 12th Century BC forces were set in motion that profoundly affected the Fertile Crescent. 

It was the beginning of the Iron Age.  

Shift from bronze to iron had important economic and political repercussions for everyone.  

 

 
 

Bronze Age  

Bronze Age marked the time that humans first started to work with metal materials.  

Bronze tools and weapons replaced the earlier stone versions. 

Ancient Sumerians in the Middle East may have been the first people to enter the Bronze Age. 

Technological advances included the first writing system and the invention of the wheel. 

Timeline lasted from roughly 3300 to 1200 BC.   

It ended abruptly with the almost simultaneous collapse of several prominent civilizations. 

 

Bronze Age also marked the rise of states or kingdoms. 

Large-scale societies joined under a central government by a powerful ruler. 

States interacted with each other through trade, warfare, migration, and the spread of ideas. 

Prominent Bronze Age kingdoms included Sumer and Babylonia in Mesopotamia. 

It also included Athens in Ancient Greece.   

 

By the 4th millennium BC the Sumerians had about a dozen city-states in Mesopotamia. 

Sumerians called themselves the black-headed ones.   

Aside from the use of bronze they pioneered the use of levees and canals for irrigation. 

They also invented the cuneiform script (one of the earliest forms of writing). 

Large-stepped pyramid temples, called ziggurats, were built by them. 

Remember how the story of the tower of Babel reflected negatively on the surrounding culture. 

 

Babylonia rose to prominence in the Bronze Age around 1900 BC (present-day Iraq). 

Capital city of Babylon was first occupied by the Amorites.  

Amorite king wrote the earliest and most complete written legal code. 

It was called the Code of Hammurabi. 

 



Assyria was a major political and military power. 

At its peak, the Assyrian Empire stretched from modern-day Iraq in east to Turkey in west. 

Assyrians frequently warred against the pharaohs of Ancient Egypt and the Hittite Empire. 

 

Bronze Age ended abruptly around 1200 BC in the Middle East.  

Historians do not know for sure what caused the Bronze Age to collapse. 

Many believe the transition was sudden, violent, and culturally disruptive. 

Ancient cities were abandoned, trade routes were lost, and literacy declined. 

Scholars believe a combination of natural catastrophes may have brought down the empires. 

Archaeological evidence suggest a succession of severe droughts over a 150-year period. 

Earthquakes, famine, sociopolitical unrest, and invasion by nomadic tribes played a role.   
 

 

 
 

 

Iron Age  

Israelite tribes entered Palestine before the end of the Late Bronze Age. 

They did not become established in their new home until the early part of the 12 Century BC.   

Their number was increased greatly during the settling of Canaan by seminomadic Hebrews. 

Excavation has made it clear that the Israelites built among the ruins of their precursors. 

New settlements sprang up rapidly all throughout the hill country. 

The resurgence of Canaanites could have overwhelmed the scattered Israelite clans. 

But it was prevented by the great invasion of the Sea Peoples in the early 12th Century BC. 

 

Among the invaders were the Philistines. 

Philistines conquered much of the region after their settlement in the south. 

Philistines kept small nations, like Israel, at their mercy. 

In 1 Samuel 13:19-22 the Hebrews had no smiths that could make swords and spears.  

Farmers had to go down to Philistine country to sharpen their agricultural implements. 



So long as the Philistines were powerful enough to hold back Israel, Israel had no future. 

Destruction of Shiloh and the capture of the Ark of the Covenant were reminders of that fact. 

Philistine aggression gave the final blow to the old Tribal Confederacy.  

It served as the stimulus for Israel to rally under a new entity (the monarchy). 

 

Expansion of Israel grew because of the political situation in the Fertile Crescent.  

No nation to the north was strong enough to interfere. 

Babylonians had fallen into political weakness after the demise of the Hammurabi regime. 

Hurrians were conquered in the 14th Century BC by the Assyrians. 

Hittites were pushed out of the way. 

Assyria was free to expand for a while but in 1050 BC it went dormant until the time of Elijah. 

 

1 Samuel 13-31 

With the situation so favorable towards Israel we read how Israel gained some political identity. 

Account of the reign of Saul is a tragic story of a leader who lived in a transitional period. 

It was between the collapse of the old Tribal Confederacy and the birth of a new order.    

Tragedy of his career revolved around his alienation from two people –  

Samuel who represented the old order. 

David who represented the new national order.  

It was at this time that Israel hoped to find a new unity and a new formulation of its faith.  

No historical narrative was written in the canon to sympathize with Saul. 

Narratives of 1 Samuel are dominated by the bias of historians of the Southern Kingdom. 

Saul was put in an unfavorable light in order to enhance the prestige of David. 

 

Concept of a Holy War  

When we talk about the monarchy and the formation of a kingdom, war was part of the equation. 

One example of how wars were interpreted by the Israelites can be found in 1 Samuel 15.  

Story is based on an authentic historical memory. 

Amalekites lived in the Negeb to the south of Beersheba. 

They were long-time enemies of Israel dating back to the wilderness experience (Exodus 17). 

Amalek was the first enemy that Israel encountered after the crossing of the Red Sea. 

Writers of Scripture set encounters with Amalek in the days of Moses and Joshua. 

It was their way of saying that hostilities were long-established.   

 

As the story unfolds we cringe because total extermination is not acceptable to us. 

We need to try to understand this story from the religious perspective of Israel. 

According to their version of the story Yahweh commanded Israel to punish Amalek. 

It was a religious action and therefore designated as a holy war.   

 

Holy wars were understood within the context of the Tribal Confederacy. 

Covenant bond with Yahweh imposed certain obligations on the different tribes. 

One obligation was to respond to Yahweh when he summoned them into battle. 

Response of the call was a test of loyalty to the God of the covenant.  

People were to offer themselves willingly and would consecrate themselves before the war. 

Strategy of the holy war was not so much to fight battles but to frighten the enemy. 

Terror of God was to make the enemies flee in panic and confusion. 



In a holy war the spoil (what was left after the battle was over) was called hérem. 

It was to be a sacrifice devoted to Yahweh and belonged exclusively to Yahweh. 

It became a sin for anyone to take anything for themselves regardless of the motive. 

To take anything from the sacrifice was regarded as breaking the faith.  

It was an offense against the holiness of Yahweh. 

 

With the collapse of the Tribal Confederacy the old notion of a holy war disappeared. 

When Israel emerged as a nation the kings mirrored the actions of the surrounding countries. 

Israel fought with chariots and infantry and without a qualm they took anything they could. 

But in the day of Saul the old standard was still in effect. 

When Saul was commanded to destroy the Amalekites completely he was under the old ban. 

Instead Saul took part of the spoil. 

His sin was that he used his own judgment in deciding how far to go in obeying Yahweh. 

 

To us the sparing of Agag was humane and the taking of the best livestock was wise. 

But by the old standards everything belonged to Yahweh. 

Saul did not give complete obedience to Yahweh as it was understood at that time. 

It was an act of disloyalty that affected the whole Israelite community.   

Because Saul had rejected the word of Yahweh, Yahweh rejected him as king over Israel. 

 

It was the decisive break with Samuel (the last representative of the Tribal Confederacy). 

A more sympathetic view of Saul would have portrayed his impulsive acts in a better light. 

But by these redactors the absence of the prophet was the absence of Yahweh. 

Saul was cast off by God. 

Saul was denied the security of Yahweh and David only aggravated the situation.  

His personal charm, gallantry and success was a threat to Saul. 

And to add to his misery the spirit of Yahweh departed from Saul. 

 

Concept of holy war was widespread in the ancient Near East during the biblical period. 

All the nations believed that their affairs were controlled by the gods. 

They attributed military successes to the work of their gods. 

So these atrocities were written to reflect the culture of the time. 

Since Israelites only had one God then it was Yahweh who commanded the battles. 

 

Concept of a Just War  

Just war perspective was developed within the Christian tradition by medieval theologians. 

Determination to go to war was no longer under the perceived direct command from God.  

It was based on the universal sense of justice.   

In Judges 11:14-27 Jephthah asked God to judge the merits of a land dispute with Ammonites.  

With the history of Israel being violent we see here a pacifist tradition developing. 

Some patriarchs and prophets pointed to a more excellent way of dealing with conflict.  

For example Amos would condemn surrounding nations for violating accepted norms of justice. 

 

 

 

 



In these settings God is not perceived as an overpowering sovereign. 

Just war scenarios occurred often enough in the Bible. 

It showed that this tradition co-existed in ancient Israel alongside other understandings of war. 

Experience was that they were almost constantly threatened from neighboring peoples.   

They were pushed toward more militant and emotional views of warfare.   

Yet sometimes they moved to a calmer, more reasoned approach.  

 

Christians faced a hostile Roman Empire during the first two hundred years after Christ. 

Most Christians were pacificists. 

After the conversion of Emperor Constantine a holy war mentality grew stronger. 

It reached a peak during the 11th through 13th centuries with the Crusades. 

Just war tradition continued to develop from the Middle Ages to the present.  

Yet all three traditions have persisted throughout Christian history. 

Each (holy war, just war, and pacificist) has its roots in biblical texts.  

 

We struggle to move beyond the holy-war mentality in the Old Testament.  

Many ancient Israelite practices are not normative for us such as . . .  

Polygamy, patriarchal treatment of women in society, and dietary laws in religion. 

Using this standard the holy war mentality was more influenced by the surrounding cultures.  

It had less to do with a revelation by God.  

 

Pacificist and just war positions are more theologically in line with our Christian teachings. 

We place severe limits on the use of violence to resolve conflict.   

Pacificists urge that there is always a non-violent way to respond to conflict.  

Just war theorists insist that violence must be the last resort. 

It should be carried out in a restrained manner and used with humility and grief. 

 

Back to the Demise of Saul 

Frustrated in his efforts to track down David, he found himself confronted by the Philistines. 

Israelite armies were gathered by Mount Gilboa. 

Mount Gilboa was on the southern flank of the pass that led to the Philistine fort, Beth-shan. 

At the sight of the large army concentrated in the valley below Saul made a plea to Yahweh. 

Yahweh did not respond to Saul. 

He heard from Samuel the crushing prophecy of doom. 

Saul was defeated and the Philistine victory at the battle of Mount Gilboa was decisive. 

 

Israelite armies were dispersed. 

Philistines now controlled the valley leading from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan Valley. 

Complete conquest of Israelite territory was within easy reach. 

But the Philistines did not follow through with their victory which is an unsolved mystery.   

From the perspective of the redactors it was because of the rise of David to power.  

With amazing swiftness David reorganized the Israelite army. 

He dealt a death blow to Philistine power and established a dynasty that lasted 400 years.  

 

 

 



Book of Jasher 

It is one of the so-called Lost Books of the Bible and is twice cited in Scripture. 

One reference is in Joshua 10:13 and the other is in 2 Samuel 1:18. 

Jasher in Hebrew means Upright. 

Book of Jasher is then the Book of the Upright or Book of the Just Man.   

It contains early Israelite poetry.   

For our purposes the passage from 2 Samuel is about David lamenting for Saul and Jonathan. 

Single verse confirms the poetic talent of David. 

It helps to explain the later attribution of many biblical psalms to David. 

 

Book is mentioned in the Bible but left out of the canon. 

Other Hebrew works are mentioned in the Bible that are not in our canon. 

 

Numbers 21:14   Book of the Wars of the Lord 

1 Kings 4:32   Solomon composed more than a thousand songs 

    Only two are preserved (Psalm 72 and 127) 

1 Kings 14:29   Acts of Rehoboam and the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah 

1 Chronicles 29:29   Book of Samuel the Seer  

    Book of Nathan the Prophet 

    Book of Gad the Seer 

 

Acts 17:28   Quoted from the poets Epimenides and Aratus  

Titus 1:12   Paul included a quote from the Cretan poet, Epimenides 

 

Next Session – April 28 

Monarchy under David  

 


