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History In and Behind the Bible



Sources for Biblical History

• Archaeological excavations

• The Hebrew Bible 

• Texts that are not found in the Hebrew Bible

A 1904 stereograph: "The Stela of  
Amenophis III, raised by Merneptah
and bearing the earliest mention of  
Israel — Cairo, Egypt”



Pre-history of  Israel

• Oldest settlement in Palestine is in 
Jericho – ca 9000 BCE

• Ancient cultures flourished in Egypt 
and Mesopotamia

• Sumerians established city-states with 
polytheistic religions

• Ancestors of  the Israelites migrated to 
Palestine from Mesopotamia over a 
long period



Abram’s Journeys

Genesis 11-12



The 
Patriarchs

• Impossible to date with any certainty the 
exact time of  the patriarchs.

• Events of  Genesis 12-50 mostly likely fit 
between 2000 – 1700 BCE

• Name “Hebrews” is often associated with 
habiru, a group named in both Mesopotamia 
and Egypt, which could either be a tribe or 
perhaps a class of  people associated with 
outsiders.

• Israel is the name given to Jacob and his 
twelve sons become the 12 tribes of  Israel, 
the name associated with the tribe and 
religion



Religion of  
the 

Patriarchs

• Abram left his old gods behind in Haran and 
chose to follow this new God, entering into 
an exclusive covenant

• Many names for God in Genesis, probably 
names of  old clan gods who were now 
associated with the God of  Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob.

• El Shaddai (17:1), El Elyon (14:18), El Olam 
(21:33), El Roi (16:13), Yahweh Yireh (22:14), 
El Bethel (31:13)



Religious Development in the Bible

Polytheism = YHWH is 
one god among many and 
we can worship them all

• Genesis 31
• 1 Kings 11:7

Henotheism = There are 
other gods, but YHWH is 

our god—the best god

• Deuteronomy 32:8–9
• Psalm 135:5

Monotheism = YWWH is 
the only God – all others 
are false gods and idols

• Isaiah 43:10



Israel in Egypt

• Jacob comes down to Egypt  
• Genesis 46:1-4

• Hebrews become slaves in Egypt. 
• Exodus 1:8-12



The Exodus



When was the Exodus?

• No Egyptian records of  Israel during this period

• Evidence of  Semitic names and words in Egypt

• “habiru” had been brought as captives from 15th

c BC

• Most likely to have happened in the 13th c BC, 
perhaps in the reign of  Rameses II (c. 1290-
1224)



Crossing the Red Sea

•Exodus 14:5 When the king of  Egypt was told that the 
people had fled, the minds of  Pharaoh and his officials were 
changed towards the people, and they said, ‘What have we 
done, letting Israel leave our service?’ 6So he had his chariot 
made ready, and took his army with him; 7he took six hundred 
picked chariots and all the other chariots of  Egypt with 
officers over all of  them. The Lord hardened the heart of  
Pharaoh king of  Egypt and he pursued the Israelites, who 
were going out boldly. 9The Egyptians pursued them, all 
Pharaoh’s horses and chariots, his chariot drivers and his army; 
they overtook them camped by the sea, by Pi-hahiroth, in 
front of  Baal-zephon.



Where did they 
wander?

• No details about the locations where 
they wandered in the wilderness

• Giving of  the law at Mt. Sinai 
(Exodus) or Mt. Horeb 
(Deuteronomy)

• Sometimes associated with Jebel Musa 
in Sinai peninsula

• Other possible sites are Petra in Jordan 
or even a volcano in Arab peninsula



Deuteronomic History

• The Deuteronomist, or simply D, is one of  the sources identified through source 
criticism as underlying much of  the Hebrew Bible

• Seen by most scholars more as a school or movement than a single author,
Deuteronomistic material is found in the book of Deuteronomy, in the books 
of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings (the Deuteronomistic history), and also in 
the book of  Jeremiah.

• The author used his sources with a heavy hand, depicting Joshua as a grand, divinely 
guided conquest, Judges as a cycle of  rebellion and salvation, and the story of  the 
kings as recurring disaster due to disobedience to God.



Joshua and the Conquest of  Canaan

• Written in the 6th c BC, and set in the 13th c BC, this book tells the 
story of  the end of  the Exodus and the conquest of  Canaan.

• Challenging book in many ways:

• Hard to confirm any of  it with archaeological evidence

• Hard to reconcile God of  justice and mercy with ethnic 
cleansing and genocide

• Used in recent years to justify the claims of  modern Israel and 
Zionists



The Judges
15 Judges including:

• Deborah

• Gideon

• Samson

• Samuel



The Judges – Consistent Pattern

• Israel "does evil in the eyes of  Yahweh",

• the people are given into the hands of  their enemies and cry out to Yahweh,

• Yahweh raises up a leader,

• the "spirit of  Yahweh" comes upon the leader,

• the leader manages to defeat the enemy, and

• peace is regained.



The Monarchy

• Are you sure about this?

• 1 Samuel 8:4-9

• Samuel anoints Saul

• I Samuel 9:16—10:1



The United 
Monarchy

• Saul and David

• David and the expansion 
of  Israel

• Civil War

• Solomon and the Temple



Court History

• Books of  1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings are written 
very close to the events

• Court History refers to 2 Samuel 9-20, 1 Kings 1-2 
probably written early in King Solomon’s reign

• Saul c. 1050-1000 BC – continuous war with 
Philistines & other tribes

• David c. 1000-961 BC – warfare and expansion of  
the kingdom

• Solomon 961-922 BC – peace, prosperity and 
building of  the temple



The Divided 
Monarchy

• 2 Kingdoms

• Rehoboam of  Judah, 
capital is Jerusalem

• Jeroboam of  Israel, 
capital is Shechem

• 2 Versions of  this history
• Kings is written in the 

southern kingdom of  
Judah

• Chronicles is written 
in the northern 
kingdom of  Israel



Prophets in Northern 
Kingdom (Israel)

• Elijah, opponent of  religious 
inventions under Ahab and Jezebel.

• Elisha, chosen successor of Elijah.

• Amos.
• Hosea.

• Jonah.

• Nahum



Fall of  Israel –
722 BC

• Anarchy within the Northern 
Kingdom

• Revival and expansion of  Assyrian 
Empire – Tiglath-Pileser III 
(Shalmaneser)

• 2 Kings 17:1-6, 24



Judah

• From the fall of  Israel in 722 Judah existed as a vassal 
state occasionally making alliances with other nations like 
Syria and Egypt and declaring independence

• Assyrian Empire collapsed in 612
• Judah regains independence under Josiah who initiates a 

religious reform

• Recovers the book of  the law (Deuteronomy), destroys 
the idols, and renews the covenant (2 Kings 23)



Fall of  
Judah

• After the death of  Josiah, Judah became a 
subject state of  Egypt

• Neo-Babylonian empire under 
Nebuchadnezzar defeats the Egyptians and 
marches through Palestine

• Judah first becomes a vassal and then is 
defeated in 597.

• Jeremiah 39:1-10



The Exile (587-539)

1 By the rivers of  Babylon—
there we sat down and there we wept
when we remembered Zion.

2 On the willows there
we hung up our harps.

3 For there our captors
asked us for songs,

and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying,
‘Sing us one of  the songs of  Zion!’

4 How could we sing the Lord’s song
in a foreign land?

5 If  I forget you, O Jerusalem,
let my right hand wither!

6 Let my tongue cling to the roof  of  my 
mouth,

if  I do not remember you,
if  I do not set Jerusalem

above my highest joy.
Psalm 137



Isaiah and 
the Exile

Proto-Isaiah (chapters 1–39) 
containing the words of  Isaiah;

Deutero-Isaiah (chapters 40–55)
the work of  an anonymous 6th-century 
BCE author writing during the Exile;

Trito-Isaiah (chapters 56–66)
composed after the return from Exile.



Exile and the Message of  Hope

• Deutero-Isaiah proclaims hope for Israel during the exile
• Belief  in Monotheism – YHWH is the sovereign lord of  history

• God raises up Cyrus the Persian king as messiah (anointed one) to save and restore 
Israel

• Israel’s destiny as the suffering servant of  YHWH



Restoration

• Cyrus defeats the Babylonians in 538 and restores the 
remnant of  the Jewish community to Palestine (Ezra 1)

• Years of  struggle to rebuild in the midst of  hostile neighbors

• Stirrings of  Messianic hope – Haggai and Zechariah

• Urgency of  restoring the temple

• Temple is finished 515 (Ezra 6:13-18)

• Nehemiah sent to Jerusalem c. 440 and rebuilds the walls

• Ezra sent c. 428 to restore Israel’s religious practice—no 
more mixed marriage, renewed adherence to the law

Ezra reads the law to the people. 



Hellenistic Period 

• Alexander the Great (336-323)

• General Ptolemy in Egypt rules Palestine

• Greek-speaking Jews in Egypt produce the Septuagint

• Seleucids control Palestine – Antiochus Epiphanies (175-163)

• Policy of  promoting Greek culture, language and religion

• Desecration of  the temple

• Prophet Daniel

• Maccabean revolt (167-160 BC)



Roman Conquest

• End of  Maccabees’ rule and conquest by Rome is recorded in The Wars of  the Jews by the 
Jewish historian Josephus, (37–c. 100 CE).

• Ends in a civil war between two Hasmoneans – Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II
• Led to the siege of  Jerusalem in 63 BC by Pompey the Great
• Later the Herods became subject kings of  Judea
• Herod the Great (reigned c. 41 BC-4 BC) – responsible for rebuilding and expanding the 

second temple (the Herod who ordered the massacre of  the innocents)
• Succeeded by Herod Archelaus and Herod Antipas (the Herod of  the Gospel stories of  

John the Baptist and Jesus)



1st Century CE/AD

• The first century AD saw the death and resurrection of  Jesus

• The beginnings of  the Christian movement

• AD 66 Major Jewish revolt against Rome

• AD 70 Destruction of  Jerusalem and the Second Temple

• Radical reorganization of  Judaism into a religion of  the book, not of  the 
temple



Key Takeaways

• While the Bible contains a tremendous amount of  history, it is not primarily 
written to be an accurate factual history, but rather a record of  God’s 
relationship with humanity.

• The Hebrew Bible records the gradual development of  a sense of  identity of  
the people of  Israel as set apart by God for a purpose.

• While the people were influenced by all the neighboring cultures and 
religions, Israel developed a unique moral and religious identity which 
continued to evolve and grow through the centuries.



Questions?


