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Chapter I 

Foundations 

Urusalim/Yerushalem: 

Canaanite, then Judahite, royal city in the southern Levant 
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1. Approaching ancient1 Jerusalem 

 

1.1. Sources and attitudes 

When trying to tell the story of early Jerusalem, one encounters a series of problems, 

some common, others uncommon, and none of them trivial or easy to resolve.  

 

There is the common problem of sources, namely, whether we have any and how to 

interpret them. In the case of Jerusalem, a wealth of information is available pertaining to 

some aspects of the history of the city but not to others. No other ancient Canaanite city 

has been so thoroughly excavated yet yielded so little evidence pertaining to what is 

known from the biblical sources. This, in turn, is an uncommon problem: Scripture and 

tradition provide us with a lot of information that has not been corroborated by 

archeological and epigraphic evidence. This is not to say that we know nothing. We know 

a lot, but there is no agreement on what it means.  

 

The archeological findings accumulated over the past hundred and fifty years have been 

impressive but they have not coalesced into an undisputed picture of the distant past. This 

has been a source of frustration, and the debate among scholars on ancient Jerusalem is 

ongoing and sometimes acrimonious.2 To get a better picture of the ancient city would 

require undoing more recent layers of construction; basically the entire city now above 

ground would need to go if we wanted to ascertain the city’s past.3 This does not seem 

worth the effort especially since it is not at all certain that we would learn much more 

                                                 
1 The term “ancient” is not value neutral or descriptive but qualifies everything that came before the 
classical period of Greece and Rome. It is one of those elements of the western master narrative that must 
be looked at with suspicion, but a more value neutral substitute has as yet to emerge. On the historiography 
of biblical antiquity see John H. Hayes, “The History of the Study of Israelite and Judaean History” in 
HAYES and MILLER (1977): 1-69. 
2 As an introduction to the current state of the archaeological study of ancient Jerusalem see KILLEBREW 
(2003). 
3 In some urban spaces of post-1967, bulldozers are said to have been used to clear the medieval to modern 
urban landscape in order to retrieve the remnants of the ancient city. Complaints about the use of large 
machines as incompatible with the scholarly ethos of archeological work may by now have taken on the 
character of urban legend, but they are also found in serious literature. See, e.g., KAPLONY (2002): 2, 
BIEBERSTEIN and BLOEDHORN (1994) vol. I: 49, VAUGHN and KILLEBREW (2003), passim. Cf. 
ABU EL-HAJ (2001). 
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than we already know. The trouble with the study of Jerusalem’s past is that it cannot be 

undertaken without destroying the living city. Had it been abandoned like ancient 

Megiddo, Hazor, Lachish, or Samaria, scholars such as the pioneering Kathleen Kenyon 

would have long since unearthed stratum by stratum and described the city’s fate as far as 

it can be deciphered from its material remains. Since the city was always rebuilt, it is 

difficult to ascertain what ancient Jerusalem was really like. 

 

But Jerusalem’s archeology is only part of the trouble. The other part is the abundance of 

knowledge about Jerusalem that one finds in biblical literature. Jerusalem was of central 

concern to the authors of this literature. But their accounts of the city’s distant past are 

internally incoherent, they differ from one another, and they contain much that is 

anachronistic and ideologically motivated. Though the biblical authors seem to agree that 

the city was at some point conquered or taken from its previous owners (i.e., like much of 

the rest of the “Land of Israel,” the city, according to these sources, is not an Israelite 

founding), there is no distinct memory of the identity of the original owners, and the 

accounts (or our conventional reading of these accounts) inflate the city’s role in the 

overall history of Israel. The circumstances and the scope of the Babylonian destruction 

of Jerusalem are also not unanimously reported and the writing about this catastrophy is 

surprisingly terse and formulaic. When it comes to historical information, the Bible is a 

rather irritating source: it is rich in details such as names and family relationships and it 

abounds with stereotypical judgments on good and bad kings but it rarely provides 

individual coloring to personages who, were it not for their names, could just as well 

have remained anonymous. The kings whose exploits are most broadly related, David and 

Solomon, have no foothold in the archeological record but they are the great heroes of the 

literary tradition. We have what seem to be the authentic voices of prophets who lived in 

and knew the Jerusalem of their own time and articulated strong views about the city, her 

dignitaries, and her neighbors, some favorable, others disparaging. Though lively, these 

oracles are not always unambiguously attributable to a particular situation. Just as the 

prose histories, the poetic oracles are preserved in elaborately edited writings that make it 

difficult to distinguish between authentic traditions and editorial layers. To be sure, this 
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overall trouble with the gap between literary traditions and documentable history also 

applies to other ancient societies many of which we know even less about. 

 

Finally, there are the attitudes we bring to Scripture and ancient history. Scripture used to 

be taken as a reliable source of the origins of “Israel,” the covenanted nation of YHWH. 

From a modern perspective one would regard this statement as a problematic mixture of 

the mythological and the historical. But for the people of the ancient Eastern 

Mediterranean, this was a rather typical use of history. The larger historiographic 

narrations provided stories of origin and legitimacy for a particular state or empire. This 

was the point of historiography, and no one was bothered if the accounts provided 

mythological origins for the distant and undocumented past or if one claimed divine 

descent for the great founders. Thus, just as the events and personages of Homer’s Iliad 

were used by Virgil to provide Roman society with a founding legend that connected 

them with a past educated Romans could appreciate (Virgil, writing at the time of 

Augustus Caesar, traced the founding of Rome to Aeneas and the heroes of Troy), 

biblical historiography served as the founding legend of the Christian community of 

Rome that was in need of an ancient origin in order to escape the charge of “innovation.”4 

That things happened the way they were described in Scripture was taken for granted, 

and the literal historical sense of the events reported was important to Jews, Christians, 

and Muslims alike. The factuality of the recorded history was important to all of them 

although they all emphasized different aspects of this history or interpreted the meaning 

of the same history differently, as we will show later on. For a number of reasons, and 

differently at different times and in different interpretive communities, the historical 

sense of Scripture became subservient to other senses that were of greater immediate 

relevance to believers. The most famous scholastic distinction in this respect speaks of a 

“fourfold sense of Scripture.” Versions of this hermeneutical rule of multiple meanings 

can be found in medieval Jewish and Christian sources, but they have their parallels in 

the Islamic tradition as well. Multiple reading was important to Christians from the very 

beginning, since they do not literally appear in the story they made their own, except if 

they considered themselves “Israel,” as they did. The early Christian movement, which 

                                                 
4 Cf. DROGE (1989). 
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perhaps arose among the Jews of the Galilee (part of the erstwhile lands of Israel with a 

mixed population) but soon took hold in Jerusalem, competed with other Jewish sects 

who had their own interpretations of the “Law and the Prophets” and other 

understandings of who was “Israel.” That written text is open to manifold interpretation 

had long been lamented. Plato, for example, had wanted to banish poets from his perfect 

state. More formally, however, certain principles of sacred-text-interpretation were 

worked out by the grammarians of Alexandria, who used “allegory,” a strategy known 

from the interpretation of dreams, to read away the anthropomorphic and anthropopathic 

qualities that pre-classical Greek literature, such as the works of Homer and Hesiod, had 

ascribed to the gods and that were no longer philosophically acceptable. To maintain the 

authority of the ancient texts, one needed to interpret them allegorically. The Jewish 

middle-Platonist, Philo of Alexandria (c. 40 BCE to 40 CE) used the same strategy in his 

commentaries on the narrative and legal passages of the Mosaic Torah to transcend the 

historical sense of Scripture and show its deeper meanings.  

 

After centuries during which moral, salvation-economical, and mystical exegesis 

dominated, the modern period saw a peculiar return to the historical aspects of Scripture. 

This shift is rooted in the history of the Enlightenment and its impact on the formation of 

the modern academic study of the Bible. The liberal Protestant theological tradition in 

particular cultivated the historical-critical method of Bible scholarship as a middle way 

between the atheistic denial of revelation and the anti-modernist insistence to the 

contrary. Modern Bible scholarship has emphasized historical study as the condition of 

the possibility of understanding the meaning of Scripture as its authors or first readers 

must have understood it, the same method one would bring to the study of historical 

sources in general. For defenders of the truth of revelation, history and historicity of the 

biblical events as reported in Scripture have therefore become the last bastion of defense 

of the truth of revelation. This explains why debates on biblical history and the reliability 

of the biblical authors have continued to be conducted with the utmost passion. 

 

The historical impulse, i.e., the desire to know what really happened, does not stop with 

the historians; it is a broadly popular attitude. The popular interest in historical truth, as 
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opposed to religious truth, is evident in the success of titles such as “The Bible 

Unearthed.”5 Whether it is buried under centuries of dust, ignorance, and false 

assumptions, we want to uncover it! We have a “Discovery Channel” and a “History 

Channel,” and one of the most popular figures in current cinematic fiction is “Indiana 

Jones,” an archeologist: the historian as a cultural hero.  

 

At the bottom of our desire to know the truth, the authentic, and the genuine is a 

conflicted attitude. We generally prefer the truth to falsehood, honesty to dishonesty, 

trustworthiness to untrustworthiness, especially in figures of authority. We want to be 

told the truth by our physicians, our colleagues and bosses, but especially by our 

politicians, although we occasionally permit ourselves to fool others, and we do so with 

good and moral reasons. For example, we do not always answer our children completely 

and truthfully when we deem such an answer harmful to them. When it comes to 

Scripture, most people, pious or not, assume that the author of a sacred text is always a 

saint and never a liar. Historical critique seems to undermine this assumption when it 

seeks to distinguish the authentic and genuine from the questionable, late, or 

ideologically motivated and contrived. In this sense, it is irreligious. It imputes ulterior 

motives to the Bible’s authors, which—since the ultimate author ought to be God 

himself, who speaks through his prophets—would classify Scripture as a political 

document. (Islam cut this Gordic knot early on when it postulated a new, final, and 

perfect revelation that was, at the same time, the oldest, first, and original one that had 

now been restored.) In defense of modern scholarship one might say that the justification 

for approaching sacred texts with a “hermeneutic of suspicion” is the belief in the 

salutary effect of the truth: knowlegde is better than ignorance. Most of all, the biblical 

authors, in their simple ways, may have been deceived deceivers rather than little 

Machiavellis; they were children of their times and they may have conveyed truthful 

ancient traditions, little nuggets of historical gold, quite inadvertently. 

 

The desire for the true and authentic has permeated our culture. The 19th-century 

founders of the modern study of antiquity, for example, regarded the original as superior 

                                                 
5 See FINKELSTEIN and SILBERMAN (2001). 
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to the derived, the Urtext to the copy, the earlier to the later, etc. This was part of their 

“scientific” ethos, built into assumptions about the history of civilization.6 This 

assumption existed alongside the one we often associate with history, namely, the notion 

of progress. Modern historians of antiquity have not generally subscribed to belief in 

progress. What they pursue instead is the golden grail of the first, the genuine, and the 

authentic. Implicit in this kind of preference is the dismissal of the later as epigonal7 and 

unoriginal, lacking in genuine value. We prefer the great founders to the successors, 

continuators, restorers, and repristinators.  

 

This attitude peaked around 1902 when the first wave of archeological excavations of the 

Ancient Near East had succeeded in uncovering Babylonian, Assyrian, and Egyptian 

archives that appeared to contain the long lost originals of which the biblical stories 

seemed merely distorted copies. The public debate, known in German as the Bibel-Babel-

Streit, involved the establishment of Bible scholars (a discipline of great repute in the 

Protestant world) and Assyriologists (a new discipline in need of public funding) but also 

reached members of the political establishment, including Emperor Wilhelm II himself. 

The subtext of the affair was anti-Semitic; the cultural prerogative of Assyria (in the 

Bible: a loathed enemy) proved to the Germans that they owed nothing, not even the 

Bible, to the Jews and everything to people with whom they felt a greater affinity: the 

ancient Mesopotamians who founded the world’s first urban civilizations.8 

 

Another, more popular form of the same inclination to invest the historically first with the 

value of the authentic and genuine, is the dismissal of Islam as a mere copy-cat religion; a 

Judaism or Christianity manqué; a hodgepodge of half-remembered and misunderstood 

oral traditions with little genuine original insights of its own. What makes such 

judgments difficult to overcome is not so much that they contain a grain of truth, which 

                                                 
6 Cf. NIPPEL (1993). 
7 The term “epigone” is used to describe those who emerged after the war of Alexander’s diadochoi had 
ended. In the 19th-century historiography of Hellenism (esp. Droysen), Alexander represented the purely 
Hellenic that was compromised, bastardized, and orientalized by his successors.  
8 See Friedrich Delitzsch, Bibel und Babel. Ein Vortrag (Leipzig: Hinrich’s 1902) and cf. ARNOLD and 
WEISBERG (2002). According to Delitzsch’s extreme anti-Semitism, the Galileans (including Jesus) 
weren’t Jewish at all but Aryans who had been resettled by the Assyrians, an excellent example of the 
ideological distortions to which seemingly critical historiography is susceptible. 
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they may, but that they imbue seemingly plausible historical observations with far-

reaching value judgments that are extrinsic to the observations as such. It often takes 

decades and major shifts in cultural paradigms for this kind of summary judgment to be 

undone. Once popularized, such judgments are even harder to dislodge. 

 

The relation between historical critique and biblical tradition remains problematic. To 

study history with indifference (sine ira et studio) means to set aside one’s attachment to 

the truth of the stories, to the truthfulness of their authors, and to the reliability of what 

we have received from our traditions. To engage with the history of our traditions 

requires of us to suspend received assumptions without fear of loss and in the hope of 

gaining a new footing. This pursuit may appear destructive to the beginner, but once 

begun, it can be extremely rewarding. It is like a voyage to unfamiliar, even unexplored 

territory. Historical work may lead to a letting go of dearly held beliefs or the undoing of 

stubborn presuppositions; it always entails a defamiliarization of the familiar; but the 

reward is an exhilarating reacquaintance with the past. 

 

1.2. Reading the Bible as a historical source 

The historical overview of ancient Jerusalem in this chapter is guided by our interest in 

the role of Scripture in the formation of Jerusalem as a religious symbol. In our view, it is 

an open question when, where, for what reasons and in what manner Jerusalem took on 

the metaphysical dimension of the city of the God. It is my hypothesis that this has 

something to do with Scripture. The difficulty we need to consider is the following. We 

already know that “we” (i.e., the monotheistic traditions) would not care for Jerusalem at 

all if it were not for Scripture. But Scripture is itself a complicated entity: it is a body of 

texts received as Scripture. If at all possible, one should distinguish between the attitude 

of those who made certain texts into Scripture and those texts themselves. We tentatively 

call the texts that became Scripture “biblical literature” to distinguish the content or texts 

that became Scripture from the act of canonization and its effect on the way in which 
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biblical literature was received. In other words, we try to approach what became 

Scripture as texts in their own right and apart from their reception as Scripture.9  

 

What we encounter in this literature is the attempt of one or several generations of a 

people who had to come to terms with the destruction of their commonwealth. At the 

heart of this commonwealth—not from its inception and not from everyone’s point of 

view but historically speaking at its peak and at the end—stood the city of Jerusalem as 

the unrivalled center of an independent state in the highlands of the ancient southern 

Levant. If biblical literature gnaws a bone it is the bone of the rise and fall of the Israelite 

commonwealth. It ought to be possible to learn something about the history of ancient 

Jerusalem and its vicissitudes from these sources. On the other hand, it seems as if these 

sources are in many ways deficient when they are approached from this historical 

perspective. My approach differs from others in that I do not wish to privilege “what 

really happened” over what the editors and authorships of our biblical literature made of  

“what really happened” (if that can at all be ascertained). Rather, by distinguishing what 

may have happened from what our authors made of it I hope to separate the layers in the 

process of transformation of Jerusalem from a real city into the symbol it became in the 

Scriptural traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The historical reconstruction of 

what became a paradigmatic history is only the first step in this process. 

 

Among the historiographic problems that are specific to our subject is the question of the 

value of our biblical texts as historical sources. I raise this question here for obvious 

reasons: if the texts are completely unhistorical, then everything is ideological or a 

product of the imagination of the authors of biblical literature. But if there is something 

like a general historicity to the memory of remote times contained in biblical 

historiography, no matter how early or late it was put together in the present form, how 

far can we trust it to report the truth and how are we to distinguish between truth and 

fiction? Should we be minimalists or maximalists? 

 

                                                 
9 On canon and canonization of biblical literature and the shift in biblical studies from history to literary 
approaches see, among others, DAVIES (1998), VELTRI (2006). 
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We begin with what appears to be an element of general historicity as conveyed by the 

biblical historians. Modern historians speak of an epochal transition from the Bronze Age 

to the Iron Age Levant, a transition that occurred sometime around 1200 BCE and as a 

result of which we encounter the new political entities familiar from both biblical 

literature and extra-biblical sources, namely, the two kingdoms of the Israelites and the 

Judahites along with their immediate neighbors, the Philistine Pentapolis, the Phoenician 

port cities (Tyre, Sidon, etc.), the Arameans of Damascus, and the Trans-Jordanian 

kingdoms of Ammon, Moab, and Edom. Even without opening any history books about 

the Ancient Near East, we are already familiar with this transition to Iron Age society and 

the turmoil that preceded it, namely, as refracted through the lense of the biblical 

historians. Although these historians wrote generations later, archeological and historical 

records from outside the Bible confirm the familiarity of the biblical authors with the 

names of ancient places, with the social conditions that prevailed as far back as the 

Bronze Age, with political realities enshrined in popular sayings, etc. But the ancient 

memories and oral traditions, ritual and legal practices, rules of wisdom, songs, myths, 

sayings, and other traditions that came down from earlier times became part of a 

literature that served the purposes and interests of the time at which it was composed. 

Furthermore, this literature was modified and added to over long periods of time and it 

has come down to us in manuscripts that are even more recent; the earliest manuscripts of 

texts that became the Bible were found in caves near the Dead Sea where they seem to 

have been hidden at the advance of the Roman armies commanded by Titus, who had 

recently destroyed the temple of Jerusalem. The oldest writings among the manuscripts of 

the Judaean desert or “Dead Sea Scrolls” are no older than perhaps the late third or early 

second century B.C.E.; most have been dated to around the middle of the first century 

BCE to the middle of the first century CE. Comparison between the generally accepted 

Hebrew text tradition (the Masoretic text) and the apparently more ancient Greek 

translation of an earlier Hebrew version that agreed in many details with the versions 

discovered near the Dead Sea shows that the text of most of the books that were 

eventually included in the different canons of Scripture were still in flux as recently as 

Hellenistic and Roman times.10 It is therefore virtually impossible to determine when 

                                                 
10 Cf. SCHNIEDEWIND (2003): 375-6. 
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exactly a text was first fixated in the form in which it has come down to us. As a result, 

we can rarely be certain whether literary traditions, such as for example those pertaining 

to the Solomonic temple, reflect accurate historical memories of the time to which they 

purport to pertain or the concerns of a completely different age. Is it possible that a body 

of literature that was in flux for centuries preserved authentic historical traditions that 

span a period of more than a millenium? Or is the similarity between biblical 

historiography and certain observations of modern archeologists and historians of the 

Ancient Near East the result of a historical imagination that is always already guided by 

the biblical tradition? 

 

In any case, biblical historians are not simply chronists who recorded what happened 

when it happened. They used (or, rather, they say they used) older sources but, as is 

obvious from the evaluations they introduce in addition to the narrative, their major 

interest is in interpreting or explaining what their own traditions (or those they choose to 

rely on) said had happened in earlier times. Some facts (e.g., names of certain kings, 

historical events such as the siege of Jerusalem at the time of Sennacherib and Hezekiah, 

the destruction of Jerusalem at the time of Nebuchadrezzar, the subsequent presence of 

the Judahite king and his sons in Babylon) contained in their historical accounts can be 

authenticated, but some of the major claims are, by modern criteria, either fictional or 

anachronistic or on principle beyond authentication. The modern historical critique of the 

Bible began with a critique of the miracles as, on principle, beyond the scope of the 

believable. It should be noted, however, that actual miracles are completely absent from 

the biblical historiography pertaining to the age of the monarchy. What is remembered as, 

on the whole, miraculous is the first taking of the land in the age of Joshua. This means 

that Iron Age or later Judahites had no or few accurate recollections of how their 

forefathers had come to settle where they did but remembered that they lived in cities that 

they had not built and harvested vineyards and olive groves they had not planted. In this 

sense, even the miraculous is not a troublesome exaggeration but a psychologically 

appropriate form of expression of an authentic memory.11  

                                                 
11 To be sure, the Book of Joshua contains memories and traditions from several periods and was shaped 
most likely in the interest of the returnees from the Babylonian exile, the socalled golah. 
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What can be independently confirmed in addition to the existence of the political entities 

as such, as well as some of their economic and demographic circumstances, pertains 

mostly to the relations these petty kingdoms of the Levant maintained with one another 

and with the successive imperial administrations that controlled the region west of the 

Euphrates, namely, Egypt, the Hittites, neo-Assyria, neo-Babylonia, and later the 

Achaemenid Persians, the Macedonians, and the Romans. Biblical literature is actually 

one of the best mirrors we have of the rise and fall not just of Israel and Judah but also of 

other small kingdoms of the Levant (such as Damascus, Tyre, and Sidon), precisely 

because it reflects the political changes of the Iron Age from the perspective of one of the 

minor participants, rather than one of the great empires, and hence gives expression to the 

experience of many who suffered a similar fate. What moderns may attribute to internal 

and external political, economic, environmental, and other general factors, the biblical 

historians and prophets attributed to the behavior of kings, of the notables, the 

commoners, their wives, and ultimately to the deity. If the notables did “what was right” 

in the eyes of YHWH, things went well, if they did “what was evil” in the eyes of 

YHWH, things deteriorated. In other words, while modern historians evaluate historical 

events from a pragmatic-political perspective, the biblical historians evaluated them from 

a moral-theological perspective. But this does not mean that there were no events to be 

evaluated. To the contrary: no past would have needed to be invented if there was no 

recent history to be remembered and no present to be experienced that forced these 

authors to pay attention to the fragility of the political world and seek orientation for a 

common future. 

 

Whether the biblical historiographers’ assumption about historical causality was foolish 

or wise is secondary to a different problem that arises from their writing. For obvious 

reasons, the ancient historians were extremely focused on what they believed was “right” 

and what was “evil” in the eyes of YHWH. But they did not always agree on what this 

meant. The struggle for moral, theological, and political orientation is discernible in the 

various sources and layers of text and it renders the most important chapters of the 

historical accounts rather convoluted. Too many editorial hands ruined passages dealing 
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with things that were of seminal interest to all. This is the case with the story of the end 

of Jerusalem and its aftermath, which is recalled in several places (2 K 23-25, Jer 37-43, 

the Book of Lamentations, 2 Chr 36). There are, if anything, too many accounts and too 

many reasons given for this tragic event, sometimes in the space of a few verses.  

 

In one way or another a great part of biblical literature relates to the rise and fall of the 

ancient YHWHistic monarchies, the states of Israel and Judah. Of particular importance 

as historical sources are the biblical books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. 

Arranged in this sequence and read together, these books narrate a coherent story that 

takes the reader from the time the Israelites entered Canaan to the establishment of a 

monarchy in Israel, narrating its vicissitudes (based on a parallel chronology of the 

kingdoms of Israel and Judah) and culminating in the destruction of the states of Israel 

and Judah. This grand narrative is augmented by contemporary oracles preserved in the 

prophetic books of Hosea and Amos (8th-century Israel), Micah and Isaiah (later 8th 

century Judah and Jerusalem), Nahum and Zephaniah (7th century Judah), Jeremiah and 

Habakuk (late 7th to early 6th century), and Ezekiel (6th century Jerusalem and Babylon). 

Some of the prophetic oracles speak to contemporary events and allow us to get a 

glimpse of the internal discussions and sentiments that prevailed at a particular time of 

crisis such as when Jerusalem was threatened by a coalition of Israelite and Aramean 

(Damascene) forces and prophet Isaiah counsels the king in Jerusalem to wait out the 

threat rather than calling on the Assyrian empire for help, or when, during the Babylonian 

siege, prophet Jeremiah counsels king Zedekiah to surrender. This advice is given in the 

name of YHWH, which helps us to understand some of the social reality behind some of 

the biblical language: YHWH never speaks directly (even if the literature sometimes 

makes it appear this way); he always speaks through a prophet. In other words, the voice 

of YHWH is the prophetic voice, the point of view of those prophets whose words were 

recorded and augmented by the prophetic schools and scribes who maintained their 

tradition. The prophetic books also contain prose passages, some of which are virtually 

identical with entire chapters found in the historical works while others offer different 

versions of historical events. In addition, the Book of Chronicles provides an alternative 

account to Joshua through Kings in a narration that reflects a different point of view. The 
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Chronicler (an individual or a group) was active at least as late as Persian times (after 539 

BCE, some believe closer to the end of the Persian empire in the 4th century). This 

account “corrects” the narrative as presented in Joshua through Kings by augmenting it 

with material known from the Pentateuch and otherwise unknown sources. 

 

We see, then, that within the corpus of sacred Scriptures presupposed in Roman times 

(the time of Philo of Alexandria, of Jesus and his disciples, of Hillel the Elder, and 

Josephus), a good chunk of writings, namely, “the Prophets” (neviim), deal with one issue 

and with this issue alone, namely, the rise and fall of the ancient kingdoms of Israel and 

Judah. Within this story, the fall of Jerusalem ranked as the final and most disastrous 

event, just as its return to life after the exile, when it attained the status of the “mother 

city” of a far-flung diaspora, constituted the pivot of the national-religious consciousness 

of that time. We should emphasize, however, that the position of Jerusalem in the biblical 

writings, esp. in the part of the canon that became known as “the Prophets” must be 

distinguished from the singular focus on Jerusalem that prevailed in the second 

commonwealth (c. 520 BCE to 70 CE). “The Prophets” deal with Israel and Judah, while 

in the later age, “Israel” and what constitutes membership in this community had become 

a hotly contested theological-political concept. This was an entirely different situation, 

precipitated by the presence of normative sacred Scriptures whose meanings were 

contested. The same is the case neither for the earlier age nor exactly “within” the texts 

(or among the authorships) that became Scripture. In the texts that became Scripture, the 

consensus seems that the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 was the final point in a long 

history of decline, abuse, neglect, and bad judgment that had brought down two 

YHWHistic kingdoms. What prepares the ground for the later (“Second Temple”) 

position is the theory, formulated before the destruction of Jerusalem (586) but after the 

fall of Samaria (722), that the destruction of Israel could have been avoided if it had 

stayed loyal to YHWH, to Jerusalem, and to the House of David. The original concern of 

the biblical historians was not the city as such but what it represented to them, i.e., the 

success of the polity of Israel as a nation covenanted to YHWH, the true owner of the 

land. This needs to be kept in mind. 
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Jerusalem was destroyed, an event that—even if only in hindsight—looms large in a 

historiography that reflects the interests not just of the generation that experienced it but 

of generations that were charged with figuring out why it happened and how it could 

have been avoided. In a sense, the entire biblical corpus seems now focused on the 

question of how such a national disaster could have been avoided then and can be 

avoided in the future.12  

 

The biblical historians speak of a conquest and a substantive reshaping of the city under 

kings David and Solomon (cf. 2 Sam 5, 2 K 2-11). The literary accounts are neither 

internally coherent (e.g., 2 Sam 12:20 presupposes a “house of the LORD” at the time of 

David, before Solomon built the temple)13 nor does the general picture agree neatly with 

the archeological and epigraphic evidence. (Archeological studies have shown that the 

Jerusalem of the time of David and Solomon consisted of public buildings but no 

discernible residential area.) The archeological record shows no significant building 

activity or increase in settlement of the city and its rural environs for the time that would 

correspond to what the Bible describes as the age of a united kingdom. There is also no 

contemporary epigraphic reference to the personages of David and Solomon. For these 

reasons it may be helpful to look for other factors, rooted in known facts rather than 

general history or the literary works of a later age, when we go about narrating the 

ancient history of Jerusalem. When we step back from Scripture in this fashion, we do so 

not for polemical but for methodological reasons. If we wish to understand the impact 

Scripture had on the formation of Jerusalem as a symbol, we need to keep the symbolic 

meanings, myths, and legends ascribed to Jerusalem, David, Solomon, and ultimately 

YHWH separate from ascertainable facts. The point is not to deny the “veracity of 

Scripture” (a statement of belief that means different things to different believers) but to 

distinguish between the layers of this complex history of memory and meaning and to see 

each layer for what it is. There are retrievable facts; there are perceptions of facts and 
                                                 
12 We must set aside for later the question whether the second destruction of Jerusalem, in 70 CE, was 
perceived as a repetition of history and what role, if any, the biblical accounts played in the making of the 
event or the interpretation of the experience. The second commonwealth, destroyed by the Romans, was 
based on a singular temple and its priesthood rather than on Scripture, but priesthood and temple were 
sanctioned by the Pentateuch and other biblical literature and the political situation was interpreted in light 
of these writings. This entire complex will occupy us further below. 
13 Cf. RUPPRECHT (1976). 
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their transformation into the content of collective memory and literature; and there are the 

ways in which this literature was received by subsequent generations. Each one of these 

layers is complex, multifaceted, elusive, and contentious. The relevant facts may not be 

ascertainable beyond reasonable doubt, making it impossible to distinguish between 

remembered and invented memories. In the end, what is most accessible to us is the third 

stage in this process, namely, what people have made of a history that is present to them 

in Scripture and interpretive tradition. 

 

1.3. A tale of three cities 

In the biblical story of Israel, there is a “before” and an “after.” The great “before” is the 

period of fourhundred and thirty years when Israel was enslaved in Egypt; the great 

“after” is the time when the Israelites enjoyed the divine blessing of living in the 

Promised Land. In between the “before” and “after,” there are a period of forty years of 

sojourn in the desert and a longer period of conquest. According to at least one passage (1 

K 6:1), the time that elapsed between the exodus from Egypt and the establishment of the 

Solomonic temple in Jerusalem came to four hundred and eighty years. Jerusalem would 

have been conquered or otherwise “Israelitized” sometimes during this long period of 

consolidation. Traditionally it is assumed that the conquest was a bloody and relatively 

quick affair, accompanied by miracles such as the walls of Jericho tumbling down and 

the sun standing still over the valley of Ayyalon. Just as the land as a whole changes 

owners, it must be possible to pinpoint a particular date or event in the history of 

Jerusalem, when the city turned from a Canaanite into an Israelite city.  

 

The distinction between a “before” and “after” the conquest, between “Canaanite” and 

“Israelite” periods, and even the conquest story itself, are nowadays widely dismissed as 

contrived. This is really good news, since the conquest narrative is also a narrative of 

ethnic cleansing: in some, but not all, passages referring to the origins of Israelite life in 

Canaan the conquest seems to entail, even to command, the wholesale annihilation of the 

original inhabitants of the land or, in biblical parlance, their being “put to the ban.”14 We 

will consider this again later. For now, it is important to stress that, although the conquest 

                                                 
14 Cf. PRIOR (2003).  
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narrative may reflect the concerns of a much later age (the time when the exiled 

leadership of Jerusalem and Judah returned and rebuilt city and temple), the larger picture 

it conveys of a disruption and discontinuity of the political life of Canaan at a time 

preceding the rise of an Israelite monarchy is not entirely at odds with what we know 

from other sources.  

 

If indeed the political system of the Bronze Age Levant (c. 3500-1180) collapsed at some 

point and a new order emerged following this collapse, then this general before-and-after 

ought to show up in Jerusalem’s archeological record as well, and indeed it does. Before 

the collapse, Jerusalem was part of a network of Canaanite city-states that controlled their 

immediate hinterland and in some cases other resources, such as trade routes and 

seaports. In turn, these city-states were exploited by their more powerful neighbors, such 

as the Egyptians to the south and the Hurrians, and later the Hittites, to the north. The end 

of this system is marked by destruction and abandonment of many of the cities 

(including, it appears, Jerusalem), the withdrawal of Egypt, and the vanishing of the 

Hittite empire. Yet the collapse was not total. This is indicated in the continuity of 

material culture between Late Bronze Age and Early Iron ceramic ware and by the 

retention of Bronze Age memories, including place names, in the new Iron Age Levant 

societies. Thus, for example, while the Egyptians, whose internal administration and 

record keeping continued to function even when the dynasties changed, had long referred 

to Canaan as retenu, the Akkadian records of the Iron Age empire of Assyria refer to the 

area west of the Euphrates as “Hatti-land,” even though the Hittite empire had long since 

collapsed. The retention of place names and other Bronze Age memories in Iron Age 

societies indicates that the “collapse” of the earlier system was neither absolute nor total. 

While it may have affected states and their systems of official recordkeeping and 

populations were displaced in the process of urban collapse, recollections survived in the 

traditions of the later communities. Later accounts of the earlier period are therefore 

likely based on the oral traditions of those who escaped from the cities and who may have 

been hostile to the city-state elites in the first place, i.e., former hapiru and agro-

pasturalists who had been the oppressed in an economic system based on debt-slavery 

and corvée.  
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Because of the general agreement between the larger history of the Levant and the 

biblical account of a disruption of Canaan between, in archeological terms, the Bronze 

Age and the Iron Age, it makes sense for us to adopt this division into a “before” and 

“after” as well. In the historical overview, below, we therefore distinguish between the 

Bronze Age city and the city of the Judahite kings of the Iron Age. Once again, this 

decision comes with the caveat that the historical evaluation of the transition from the 

Bronze Age to the Iron Age Levant may ultimately derive from the expectations 

generated by Scripture and conventional history rather than from the evidence of 

discontinuity itself, in which case the argument for a general historicity of the biblical 

account may rest on circular reasoning.15  

 

Deviating from standard accounts of Jerusalem’s early history, but supported by recent 

studies that emphasize the difference between Iron Age I and Iron Age II Jerusalem 

(roughly: the city that may have existed at the time of David and Solomon in contrast to 

the city that was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586), the following overview divides 

the history of ancient Jerusalem into three rather than two major epochs, namely: the 

Bronze Age city, the city as it existed in the shadow of the Israelite kingdom, and the city 

as it developed from the mid- to late-8th century BCE, when Judah began to florish as an 

Assyrian border-state, until its destruction in 586.16 This division is based on factors that 

pertain to Jerusalem itself, although some of it may be confirmed by the biblical history 

of Israel as well. Subsuming the history of Jerusalem under Israel’s history, making the 

former a particular element in the history of the latter, is itself already a biblical or rather 

a “biblicist” idea. It is the guiding idea of some though not necessarily of every biblical 

author, but it became central to the “Bible,” i.e., to the canonized collection of writings 

authorized by the later rabbinic and Christian communities. In contrast to this later 

perception, it is reasonable to assume that Jerusalem was marginal to the earliest Israelite 

commonwealth and its position became more central only after Israel lost its 

independence to the Assyrians in 722 BCE. In the subsequent Judean and Jewish 

                                                 
15 Cf. THOMPSON (1992). 
16 Similar: STEINER (2003), FINKELSTEIN (2003). 
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perspectives Jerusalem was seen as central from the start and as representative not just of 

a Judahite monarchy but of “Israel” as a whole. Our purpose here is to distinguish the 

later perspectives from the earlier ones, both of which surface in the biblical corpus. 

Precisely because of our interest in what became of Jerusalem (i.e., a metaphysical 

symbol of monotheism) we must approach the biblical soures cautiously so as not to 

superimpose later judgments on earlier circumstances.  

 

We set aside the common theological focus on the history of Israel and focus on 

Jerusalem instead. Even so, the actual ancient kingdom of Israel necessarily trespasses on 

Jerusalem’s territory, since it did so in fact, at least in a second phase of Jerusalem’s 

ancient history, as we will see below. The emphasis of the following narration is on how 

the regional political circumstances (including the policies and interests of the Israelite 

kingdom) impacted on the development of Jerusalem.  

 

Any division into epochs ought to reflect the history of the actual subject whose history is 

being narrated. If we look at the archeological record, the history of ancient Jerusalem, 

i.e., of the city known by this name from contemporary and later sources, it makes sense 

to end the first major chapter with the destruction of the city in 586 BCE. This may seem 

self-evident, but it really is not. The earliest comprehensive historical account, preserved 

in the Books of Kings, may have ended with the destruction of Jerusalem but the book as 

we have it also contains notes on two ways in which the earlier community reorganized 

itself, one in the region of Benjamin, the other in Babylonia, and both with the blessing of 

the Babylonians. Already here, the focus is on the survivors rather than on the city itself, 

although these survivors found themselves somewhere else (see 2 K 25:22-25 and vv. 27-

30). The last note mentions the king’s pardon at the accession of Ewil-merodach (Awil-

Marduk), in c. 561-560 BCE. The new ending of the book curries favor with the 

Babylonians and reflects the interests of the Judahite royal family and the members of 

Jerusalem’s former palace society, now in Babylon. The emphasis is on continuity 

despite destruction and the focus is on the exiled community, the former Jerusalemite 

elite, rather than on those who stayed behind or started over elsewhere. The same 

historiographers waste all of three verses on David’s conquest of Jerusalem (2 Sam. 5:6-
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9). From biblical literature itself, one can glean almost no information on the previous 

city, and what it preserves is as little and confusing as what we learn about its fate after it 

was deliberately destroyed by the Babylonians.  

 

To imagine the ancient city is complicated by further difficulties. There is a difference 

between the details contained in the different sources. For example, the sources differ on 

the number of deportees; the value of the tribute extracted from Hezekiah in 701 is 

different in the Assyrian and the biblical versions; and there is not always a neat 

correspondence between the archeological record and the biblical accounts. We are for 

the most part in the dark about such fundamentals as the number, ethnicity, stratification, 

and economic prowess of the city’s residents. We know little and understand less about 

the fortifications and monumental buildings (palace, temple), or about the sense of 

identity among its inhabitants (Jebusites?), their social stratification and their political 

and cultural-religious orientation at the various stages in the city’s development. Does it 

make sense to speak of the same city when referring to the one mentioned in a few 

Bronze Age sources, the one “conquered” by David, and the one destroyed in 586 BCE? 

If not, when and due to whose initiatives, policies, building activity, and cultural-cultic 

changes in religious ideology and practice was this ancient city most decisively 

transformed so as to qualify for the title of a new city that can be distinguished from its 

predecessor by substantively different features? Based on Scripture, this transformation 

would be the result of the actions of David and Solomon. Based on archeological 

findings, however, the city’s transformation would have been accomplished sometime 

after 722 BCE, after the fall of Samaria and thus in the reign of Ahaz and his successors.  

 

The city destroyed by the neo-Babylonians in 586 BCE was neither the city of Abdi-Heba 

nor that of David and Solomon—a city long since “destroyed” by the occasional Israelite 

or Damascene invasion and further buried under the building activities and expansions of 

the later kings of Jerusalem themselves—but the city of Ahaz, Hezekiah, Manasseh, and 

Josiah. We may therefore speak of three rather than of two periods in the early history of 

Jerusalem; in fact, we might speak of three ancient Jerusalems: the Bronze Age city, the 

Early Judahite city, and the High Judahite city; or, in the terms used below: the Bronze 
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Age Canaanite city of urusalim, a city dependent on the Egyptians and threatened by 

hapiru unrest; the City of David and his successors, who depended on the whims of Israel 

and Aram-Damascus; and the City-chosen-by-YHWH, as the new city may have begun 

to be perceived only after the destruction of the northern kingdom, that was shaped by  

Ahaz and his successors in the century and a half between the destruction of Samaria-

Israel (722) and the destruction of Jerusalem (586). 

 

The archeological record suggests that the difference between the first and the second of 

these cities is relatively modest: they were located in the same place, though vertically 

expanded upwards through some reconstruction and re-fortification, and laterally 

expanded northwards; whether the northward expansion included the later so-called 

Temple Mount has not been verified since, as scholars unanimously lament, the Haram 

ash-Sharif is off limits to archeological exploration. The growth of Iron Age (Judahite) 

Jerusalem is gradual and consistent with natural growth over a period of several 

centuries.  

 

In contrast, the late 8th century expansion and rebuilding of the city, including a newly 

hewn channel for the “waters of Shiloah,” is of considerable proportions. The real shift, 

based on modern archaeological findings, is between the city that existed before this 8th 

century rebuilding and the one created, most likely, after 722, by Ahaz and his 

successors. To be sure, this discontinuity is obscured by our literary sources and by the 

way these sources have been edited, rewritten, augmented, and interpreted by later 

generations.  

 

The general editorial trend of the late monarchic (i.e., late 7th century) account found in 

the Books of Joshua through Kings is to emphasize the discontinuity between Canaanites 

and Israelites and the continuity and preeminence of the “House of David” as the 

preferred dynasty. The Israelites are referred to as having been brought “out of Egypt” 

and as having “dislodged” the previous rulers,17 namely, “the Hittites, the Amorites, the 

                                                 
17 It should be emphasized that this notion has nothing to do with genocide or ethnic cleansing but, in 
biblical parlance, with “inheritance,” i.e., with the notion of a legitimate succession of the Israelites as the 
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Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites” (see Joshua 9:1 and similar 

enumerations elsewhere). Jerusalem is frequently referred to as the city YHWH chose 

from among all tribes for his name to reside. The sources convey no clear picture on 

whether, on the occasion of the original “conquest” (a late fiction but one that contains 

many retrievable memories and meaningful statements), Jerusalem was found in a state 

of destruction and/or abandonment, as other cities were, and it is confusing that 

Jerusalem is assigned to two different tribes or provinces, namely, Judah and Benjamin 

(cf. Judges 1:8 with Judges 1:21, but see Joshua 15:8 and 18:16). In the end the 

impression prevails that the original rulers remained in Jerusalem until long after the 

Judahites and Benjaminites had established themselves in and around the city.  

 

This acknowledgment of continuity (in Judges 1:21 and elsewhere) is obscured by the 

traditional understanding of the role king David played in the transformation of 

Jerusalem. But even in this respect things are less than clear. According to 2 Sam 5:6-9, 

David took the “stronghold of Zion,” which became known as the “City of David.” After 

this (in literary terms: in the subsequent narration) the city is no longer referred to as 

“Jebus” but as “Jerusalem” as if this were a name given by David, although that is clearly 

not the case since the name is in evidence for about 800 years before David. The 

“conquest,” if that is what it was, ended peacefully and in a compromise that did not 

include a “dislodging” of the Jebusite rulers from their city.18 Just as the biblical 

historians try to establish discontinuity between Canaanites and Israelites (an idea that is 

put into political practice after the exile, when Nehemiah forces the new Jerusalemites to 

dismiss their “foreign” wives; cf. Neh 9:2, 13:23-30, cf. Ezra 10), they try to establish 

continuity in the history and identity of the Israelite and Judahite populations and their 

ruling elites.  

 

In later tradition, the continuities between Jerusalem before and after David and the 

discontinuities, incongruencies, heterogeneity etc. in the character of pre-586 
                                                                                                                                                 
rulers of the land, a reflection of the fact that the Israelites (and other Iron Age formations) established their 
commonwealth on the ruins of the Bronze Age system of Egyptian dominated city states. 
18 The name “Jebus” is nowhere else attested and its occurrance in a few, most likely late biblical texts 
suggests that it reflects a continuity of residence not at the time of the “conquest” but at the time of the 
return of the Judahite golah from exile. I discuss this in detail elsewhere in this book. 
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Jerusalem(s) are conveniently forgotten or set aside in favor of an ever more simplified 

story. In many Jewish and non-Jewish sources of late antiquity, the pre-history of 

Jerusalem is completely ignored and the very founding of Jerusalem is ascribed to David, 

Solomon, and even Moses. The momentous changes that occurred in the 8th century BCE 

were by then long forgotten or remembered only in Scriptural terms, until modern 

archeologists rediscovered things and biblical scholarship allowed for the nuances of a 

cumulatively edited text to reemerge.  

 

The following attempt to narrate the history of the early Jerusalems does not run counter 

to the texts preserved in the canonical Scriptures. The biblical historians remain our most 

important informants. What it runs counter to is the history of the interpretation of the 

ancient city that begins with the late monarchic editors who preserved and interpreted the 

history of the rise and fall of Jerusalem and whose theological account of what happened 

gave rise to ever new but not necessarily historically subtle versions of the ancient story. 
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2. Historical Overview 

 

 

2.1. Bronze Age Canaanite Urusalim (c. 2000-1170 B.C.E.) 

 
Your origin and your birth were in the land of the Canaanites;  

your father was an Amorite, and your mother a Hittite.  

Ezekiel 16:3 

 

Jerusalem first emerges from the general prehistoric fog as a city among others in a 

system of Canaanite city-states in the Bronze Age Levant. A Bronze Age “city-state” 

consisted of an urban center and a rural hinterland. Social organization focused on a 

palace, its royal family, the scribes, charioteers, and other specialists needed to maintain 

control over the agro-pastoral population and protect it from competitors and bandits. 

Like other small players in this political and economic network, the city rises and falls 

due to a number of local and regional factors, among them the exploitation of Canaan by 

the larger regional states (“empires”), such as Egypt to the south and the Hurrians and 

later the Hittites to the north, and the social-economic tensions that arose from the 

institution of debt-slavery, which created a class of social outcasts, the hapiru. This 

system comes to an end when several things happen simultaneously: Egypt is weakened 

by foreign invasions (Lybians from the west and Sea Peoples from the northeast); the 

Hittite Empire collapses; and most Canaanite city-states are destroyed and/or abandoned 

due to social upheavals, invasions, and climate change. Unlike the coastal cities captured 

by the Sea Peoples, the hill-town Jerusalem is not destroyed by force but declines to the 

point of seeming to have been abandoned when, at the same time, many new villages 

appear in the northern hill country, the later heartland of “Israel.” One of the issues 

debated among archeologists and historians is the time of Jerusalem’s urban renaissance 

and its relative significance compared with other urban centers of Judah, the Shephelah, 

and with the Israelite capital Samaria. 

 



 25 

Variants of the biblical term “Canaan” are widely attested also in pre- and extra-biblical 

sources (Hurrian, Akkadian) as a toponym for the coastal region of the Levant. The word 

is most likely derived from a type of murex snail that florished in the Eastern 

Mediterranean that was known as the source of a coveted purple dye. The dye continued 

to be produced, mainly in Tyre (hence “Tyrian purple”), until the early Middle Ages. In 

Iron-Age Assyrian records, the preferred term is “Hatti-land,” land of the Hittites. 

Babylonians referred to it as ever-nari (Aramaic avar nahara), i.e., the “land across the 

river” (i.e., beyond the Euphrates), a term also found in the Bible, for example in 1 K 5:4. 

Also used as a term for the entire region of Canaan is “land of the Amurru” (the biblical 

Amorites), referring to a group of originally nomadic people who dominated the area 

west of the Euphrates for most of the Early Bronze Age and whose cultural and 

mythological influence may still be discernible in Judahite traditions, such as the pre-

YHWHistic name of the deity El Shaddai and the toponym Mount Moriah. Egyptian texts 

refer to Canaan as retenu or the land of the retenu. The western boundary of what the 

Romans were to call Syria-Palaestina was the Mediterranean coast, the eastern boundary 

the Euphrates River. To the north it could extend as far as the Orontes River, to the 

southwest it bordered on the Nile Delta and to the southeast on the northern Arabian 

Peninsula. These boundaries are not very precise and the exact meaning of imperial 

provinces called ever-nari etc. may have differed, just as biblical passages referring to 

Canaan or the Land of Israel differ in what they include in this geographic or 

administrative term. The region was not as populous as the urban centers of the Fertile 

Crescent or the Nile Delta where populations numbered in the millions, whereas the 

entire ancient Southern Levant, i.e., Palestine, barely numbered half a million people at 

the time of its greatest economic prowess in the 8th century BCE. The estimated 

population of 8th-century BCE Jerusalem was 7,500.19 The people of Canaan spoke a 

variety of West-Semitic dialects (including Hebrew and Aramaic); the Hurrians of 

Mitanni who dominated the region in the Early to Middle Bronze Age spoke a non-

Semitic language. In the Middle Bronze Age, when Amorites also controlled the 

Mesopotamian region, Akkadian (cuneiform) was the dominant diplomatic language. The 

later Iron Age Canaanite societies adopted and developed variants of the Punic or 

                                                 
19 See LIVERANI (2005): 123. 
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Phoenician alphabet that also spread to the Aegean Islands and the Greek mainland, 

indicating the increasing significance of trade and trade centers for the dissemination of 

the elements of an Eastern Mediterranean koine or shared culture. 

 

Middle Bronze Age 

c. 2000-1500 City-states of the Levant control their respective agricultural hinterlands 

and engage in far-flung trade. Sophisticated palace society controls the 

wealth. Scribal arts: cuneiform, Akkadian as lingua franca. 

 

c. 1844-1760 Hieroglyphic execration texts, magic spells on various Canaanite cities 

that resist the expanding Egyptian empire, mention a city by the name of 

urushalimum. 

 

c. 1800 Archeological evidence of a fortified city on eastern rigde near the Siloam 

(Gihon) spring. 

 

c. 1648-1540 Canaanites with Semitic names invade and dominate northern Egypt (the 

Hyksos; capital: Avaris). 

 

Late Bronze Age 

c. 1500-1200 Canaan is modestly populated (compared to the large population centers 

along the Nile and the Euphrates and Tigris rivers); agriculture based on 

dry farming and terracing. Wealth concentrated in cities along trade 

routes.  

 

c. 1470-60 Southern Levant (retenu) is conquered by Egyptian Pharaoh Thutmose 

III, in a campaign using c. 15,000 men. The subsequent annual tours to 

collect tribute required no more than the presence of c. 700 military 

personnel stationed in garrisons across the region (in Gaza, Kumidi—in 

the Lebanese Beqa’a valley, Beth Shean, Jaffa, and Ullaza on the 

Orontes). 
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c. 1420 A peace treaty sealed by diplomatic marriage between Egypt and the 

Hurrian empire of Mitanni divides economic control of the Levant: Egypt 

controls the south, Mitanni the north. The Hurrians, whose kingdom was 

based in northern Mesopotamia and reached from Aleppo (Syria) all the 

way to ancient Nuzi in the east (near Kirkuk, Iraq), were famous for their 

superior use of chariots and the quality of their bows.20 

 

c. 1350 Mittani was conquered by Hittites, leading to the displacement of the 

Hurrian elite. Centuries later, the Assyrians still call Syro-Palestine the 

land of the Hittites (“Hatti-land”). 

 

c. 1360-40 Abdi-Heba, the ruler of urusalim, pleads for help from his Egyptian 

suzerain (Pharaoh Amenophis III or Amenophis IV/Akhen-Aten) against 

the marauding hapiru. The system of tribute extraction aggravates the 

conflict between agro-pastoral rural populations and their urban masters; 

hapiru (bands of escapees from debt-slavery and others) threaten urban 

royalty and some of the city rulers join the hapiru in rebellion against 

Egypt.  

 

13th century Direct Egyptian control, as evidenced in the archeological record 

(Egyptian villas, fortresses, etc.), with the purpose to guard trade routes, 

such as the “Horus-Road” from the Nile Delta to Gaza and caravan routes 

to the Gulf of Aqaba and Timna copper mines, exploited during the 

Ramesside period. 

 

12th century The system of Canaanite city-states collapses, involving abandonment in 

some and violent destruction in other centers. Egypt withdraws and the 

Hittite empire is completely destroyed. Elsewhere in the region, other 

states (Assyria, Urartu, Elam, and Babylonia) gain independence. Among 

                                                 
20 See WILHELM (1989). 
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the precipitating factors: migration (invasion of Nile Delta by the Libyans 

and of the coastal plains of Canaan by the Sea Peoples); climate change 

(extended droughts, peak of desertification of erstwhile savannas); urban-

rural socio-economic conflict. Collapse of copper trade from Cyprus; 

hence the shift from bronze to the cheaper and locally mined iron.  

 

The biblical historians retain genuine memories of conditions of what archeologists call 

the Bronze Age. They trace later situations of landownership, tribal origins and coalitions 

to settings that correspond to how the past is generally remembered by Iron Age 

Canaanites with roots in the earlier society, embellished with anachronistic elements that 

represent their own times, such as the domestic use of dromedaries and the presence of 

settled, inimical Philistines. Stories about slavery in Egypt may recall the role of the 

Egyptians in maintaining an oppressive system that forced many to escape into a hapiru 

existence (a classless class, joined by a “mixed multitude”). The decline of the city-states, 

conflicts between urban elites and pastoralists, and the internal migrations of the time are 

a plausible backdrop to the stories of a people who see their forebears as wandering 

pastoralists and formerly free, then enslaved, escapees from Egypt who inherit the 

(abandoned) Canaanite cities; they are literally living in houses they had not built and 

harvest crops they had not sown.  

 

 

2.2. In the Shadow of the House of Omri21 (c. 1000-722)  

 
Your elder sister is Samaria, who lived with her daughters to the north of you.  

Ezekiel 16:46 

 

                                                 
21 Contemporary documents refer to the political units we are used to calling the Judahite and Israelite 
kingdoms by the name of dynastic founders. Thus, in Aramean and Assyrian documents, but also in various 
biblical passages, Israel is called the “House of Omri” and Judah the “House of David” (cf. Isa 7:1). 
Similarly, Aram-Damascus is called the “House of Hazael.” This usage continues whether or not dynastic 
succession is disrupted, which means that legitimate succession is related to linguistic, ideological, and 
cultic rather than physiological aspects of continuity. 
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Sometime in the Iron Age, Jerusalem was claimed as the capital of Judah, one of several 

small ethno-territorial states in Palestine and Transjordan that began to florish in the 9th 

century. Based on archeological evidence, settlement of the southern hill country and the 

urban recovery of Jerusalem occurred later than the lively settlement activity that 

characterizes the development of the northern hill country of the Israelites.  

 

Aside from contemporary inscriptions and historical records from the states of the Levant 

and the adjacent regions, our main sources for this period are the biblical Books of 

Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings (the so-called deuteronomistic work of history or 

“Dtr”)22 and some of the prophetic oracles preserved in the prophetic books where, 

however, the sorting of the genuinely contemporary material from later additions is 

always a matter of debate. Despite the fact that the deuteronomistic historians prefaced 

their synchronistic account of the Israelite and Judahite kings with an idealizing account 

of the first united kingdom under David and Solomo, they did not completely obscure the 

fact that Jerusalem’s actual role in the early history of the Judahite kingdom was that of a 

mere vassal of Israel and Aram-Damascus to its north. On one occasion, the king of Israel 

tears down the city’s walls, and the royal temple treasury is repeatedly plundered (raising 

the question how the coffers came to be substantially refilled every time this happened). 

By necessity, then, our overview of the history of the second stage in the history of 

ancient Jerusalem finds the city eclipsed by its northern neighbors, Samaria and 

Damascus. 

 

c. 1230 An Egyptian stela lists “Israel” (a people, not a city or state) among other 

places in Canaan that were destroyed in a military campaign. The 

                                                 
22 The theory of a deuteronomistic work of history was first introduced by Martin Noth in 1943. The history 
of research and the various theories of the editorial history of this work are complex and cannot be 
recounted here, but two aspects of Noth’s theory are generally accepted today. Noth argued that the 
linguistic and ideological similarities between the reforms instituted by Josiah (as described toward the end 
of the entire work, in 2 K 22-23) and the laws of Deuteronomy (esp. the laws of cult-centralization in Deut 
12) warrant speaking of a deuteronomistic school that stood behind the “scroll of Torah” mentioned in 
connection with Josiah’s reforms, behind the Book of Deuteronomy, and behind the account of Josiah’s 
reforms that represent the culmination of the trajectory of the entire historical work and which he therefore 
called the “deuteronomistic work of history” and assumed to have been composed at the time of Josiah 
himself (late 7th century BCE). Noth and his successors also agree that the work of the original author(s) 
was later augmented and edited shortly after the destruction of Jerusalem in 586. On the history of research 
on Dtr and the major theories pertaining to its composition see LIPSCHITS (2005): 272-289. 
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sequence of places mentioned on the Merenptah (or Merneptah) stela is 

consistent with the assumption that this Israel was located in the northern 

central highlands of Canaan (centered around the biblical Shekhem, 

modern Nablus).  

 

1150-1050 Archeological surveys show a significant increase in rural settlements 

(first small villages, then towns, of agro-pastoral character) in the 

highlands of central Canaan and the northern Transjordan, the heartlands 

of the later Israelite monarchy. The boundary marker between these 

concentrated settlements and other ethno-cultural centers such as the 

Philistine Pentapolis is the absence of pig bones. In biblical terms, this 

corresponds to what would have been the time of the judges. 

 

c. 1050-930  Emergence of a new political order. In archeological (material cultural) 

terms: Iron Age I. Jerusalem: remains of a monumental gate and remains 

of administrative buildings near a natural ridge to the north of the City of 

David but no evidence of residential buildings. (Hotly debated among 

archeologists: is “absence of evidence evidence of absence?”)23 The Iron 

Age I city of Jerusalem may have served as the fortress or capital of a 

newly founded, small state.24 

 

According to biblical chronology, this would be the time of the kingdom of Saul and of 

the united monarchy under kings David and Solomon. Despite intense archeological 

work in and around Jerusalem, there is no undisputed evidence of such an entity for the 

time in question that corresponds to what one would expect on the basis of Scripture.25 It 

is therefore widely assumed today that the stories about David and Solomon were greatly 

embellished by authors who lived at the time of king Josiah of Judah or later. At the time 
                                                 
23 See Jane M. Cahill, “Jerusalem at the Time of the United Monarchy” in VAUGHN and KILLEBREW 
(2003): 73-80, and cf. Israel Finkelstein, “The Rise of Jerusalem and Judah: The Missing Link” in 
VAUGHN and KILLEBREW (2003): 81-101, David Ussishkin, “Salomon’s Jerusalem: The Text and the 
Facts on the Ground” in VAUGHN and KILLEBREW (2003): 103-115. 
24 See Margreet Steiner, “Expanding Borders: The Development of Jerusalem in the Iron Age” in 
THOMPSON (2003): 68-79. 
25 Cf. BIEBERSTEIN and BLOEDHORN (1994) I: 49. 
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of Josiah (640-609; see below) the city of Jerusalem was the only remaining city of Judah 

(all others having been destroyed by Sennacherib in 701) and it was vastly larger and 

differently designed than the small fortress that would have been taken by David of 

Hebron. Josiah, who ruled over an expanding state when Assyrian power was at its nadir 

and the Babylonian armies had as yet to appear at the gates of Jerusalem, may have 

harbored the ambitious plans of uniting all the YHWHistic territories that had once been 

ruled by the Israelites with the territories of the Arameans of Damascus (a revenge 

fantasy engendered by decades of the reverse domination?) and perhaps to bring all of 

Canaan under the rule of the “House of David.” The Judahite historians of the time of 

Josiah may be said to have described a novel historical situation in the terms of a mere 

restoration of the status quo ante. This does not preclude that their narrative may include 

genuine memories of an earlier period.  

 

In the early-Iron Age coastal and alluvial plains, new city-states are established, and 

many older ones are modestly resettled or used as (Egyptian?) fortifications. Based on the 

evidence of material culture, only one type of community is certain to have arrived from 

elsewhere, namely, the Philistines and other descendents of the Sea Peoples whose 

ceramic ware (the major basis for archeological determination) is distinct from that used 

by other communities. Other settlements seem the result of a confluence of regional 

migrations that lead to the establishment of numerous small, unfortified villages in the 

north-central hill country of Canaan. These communities may have included refugees 

from the destroyed or abandoned Bronze Age cities and sedentarized pastoralists from 

Trans-Jordan and Northern Arabia. Egyptian influence continues, but to a more limited 

extent. The Philistine Pentapolis (Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, Gath) dominates the 

southern Levant, Phoenician port cities (Tyre, Sidon, Byblos) dominate the north. Signs 

of a “democratization” of Canaanite societies (as compared to Bronze-Age palace-based 

society) are the spread of the Phoenician alphabet, which was easy to learn and execute, 

and iron smithing, which was technologically simpler than the production of bronze and 

based on regional ore rather than on the import of copper from Cyprus and tin from the 

Zagros Mountains. 
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In the northern central highlands and alluvial plains of Canaan, including the Jezreel 

valley, across the Jordan, in the Negev desert, and in the southern hill country: various 

ethno-linguistic communities forge areas of territorial dominance (“states”) around their 

respective tribal sanctuaries and market towns. This includes the Arameans of Damascus, 

the Israelites (Ephraim and Manasseh), the Ammonites and Moabites, the north-Arabian 

Edomites, Amalekites, Ishmaelites, and Midianites and, in the southern hill country, the 

Benjaminites and Judahites.  

 

931-913 The reign of Rehoboam of Judah, the son of Solomon b. David and 

Naamah the Ammonite (based on 1. Kings 14:21). Judah and Israel are at 

war (1 K 15:6). This and most of the following bits of information on the 

kings of Jerusalem (including the names of the queen mothers and their 

respective affiliations) are based on the biblical sources. Extra-biblical 

information is not available for the kings of this early period. While the 

Book of Kings and the second major biblical work of history, the Book of 

Chronicles, refer to royal records and other now lost sources for their 

synchronic history of the Judahite and Israelite kingdoms, much of the 

early history is either too idealizing or too sketchy to inspire much 

confidence in its reliability. Even where solid information is unavailable, 

however, we may still try to imagine, based on our general knowledge of 

era and circumstances, what happened and why. 

 

c. 925 Pharaoh Sheshonq’s campaign through Palestine. As a datable event that 

allows correlating Egyptian records with archeological evidence of 

destruction levels in Canaanite cities mentioned in these records, this 

serves archeologists as the marker of transition from Iron Age I to Iron 

Age II. The campaign is mentioned in 1 K 14:25-26, where it is said to 

have occurred in the fifth year of king Rehoboam of Judah under whose 

reign the united kingdom is said to have broken up. This may reflect a 

genuine memory of the campaign of Shoshenq (Shishak) as an event that 

shook up the emerging new system of states that was in the process of 
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formation. The date of Sheshonq’s campaign thus more or less coincides 

with what the biblical authors describe as the apostasy of the northern 

kingdom. Historians therefore conventionally begin the history of Judah 

and Israel as separate kingdoms with this date. Since Jerusalem was not 

affected by this campaign, one may speculate that the city had remained 

loyal to Egypt, as perhaps implied in the story about King Solomon’s 

marriage to Pharaoh’s daughter. (Cf. 1 K 3:1)26 

 

913-911 Abijam b. Rehoboam of Judah and Maacah b. Abishalom (based on 1 K 

15:2). According to 1 K 15:7, Judah and Israel are still at war. 

 

9th century Archeological evidence of beginning of urban renewal of Jerusalem and 

other Judahite cities.  

 

911-870 Asa b. Abijam of Judah and Maacah b. Abishalom (1 K 15:10). Asa calls 

upon the Arameans of Damascus for help against the Israelites who 

continue trying to force Judah into vassalage (see 1 K 15:19). 

 

If one blends traditions found in Kings and Samuel, one gets the following rather 

intriguing picture of Asa’s pedigree. His mother Maacah was also his father’s mother 

and hence his grandmother. As the daughter of Abishalom (= Absalom) she was therefore 

herself a granddaughter of King David who had married another Maacah. According to 2 

Sam 3:3, this presumably older Maacah was the daughter of a King Talmai of Geshur (a 

region to the north-east of the Sea of Galilee). It appears then that Maacah, the daughter 

of David’s son Absalom by Maacah the Elder married the son of Solomon, her first 

cousin. Such a marriage could have served the purpose of cementing the diplomatic union 

between Jerusalem and Hebron (represented by Absalom) or with the northern region of 

                                                 
26 Diplomatic marriages were a common way of establishing friendly relations between nations but, in the 
case of ancient Egypt, they always meant that foreign princes moved to the Egyptian court. Princesses were 
never sent to live in foreign countries. A famous case is the attempted, but failed, marriage between an 
Egyptian princess and a prince of Mittani, which had to be cancelled because the prince never arrived in 
Egypt. The marriage of King Solomon to Pharaoh’s daughter seems therefore unlikely, at least in this form. 



 34 

Beth Maacah.27 Solomon’s son by Naamah of Ammon (another diplomatic marriage with 

a neighboring kingdom), Rehoboam, marries the daughter of Absalom, who is also his 

first cousin and his son Abijam marries his own mother. The remarkable position of this 

younger Maacah is underscored by the fact that her son Asa is said to have deposed her 

as “queen mother” (1 K 15:13). That “queen mothers” played an important political role 

is suggested by a number of other cases, namely, the case of Bathsheba whose intrigues 

help to establish her son Solomon on the throne (indicating a victory of Jerusalemite over 

Hebronite families), the case of Athalia (see below), and that of the queen mother of 

Jehoiachin, daughter-in-law to Josiah, who was among those exiled in 597. 

 

Asa’s forty-year reign28 in Jerusalem provides a mere background to more detailed 

information about the north.29 The northern territorial-ethnic community seems to have 

been beset by a feud over its leadership. According to the Book of Kings, the founder of 

the kingdom, Jeroboam, passed the kingship to his son who is soon assassinated and all 

the other descendents of Jeroboam with him. The usurper, Baasha, who ruled for a 

respectable twenty-four years at Tirzah, had a similar fate when his son is murdered by 

Zimri who, after only seven days, dies in a fire, and is replaced by Omri, the founder of 

the first lasting dynasty among the Israelites.  

 

Under Omri and his successors, Judah and Moab are reduced to vassals of Israel. Israel 

expands to the east of the Jordan, gaining control of a stretch of the King’s Highway, 

which provides the state with access to the steady stream of luxury goods (including 

elephant hides, ivory, and incense) and the gold, silver, and tin exchanged between 

southern Arabia and Mesopotamia. Internationally, the Israelite state is henceforth known 

                                                 
27 See 2 Sam 10:6-8, 1 Chr 19:7, and 2 Sam 20:14 where Maacah and Beth Maacah refer to a principality in 
the north, just west of Geshur. In 1 K 2:40 we hear of “Maacah King of Gath.” 1 Chr 11:43 mentions 
Hanan b. Maacah among the men of David’s body guard, and there are other biblical references to 
personages by the name Maacah. 
28 One may regard this and other forty-year periods of rule as likely to be of literary and symbolic rather 
than historical provenance, though it is not unheard of even today that autocratic rulers or monarchs stay in 
power or office for even longer periods. 
29 The Book of Kings essentially places Israelite history in a Judahite chronological frame, based on often 
scant information on the early Judahite kings. 
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as the “House of Omri,” even after that dynasty is wiped out in a YHWHistic coup d’etat 

(see below). 

 

885-841 Jerusalem is vassal to the kingdom of Israel, which greatly expands under 

the dynasty of Omri, colorfully represented by king Ahab and the biblical 

Jezebel. Biblical literature describes the rule of the Omrides as a period of 

apostasy from YHWH to Baal. In historical terms, Ahab may have 

attempted to reintegrate the Israelite community of the highlands with the 

Canaanite society of the alluvial and coastal plains, culturally and 

economically reorienting the hitherto exclusivist ethno-territorial state 

(founded on a narrative of rejection of the Bronze Age city-states and their 

immoral ways) toward the more mundane Mediterranean society 

represented by his Phoenician princess. This sound political program 

would have entailed some form of cultic and ritual communion, which 

may have met with the resistance of Israelite cult personnel and the 

nascent prophetic movement. 

 

The Omrides of Israel, consisting of Omri himself, his son Ahab, and Ahab’s sons 

Ahaziah and Joram (who, incidentally, bare good YHWHistic names), oversaw the 

territorial expansion of the state from its ancient base in the highlands and the beginning 

of prosperity for an emerging new palace society. Remnants of monumental buildings at 

Hazor and Megiddo may date to this period.30 The newly established capital of this 

kingdom is Samaria, which grew to twice the size of the Jerusalem of the time and 

eclipsed the ancient Israelite sacred center at Shekhem. A decisive victory at Aphek over 

the Aramean king Ben-Hadad (see 1 K 20:29-30), established Israel and its 

Mediterranean-based Phoenician ally as the dominant powers in Syro-Palestine, whose 

hegemony also extended over Moab and Judah. At this time, the houses of Omri and 

                                                 
30 The later Judahite historians (see 1 K 9:15,17) ascribed the monumental building activity at these 
Israelite cities to King Solomon who is said to have established fortifications throughout Israelite territory. 
According to the low chronology proposed by Israel Finkelstein, the monumental buildings at Megiddo and 
those at Samaria orginate at the same time.  
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David are allied by marriage. On his mother Athalia’s side, king Ahaziah of Judah is the 

great-grandson of Omri, and he is also a son-in-law to the house of Ahab (2 K 8:25-27). 

  

According to the fragments of an Aramaic victory stela from the middle of the 9th century 

BCE found at Tel Dan (formerly a northern border city of the Israelite kingdom) and 

deciphered in light of the biblical account in 2 K 8:28-29, king Hazael of Damascus 

boasted to have killed Joram, the son of Ahab, and Ahaziah, the king of Judah, in battle. 

According to 2 K 9:14-28 it was not Hazael himself but Jehu, a general who had turned 

sides, who personally assassinated the two kings in an act attributed to his YHWHistic 

zeal. The Tel Dan Stela is regarded as significant for other reasons as well. In fact, it has 

been the cause of an ongoing debate. If the widely accepted interpretation of the 

fragments is correct, it contains the earliest epigraphic reference to the House of David 

whose existence would thereby be confirmed by extra-biblical evidence.31 

 

841 The Israelite general Jehu accomplishes a coup by realigning Israel with 

the Arameans of Damascus. His rejection of the coalition with the 

Phoenicians seems to have been ideologically supported by a group of 

YHWHistic traditionalists represented by the prophets Elijah and Elisha. 

 

We know of prophets Elijah and Elisha only from Scripture. They are literally the central 

characters in the Book of Kings in that their exploits appear in the very middle of the 

narration and signify a turning point in the history of the YHWHistic kingdoms. They 

mark the middle point in a narrative that begins with the golden age of the united 

monarchy and ends with the reestablishment of a unified kingdom under Josiah. Ahab 

and his successors figure in this story as the evil apostates and their punishment for 

ignoring the prophets of YHWH is the destruction of their kingdom. Elijah and Elisha 

represent what the authors of Kings and perhaps the deuteronomistic school as a whole 
                                                 
31 The fragments of the Aramaic victory stela were first published by A. Biran and J. Naveh, the excavators 
of Tel Dan, in 1993 and 1995. The authenticity of the three fragments of the Tel Dan inscription is no 
longer seriously called into question but the passage referring to the House of David (btdwd) seems 
somewhat irregular and alternative readings of the document have been suggested. For an early evaluation 
see SCHNIEDEWIND (1996), for a more recent evaluation see Niels Peter Lemche, “’House of David’: 
The Tel Dan Inscription(s)” in THOMPSON (2003): 46-67. Both articles cite relevant further literature and 
both authors come to the conclusion that the stela is authentic rather than a modern forgery. 
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held dear, namely, the belief that the weal and woe of the Israelite commonwealth 

depended on reliance on YHWH alone. Although the political history of Israel thus 

appears as a struggle for religious exclusivism (e.g.: the biblical authors describe Jehu’s 

murderous actions as a return to YHWH-worship and a rejection of the Baal cult 

associated with the Phoenician princess Jezebel; 2 K 10:28: “Jehu wiped out Baal from 

Israel.”), the underlying political concern may have been the preservation of national 

unity and independence or the privilege of a particular class or clan, though cast in 

prophetic terms. 

 

841-743 The rule of the dynasty of Jehu was a period of prosperity for Israel. 

Toward the end of this period, Jeroboam II (783-743) attains 

independence from Damascus but the Assyrians are already lurking and 

Amos, “dresser of sycamore trees” (Am 7:14) from Tekoa in Judah, 

prophecies at the southern Israelite royal sanctuary at Bethel, warning of 

impending doom. 

 

c. 841-835 The murder of the Omrides in Samaria had important consequences for 

Jerusalem. Just as Jehu killed off the members of the royal household, 

Athaliah, the mother of Ahaziah of Judah, launched an Omride counter-

coup in Jerusalem, wiping out the entire royal family and ruling in her 

own name for seven years. Meanwhile—according to 2 Kings 11—her 

grandson Joash (or Jehoash), ostensibly the infant son of Amaziah and the 

sole surviving heir to the Davidic line, is hidden by the YHWHistic priest 

Jehoiada, possibly a member of the older royal household himself, in the 

“house of the LORD.” After seven years, Jehoiada enters into a pact with 

a group of mercenaries (possibly Cretans, i.e., Philistines) who murder 

Athaliah and proclaim the seven-year-old Joash king. A general 

convention of the “people of the land” (am ha’arets) then confirms the 

new king of Judah. (Cf. 2 K 21:23-24 where the same type of assembly is 

said to have put Josiah on the throne after the assassination of Amon.)32 

                                                 
32 On the story of Joash see LIVERANI (1974). 
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From this point on, at least according to our biblical sources, the YHWHistic priesthood 

and the landed aristocracy appear more frequently as the institutions that compensated 

for the lack of continuity and the occasional disruption in the royal succession. This may 

also have been the point at which members of the royal family ceased to function as 

priests or priest-kings, 33 a separation of powers, but this cannot be said with any 

certainty. Kingship had always been associated with divine rule in the sense that the king 

ruled as the “son” or representative of the deity. This meant the very opposite of what we 

might think. Far from conveying absolute power, divine sonship may have kept the king 

dependent on those who articulated the will of the deity (and hence of the polity), namely 

the priests and the prophets. Hence the priests could step in when the royal succession 

was endangered. Similarly, prophecies pertaining to a “messianic” ruler may indicate that 

other criteria than literal blood succession were called for in an able ruler. The cultic 

notion of divine sonship of the king indicated that the human ancestry mattered little as 

long as the king could be said to be the son of the deity, i.e., the truly authorized ruler, the 

one who had been begotten to serve as a conduit for the blessing of the ultimate power 

that lorded over the land and decided the fate of the nation.34  

 

The story of Joash contains another possible indication of the interests that the 

YHWHistic priesthood and the landed aristocracy of Judah shared in common. The 

usurper Joash is reported to have been the son of Zibiah of Beersheba. In this and later 

cases, the prince installed on the throne tended to represent the western and southern 

border cities of Judah where a stricter form of YHWHism may have prevailed than in the 

somewhat more cosmopolitan society of Jerusalem. 

 

835-796 Early on in the reign of Joash (Jehoash) of Judah, King Hazael of 

Damascus personally led a campaign to assure that Judah remained a loyal 

vassal. The heavy tribute he extorted was, once again, taken from the royal 

                                                 
33 Note that acc. to 2 Sam 8:18, the “sons of David” were priests.  
34 The same assumption of divine lordship and royal submission is presupposed in the deuteronomistic 
insistence that only those kings are to be praised who acted in accordance with the Torah of Moses. The 
system they envisaged was that of a constitutional monarchy rather than absolutism. 
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temple treasury (see 2 K 12:17-18). We further hear about Joash that he 

was killed by two members of his own court at the “Millo” in Jerusalem (2 

K 14:5.19-21), perhaps a sign that the installation of the new dynasty was 

not accepted without resistence or that vassalage to Damascus fuelled 

resentment among Joash’s nobles. 

 

796-781 Amaziah b. Joash began his reign by avenging the death of his father. 

 

According to 2 K 14:7, Amaziah further distinguished himself by the following feat. He 

“killed ten thousand Edomites in the Valley of Salt (the Arabah) and took Sela by storm; 

he called it Jokthe-el, which is its name to this day.” This may indicate that Amaziah was 

the first Judahite king to establish a foothold along the so-called King’s Highway, which 

then and later saw heavy traffic carrying extremely valuable goods from Arabia to 

Mesopotamia and to the Phoenician coastal cities. This may explain why, within a few 

decades, sufficient revenue was available to launch the first great expansion of Jerusalem 

since the Bronze Age, to fortify the cities of the Shephelah (the plains bordering 

Philistine territory), to establish colonies in the Negev desert and still to afford the heavy 

burden of bullion and luxury goods extorted by the Assyrians.35  

 

Emboldened by his success against the Edomites, Amaziah challenged Joash b. Joahaz of 

Israel, believing himself ready to gain independence for Jerusalem and Judah. In the 

event, he lost the battle of Beth Shemesh and could not prevent the punitive action 

launched by King Joash of Israel who tore down the walls of Jerusalem (“from the 

Ephraim Gate to the Corner Gate”) and exacted tribute from the temple treasury (see 2 

Kings 14:13-14). This defeat was to have dramatic consequences; the next time an 

Israelite army was to appear at the gates of Jerusalem, the king of Jerusalem was to take 

drastic countermeasures that ultimately led to the destruction of Israel. (See below.) 

 

                                                 
35 This is not a trivial matter but concerns the economic foundation of the temporary success of the small 
kingdoms on both sides of the Jordan valley. Without the ability to extort tolls and taxes from the traveling 
merchants of Arabia, how could a rural community afford such tribute payments as are recorded in the 
Assyrian documents of the 8th and 7th centuries? On this question see HOLLADAY (2006). 
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Since Amaziah’s failure was bound to breed contempt among his own people, his end is, 

not surprisingly, ignominious. A conspiracy against him drives him from Jerusalem to the 

border fortress of Lachish where the conspirators catch up with him and kill him. His 

body is brought back to Jerusalem “on horses” and, after he is laid to rest, a popular 

assembly makes his sixteen-year old son Azariah the next king. (2 K 14:17-21)  

 

781-736 Azariah b. Amaziah, whose mother is named Jecoliah of Jerusalem, was 

struck with leprosy, forcing him to spend years of his reign in 

quarantine.36 The person in charge was his son Jotham (see 2 Kings 15:1-

7), who took the royal title after Azariah’s death, ruling in his own name 

until his death in 736.  

 

While Judah inched toward greater wealth that was to fuel dreams of independence, the 

northern kingdom was beset by internal turmoil that resembled its early years. The last 

scion of the dynasty of Jehu, Zechariah b. Jeroboam, is assassinated only six months after 

he takes the throne of Samaria. His murderer, Shallum b. Jabesh, reigns just a month 

before he, in turn, is killed by Menahem b. Gadi (747-738) who presided over a period 

of relative stability but whose son Pekahiah was assassinated by Pekah b. Remaliah.  

 

According to Assyrian records, Menahem of Samaria and Rasyan (Resin) of Damascus 

are forced to pay tribute to Tiglath-Pileser III, the Great King of Asshur/Assyria. 

According to 2 K 15:19-20, Menahem’s payment buys Assyrian protection of his hold on 

the throne. To pay for it, he imposes a poll tax of fifty silver shekels on the wealthy 

landowners.  

 

It was at the time of Menahem and to some degree because of his own initiative that 

Israel encountered a new power of unprecedented speed and efficiency in forcing every 

nation to submit to its will: Assyria. Menahem himself ushered in the process that was to 

lead first to vassalage and ultimately to the loss of Israel’s independence and statehood. 

                                                 
36 One of the Crusader kings of the Latin Kingdom ruling in Jerusalem much later was also struck by 
leprosy, a fact visually exploited in Ridley Scott’s 2005 feature film “Kingdom of Heaven.” 
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In 722, Samaria was reduced to an Assyrian province, an event from which the 

commonwealth never fully recovered. Inadvertently, this turn of events propelled 

Jerusalem out of the shadow of the House of Omri and onto the stage of history. This was 

preceded by a series of miscalculations, most of all by the underestimation, on the part of 

the last kings of Samaria and Damascus, of Assyria’s power and her resolve to crush any 

disloyalty on the part of her vassals. 

 

The first Assyrian campaign against Israel and its Aramean ally may have been the 

result of a policy decision made in Jerusalem. Against the counsel of prophet Isaiah, king 

Ahaz (736-716; see below) called for help from the Assyrian king against the Syro-

Ephraimite coalition, whose combined forces were about to appear at the gates of 

Jerusalem to force Ahaz to join them in a rebellion against Assyria. Precipitated by 

Rasyan of Damascus and Pekah of Samaria’s attempt to force him to join their coalition, 

king Ahaz of Judah voluntarily entered into Assyrian vassalage but saved his kingdom 

from ruin. The Assyrian response is swift. It staves off the impending Syro-Ephraimite 

assault on Jerusalem (1 K 16:5-9). The ensuing dismantling of the disloyal vassal states 

and the eventual destruction of Israel are all in a day’s work for an empire of hitherto 

unprecedented speed, force, and efficiency. 

 

In 733 the outlying regions of Israel are integrated into the Assyrian provincial system. 

Damascus is conquered in 732. Rasyan is killed. The Israelite state is punished less 

harshly and it survives for another ten years, albeit reduced to the Ephraimite hill country 

and the city of Samaria. In 724, Pekah’s successor, Hosheah b. Elah, cancels his 

agreement to pay tribute to Shalmaneser and enters into an alliance with Egypt (either 

with the Ethiopian dynasty, ruling upper Egypt, or with some of the Libyan princes of the 

Delta; “King So” mentioned in 2 K 17:4 has not been identified), a misstep of colossal 

proportions, though not untypical for countries on the fringe of the Assyrian empire. 

Samaria was captured after a siege of three years.  
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722 In 722, shortly before the death of Assyrian king Shalmaneser V or 

shortly after the beginning of the reign of Sargon II, the House of Omri, 

or what was then left of it, falls.  

 

The fall of Samaria was the indirect result of the decision on the part of Ahaz of Judah to 

submit to the Assyrian empire and to call on Assyria for help. Israel, a kingdom of fellow 

YHWHists, with whom the Judahites were connected at the hip, was destroyed as a 

political entity and never regained independence. Yet the name  “Israel” survived. Those 

who went into exile after the fall of Jerusalem (in 586) carried it with them, identifying 

themselves both as Jews (i.e., people from Judah) and as Israelites. The name also 

survived in the Land of Israel. Here, the mixture of old and new populations in and 

around Samaria considered themselves Israelites as well, either because that is simply 

who they were or because that is what they had become; in the Levant, place names often 

conferred identity. The descendents of these people are the Samaritans, today a small 

congregation measuring in the few hundreds but once a serious challenger to the claim of 

Jerusalem’s establishment to the exclusive ownership of the mantle of “Israel.”  

 

According to 2 Kings the former Israelite elite was resettled in regions east of the Tigris 

(along the Habur and Gozan rivers and in the cities of the Medes; 2 K 17:6) and people 

from elsewhere were settled in the new Assyrian province of Samerina. The Book of 

Kings contains a reminiscence of the misfortune that befell the first generation of “new 

Israelites:” a plague of lions. To ameliorate their situation, a priest was called back from 

among the “old Israelites” to teach them the ways of the land (2 K 17:24). According to 

an inscription by Assyrian king Sargon II, the first people to be resettled in Samaria came 

from Arabia: I crushed the tribes of Tamud, Ibadidi, Marsimany, and Haiap, the Arabs 

who live, far away, in the desert (and) who know neither overseers, nor official(s) and 

who had not (yet) brought their tribute to any king. I deported their survivors and settled 

(them) in Samaria.37 These Arab deportees were later joined by other settlers who were 

brought here by Esarhaddon and Asshurbanipal (see 2 K 17:24, Ezra 4:2 and Ezra 4:10), 

but it is likely that the community was also joined by Judahite refugees from the 

                                                 
37 ANE I: 196-7. 
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destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. (Until today, the Samaritans live by the Mosaic 

Torah and consider Mt. Garizim, near Shekhem, rather than Jerusalem the place YHWH 

chose from among all the tribes for his name to reside.) 

 

While the history of the Israelite state had come to an abrupt and irretrievable end, the 

history of the people of Israel continued; the mantle of YHWH’s favor was claimed by 

Jews and Samaritans. But the rise of Jerusalem as the city YHWH chose from among all 

tribes really begins here, and it begins with king Ahaz who precipitated the fall of 

Samaria. 

 

 

2.3. The City Chosen by YHWH (736-609) 

 
Your fame spread among the nations on account of your beauty, for it was perfect. 

Ezekiel 16:14 

 

In the last third of the 8th century, following the reduction of Samaria and Damascus to 

provinces of the Assyrian empire, Jerusalem emerges from the shadow of its northern 

neighbors and develops regional ambitions of its own. The unsung hero of this story is 

king Ahaz who ushered in the period of transformation of Jerusalem from second-rate 

residence of subordinate kings to the true golden age of ancient Jerusalem. The 

transformation of Jerusalem from a small Judahite city to a true center of administration 

and commerce became evident in archeological discoveries made over the past forty 

years. 

 

Ahaz (736-716)  

Ahaz was the son of Jotham. The latter had been king in Jerusalem for sixteen years (2 K 

15:33) or for twenty years (2 K 15:30); the chronology is confusing since Jotham served 

as the regent under his leprous father before ruling in his own name. The deuteronomistic 

historians disapprove of Ahaz; perhaps this is the reason why they never refer to him by 

his full, theophoric name (in Assyrian sources: Ia-u-ha-zi). Here is the deuteronomistic 
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evaluation of this king, based on a stereotypical litany of evils similarly attributed to 

other kings as well: “He did not do what was right in the sight of the LORD his God, as 

his ancestor David had done, but walked in the way of the kings of Israel. He even made 

his son pass through fire, according to the abominable practices of the nations whom the 

LORD drove out before the people of Israel. He sacrificed and made offerings on the 

high places, on the hills, and under every green tree.” (2 K 16:2-4) Unless “passing 

through the fire” was a form of child sacrifice that involved the actual death of the son in 

question, the person who underwent this ordeal at his father’s behest could very well 

have been the later King Hezekiah, about whom we hear that he abolished all the 

abominations his father had practiced, possibly including on himself.  

 

The grandfather of Ahaz was either a barely mentioned king by the name of Uzziah (2 K 

15:32, Isa 6:1), or Uzziah was merely another name of the leprous king Azariah (cf. 2 

Chr. 26:1), in which case Ahaz was the grandson of the latter. The name of his 

grandmother, the wife of Uzziah/Azariah, is of special interest. Jerusha bat Zadok ties 

Ahaz to the enigmatic priestly family known by this name. The identity of Zadok and the 

origins of the Zadokite priesthood in Jerusalem have been much debated. Some scholars 

have theorized that Zadok was a YHWHistic priest whom David had brought to 

Jerusalem from Hebron.38 Others think that Zadok is as close as we get to a genuinely 

native Jerusalemite tradition that predates the association of the House of David with the 

city. But this conjecture is also based on biblical passages that hardly provide conclusive 

historical evidence. Based on Scripture there is a possible connection between Zadok the 

priest and the pre-Judahite priest-kings of Jerusalem (such as the Melchizedek of Genesis 

14). In this view, the Zadokites represented the ancient rulers of the city. The relation 

between this clan and the earlier inhabitants of the city, the biblical Jebusites (a thinly 

disguised artificial name meaning “the ones he—an unnamed deity—trampled” that 

refers to no otherwise known ethnic or political group) is also unclear. In any case, 

according to the deuteronomistic work of history, Ahaz was both a bad egg and closely 

related to the Zadokites. He was also an extremely successful ruler whose loyalty to the 

Assyrians paid off, at least for Jerusalem. 

                                                 
38 Cf. 2 Sam 8:17 and cf. OLYAN (1982), ROOKE (2000). 
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As a freshman king, Ahaz of Judah faced a stark choice: defy the combined power of the 

Syro-Ephraimite coalition (Damascus and Samaria, the old bullies to the north) and face 

an attack on Jerusalem like that suffered by his great-grandfather Amaziah forty-five 

years earlier, which had ended in ignominy and assassination; join the rebellious coalition 

and defy the Assyrians whose frightful power (and the futility of relying on Egyptian 

protection) had just been vividly demonstated by Tiglat-Pileser’s swift campaign against 

the Philistine King Hanunu of Gaza; or call upon the Assyrians for help against 

Damascus and Samaria, the known bullies, and enter into a relationship of dependence on 

an even greater bully.  

 

The prophetic literature of the Bible contains genuine material from the time of the Syro-

Ephraimite threat of 734/733, offering us an authentic glimpse of the mood at the court 

of Jerusalem at the time of this crisis. One who offers the king his counsel is the prophet 

Isaiah b. Amoz, a Jerusalemite, who is said to have received his calling the year Uzziah, 

presumably the young king’s leprous grandfather, died (see Isa 6:1). As a seasoned 

analyst of the political situation, Isaiah initially suggests (somewhat patronizingly) that 

there is nothing to worry about (cf. Isa 7:1-9): “If you do not stand firm in faith you shall 

not stand at all” (ibid. v. 9). When Ahaz is not satisfied, the prophet, impatiently, offers a 

sign:  

 

Hear then, O House of David! Is it too little for you to weary mortals, that you weary my 

God also? Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman (i.e., 

the prophet’s wife) is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel. (…) 

Before the child knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good, the land before whose 

two kings you are in dread will be deserted. (Isa 7:13ff) 

 

What Isaiah expects is that, before long, the Assyrians will move on their own account 

and therefore accomplish Jerusalem’s rescue without Ahaz having to deplete the treasury 

to pay off the empire for its intervention, which was certain to invite a long-term 

commitment to the Assyrians (cf. Isa 8:5-10). However, this was not to be, and it seems 
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that even Isaiah’s calm was shattered as news are received of the advancing Israelites and 

Syrians (cf. Isa 10:27d-32).39 The king, prudently, opts to call on the Assyrians for help 

(see 2 K 16:7-9).  

 

The introduction of Assyrian dominance in Jerusalem is associated with a cultic reform 

instituted by king Ahaz upon visiting Damascus, after the Assyrians had just annexed that 

city. The deuteronomistic work of history suggests that the cultic changes Ahaz instituted 

in Jerusalem were done “because of the king of Assyria” (2 K 16:18). But the dismantling 

of bronze implements at the royal shrine that is mentioned in this connection may have 

had much more mundane reasons. It suggests that there was a heavier price to pay for the 

Assyrian intervention than the king had expected. 

 

In the century and a half between the Assyrian destruction of Samaria and the Babylonian 

destruction of Jerusalem, the city experienced a veritable boom. A modest mid-8th 

century expansion eastward of the city walls was abandoned when an entire second city 

(called the mishneh) was added to the west of the “City of David.” Estimates vary, but 

between the late eighth and the early sixth century the residential area of the city 

increased by a factor of between five and twelve compared to the built-up area occupied 

by the tenth to ninth-century fortress.40 Since the new five to seven meters wide walls of 

fortification were added on the foundation of some of the new residences, we may 

conclude that residential building began at a time of relative security and only later on the 

massive new fortifications were added. The source of influx of population continues to be 

debated. Most scholars agree that it is reasonable to assume that many Israelites migrated 

to Jerusalem after 722 and before 701, i.e., between the fall of Samaria and the siege of 

Jerusalem (see below). This first demographic influx may have stimulated Hezekiah’s 

                                                 
39 Following the interpretation of Donner in HAYES and MILLER (1977). 
40 See Ronny Reich and Eki Shukron, “Urban Development of Jerusalem in the Late Eighths Century 
B.C.E.” in VAUGHN/KILLEBREW (2003): 209-218. LIVERANI (2003):152, speaks of a growth of the 
city from 5 hectares to 60 hectares and of an increase of the estimated population from 1,000 to 15,000. 
STEINER (2003): 74-75, speaks of a growth from 12 hectares and up to 2000 inhabitants for the Jerusalem 
of the tenth/ninth century BCE to about 50 hectares and up to 10,000 people for the end of Iron Age II (586 
BCE). For a brief summary of the consensus of archeologists on Iron Age II Jerusalem’s urban growth see 
KILLEBREW (2003): 335-338. For possible concomitant cultural repercussions of this dramatic urban 
development see SCHNIEDEWIND (2003): 379-386. 
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territorial and political ambitions that caused Assyria to lay siege to Jerusalem in 701. By 

701, the newly expanded Jerusalem was sufficiently fortified to withstand the Assyrian 

siege. Sennacherib’s campaign however dampened Jerusalem’s ambition for regional 

expansion and conspiracy against the empire. Furthermore, although Sennacherib spared 

Jerusalem, his inscriptions and the archeological record confirm that all other sizable 

cities, forts, and residential towns of Judah were destroyed at this time. It is therefore 

very likely that the subsequent growth of Jerusalem was the direct result of migration of 

Judahites from the outlying regions to the only remaining fortified center, the city of 

Jerusalem.41 

 

Hezekiah (716-687) 

According to 2 K 18:1-2, Hezekiah began to rule in the third year of Hoshea b. Elah of 

Israel; this information is followed by praise for Hezekiah’s piety and prowess in war in 

vv. 3-8, another parallel chronology of the two kings in v. 9, and finally, in v.10, the 

information: “In the sixth year of Hezekiah, which was the ninth year of King Hoshea of 

Israel, Samaria was taken.” V. 13 then immediately introduces the next dramatic moment, 

namely, Sennacherib’s attack on Judah, which 2 K 13 dates to the fourteenth year of 

Hezekiah. The ancient readers were hardly troubled by this. When the account was 

written, more than a hundred years after the destruction of Israel, it was easy to skip a 

few years. Ahaz was by now perhaps forgotten—he is certainly disliked by the editors—

while Hezekiah was famous as the one who had challenged the Assyrians and withstood 

the siege. Hence perhaps the error in the date. The siege of Jerusalem took place in 701. 

If this was, indeed, the fourteenth year of Hezekiah’s reign (a fact not likely to have been 

forgotten), his accession to the throne can be reasonably dated to 716. This means that the 

great public works, the extension of the realm and the settlements in the Negev and other 

achievements attributed to Hezekiah may very well have been the accomplishments of 

Ahaz. 

 

The deuteronomistic historians, however, emphasize the achievements of Hezekiah, the 

son of Ahaz and of Abi, the daughter of Zechariah (2 K 18:2). To them he is one of the 

                                                 
41 Cf. STEINER (2003): 68-79. 
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few kings who “did what is right in the sight of the LORD just as his ancestor David had 

done” (2 K 3ff). The praise is formulaic, with the exception of one detail, which is 

unique; Hezekiah is said to have “broken in pieces the bronze serpent that Moses had 

made, for until those days the people of Israel [sic] had made offerings to it; it was called 

Nehushtan.” (2 K 18:4). Since the Nehushtan (“Bronzey”) is explictly linked with “the 

people of Israel,” chances are that the ancient cult object had arrived in Judah with the 

migrants from the northern kingdom who may have held on to it, along with other Mosaic 

traditions.42 The influence of northerners on the growth and development of the city at 

this time may be confirmed by an oracle from the Book of Micah, a Judahite prophet 

from outside of Jerusalem who chides the “chiefs of the House of Israel” who “build Zion 

with blood and Jerusalem with wrong” (Micah 3:9-10).43 

 

The main biblical sources pertaining to the reign of Hezekiah are 2 Kings 18-20 and 

Isaiah 36-39 (the end of the original book of Isaiah). These books were composed from 

traditions and sources that saw long periods of transmission, including periods of 

disruption and displacement, and they show clear signs of editorial intervention. The two 

versions (in Isaiah and Kings) are so similar as to constitute variants of a single source. 

There is a second much longer history of the reign of Hezekiah in the Books of 

Chronicles (2 Chr 29-32), which reflects the religious interests of the Jerusalem 

priesthood in the age of reconstruction, sometime between the end of the Babylonian 

exile and the advent of Alexander the Great (the Achaemenid age, c. 539-332). But 

because of its late date of composition the historical value of the information it conveys is 

somewhat doubtful.44 

 

                                                 
42 2 Chr 29-31 attributes a whole host of other religious reforms to Hezekiah. Since these bear the 
hallmarks of later theological interests they should not be considered authentic traditions pertaining to the 
age of Hezekiah. On Mosaic tradition at Israelite cult sites note the passage in Judges 18:30 where a Mosaic 
lineage of priests is associated with the sanctuary at Dan. 
43 Cf. SCHNIEDEWIND (2003): 386. 
44 By this I do not mean to dismiss the entire Books of Chronicles summarily as a historical source. In fact, 
in some cases, Chronicles seems to rely on sources that were not available to the deuteronomistic 
historians, such as the “records of the seers” referred to in 2 Chr 33:19, in conclusion to an account of the 
reign of Manasseh that adds considerable information to what is found in 2 K 21 and culminates in a 
strikingly different evaluation of his merits. 
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701 Assyrian annals that describe Sennacherib’s campaign through “Hatti-

land” (Syro-Palestine) include a detailed account of his siege of Jerusalem 

and the heavy tribute he imposed on Hezekiah of Judah. It seems as if 

Sennacherib encircled Judah in a mopping up of the disloyals, and there 

are other signs that Hezekiah was seen as the instigator of several 

rebellions or that he was trying to establish an empire of his own in those 

regions that had not yet been integrated into the Assyrian provincial 

system. A coalition with Egypt is mentioned, and there may have been 

contacts with the Chaldean enemies of the Assyrians. No wonder that the 

Assyrians considered this a serious enough threat to their interests to 

intervene decisively. 

 

According to our sources, the conflict began with what seems to have been a coordinated 

uprising against the Assyrians that involved the Phoenician coastal city of Sidon as well 

as the Philistines and Judeans, in other words, the entire line-up of border-states of the 

Assyrian Empire west of the Euphrates that had not already been integrated into the 

network of provinces. The petty kingdoms utilized the moment of dynastic transition 

from Sargon II to Sennacherib (705 BCE) to try and shake off the Assyrian “yoke.”45 The 

“Prism of Sennacherib” states that the “officials, patricians, and people of Ekron” 

deposed their king Padi and delivered him to Jerusalem where he remained imprisoned 

until the Assyrians forced his release and reinstalled him. The loyal kings, such as Padi, 

were later rewarded with lands and towns taken from the rebels, including much of the 

Judahite possessions in the Shephelah. Judah’s regional ambitions were curtailed, the 

country was reduced to its original territory in the hills, and it was forced to pay heavy 

tribute. 

 

The siege of Jerusalem is described as follows:  

 

                                                 
45 For concise but detailed summaries of the period of Assyrian dominance in the Levant and the so-called 
pax Assyriaca see LIPSCHITS (2005): 3-13, LIVERANI (2005): 143-164. 
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As to Hezekiah the Jew [Ha-za-ki-(i)aú Ia-ú-da-ai], he did not submit to my yoke, I laid 

siege to 46 of his strong cities, walled forts and to the countless small villages in their 

vicinity, and conquered (them) by means of well-stamped (earth-)ramps, and battering-

rams brought (thus) near (to the walls) (combined with) the attack by foot soldiers, 

(using) mines, breeches as well as sapper work. I drove out (of them) 200,150 people, 

young and old, male and female, horses, mules, donkeys, camels, big and small cattle 

beyond counting, and considered (them) booty. Himself I made a prisoner in Jerusalem, 

his royal residence, like a bird in a cage. I surrounded him with earthwork in order to 

molest those who were leaving his city’s gate. His towns which I had plundered, I took 

away from his country and gave them (over) to Mitinti, king of Ashdod, Padi, king of 

Ekron, and Sillibel, king of Gaza. Thus I reduced his country, but I still increased the 

tribute and the katru-presents (due) to me (as his) overlord which I imposed (later) upon 

him beyond the former tribute, to be delivered annually. Hezekiah himself, whom the 

terror-inspiring splendor of my lordship had overwhelmed and whose irregular and elite 

troops which he had brought into Jerusalem, his royal residence, in order to strengthen 

(it), had deserted him, did send me, later, to Nineveh, my lordly city, together with 30 

talents of gold, 800 talents of silver, precious stones, antimony, large cuts of red stone, 

couches (inlaid) with ivory, nimedu-chairs (inlaid) with ivory, elephant-hides, ebony-

wood, boxwood (and) all kinds of valuable treasures, his (own) daughters, concubines, 

male and female musicians. In order to deliver the tribute and to do obeisance as a slave 

he sent his (personal) messenger.46 

 

The biblical account agrees with the gist of this report. According to 2 K 18:7, Hezekiah 

“rebelled against the king of Assyria and would not serve him;” according to 2 K 18:13ff, 

Sennacherib “came up against all the fortified cities of Judah and captured them;” 

Hezekiah sued for peace and was made to pay a tribute of threehundred talents of silver 

and thirty talents of gold. It also says that it had been Hezekiah himself who had overlaid 

the doors at the temple with gold that he now had to strip so as to be able to pay the king 

                                                 
46 ANET 287-288, Prichard (1958) I, 199ff., Miller/Hayes (2006) pp. 418-19. 
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of Assyria.47 From 2 K 19:29-31 it seems as if the Assyrian intervention was perceived as 

devastating but not completely hopeless. Jerusalem and its environs remained in the 

hands of the king: The surviving remnant of the house of Judah shall again take root 

downward, and bear fruit upward; for from Jerusalem a remnant shall go out and from 

Mount Zion a band of survivors. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this. (2 K 19:29-

31) 

 

In light of the recent destruction of Samaria, the survival of Jerusalem appeared as 

nothing short of a miracle. It boosted the standing of those who had counselled against 

surrender and against trust in an alliance with an unreliable und unstable Egypt. The 

prophets, among them Isaiah, could argue that YHWH himself had shown that he was 

able to protect Jerusalem against all enemies, even one as powerful as the king of 

Assyria. When the Assyrians reasonably break off the siege of an all-too-well prepared 

Jerusalem and are satisfied with accepting tribute, the event appears too great to have 

been accomplished by human hands. Gratitude speaks, when it is an angel of the LORD, 

in other words YHWH himself, who saved the city: “That very night the angel of the 

LORD set out and struck down one hundred eighty-five thousand in the camp of the 

Assyrians; when morning dawned, they were all dead bodies.”48  

 

The psychological significance of the siege of 701 cannot be emphasized enough. It 

represents a key moment in Jerusalem’s transformation into the theological-political 

symbol that it became and has remained ever since. There are many factors to this, the 

most obvious being the expansion and fortification the city underwent in the run-up to the 

siege. A second factor is the internal debate on the right course of political action before 

                                                 
47 On the complex question of the sources and value of the tribute payments extracted by the Assyrians 
from seemingly cash-poor places like Judah and its neighbors see Holladay (2006). As the Assyrian list 
indicates, Hezekiah had to deliver luxury goods that originated in far-off Africa, something that was 
possible only if Judah had access to the King’s Highway or other major trade routes and was able to extort 
tolls from the traders in exchange for their protection. The amassing of riches on the part of the Judahite 
elite was criticized by the prophets, just as had been the case in Israel under Jeroboam II. 
48 An echo of this report can also be found in Herodotus (Hist.2.141). According to Liverani (2005), p. 48: 
“In reality, this is what happened: the city defences were efficient enough to hold out until the Assyrians (as 
usually happens in such circumstances) had to move away. The relief that followed this narrow escape—
which was helped by the onset of an epidemic among the besiegers and the imminent return of an Egyptian 
army—was so strong that the rescue was attributed to divine intervention.” 
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the siege and the apparent vindication of the trust-in-YHWH-alone-party. A third factor 

was Hezekiah’s ability to survive the crisis of 701, including the drastic punitive 

reduction of the country and the heavy tribute imposed on Jerusalem. Similar events in 

the north lead to the fall of the dynasty of Jehu. In Jerusalem, however, the “House of 

David” survives and thrives, presumably because of its coalition with the YHWHistic 

party. This cluster of factors is implied in an oracle that may have been formulated much 

later but characterizes the attitude of the deuteronomistic historians (and prophetic 

circles) in general: For I will defend this city to save it, for my own sake, and for the sake 

of my servant David. (2 K 19:34) 

 

To be sure, in order for the city to play the role it did, i.e., in order to withstand the 

Assyrian siege and hence to save the kingdom from the kind of obliteration suffered by 

the likes of Samaria, Damascus, and Sidon (on the latter, see Isaiah’s lament over Sidon, 

Isa 23:2.12), Jerusalem had to have been dramatically transformed, as indeed it was.  

 

Scripture alone provided few clues and hardly prepared the modern excavators of 

Jerusalem for the discovery that the situation, conventionally referred to as the “Assyrian 

threat,” was in fact a time of astounding growth and expansion across the Judahite 

realm but especially in Jerusalem. 

 

Although we saw that it may have been under Ahaz that the city was first expanded, the 

biblical historians are most likely correct when they remember Hezekiah as the one who 

decisively propelled the city forward. His name is particularly associated with the 

addition to the already impressive water works of the city. For the first time since the 

Middle Bronze Age, hydraulic engineers added a new channel for the “waters of Shiloah” 

(Isa 8:6, cf. Isa 22:8b-11, 2 K 20:20, Sir 48:17)49 to accommodate the needs of a growing 

population, to provide the “garden of the king” on the low lying southern edge of the city 

with an irrigation pool and the public with convenient access to the city’s main perennial 

fresh water supply that remained accessible and protected against the outside even during 

a time of siege. There are other indications that the siege of Jerusalem did not come as a 

                                                 
49 On the debate whether Hezekiah was the builder of the Siloam tunnel see MILLER/HAYES (2006): 412. 
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surprise and was well prepared for. We know from numerous royal seals (lmlk) found on 

storage jars in Jerusalem and in various Judean towns that grain and oil supplies from the 

royal stores had been distributed to the border forts. Even though the Assyrians 

succeeded in diminishing the state of Judah, the city of Jerusalem recovered and florished 

in the century following Hezekiah’s death.  

 

Manasseh (687-642) 

The last century of high Judahite Jerusalem, from the time of king Manasseh to the 

destruction of the city, is a period of dramatic shifts in the regional balance of power. 

The first half of the century, roughly coinciding with the rule of Manasseh, sees the 

greatest expansion of the Assyrian Empire, which even successfully installs a new 

dynasty in Egypt. After 640, the political landscape changes: Assyria collapses and 

withdraws from the Levant, leaving Egypt and Babylonia to compete for “Hatti-land” [= 

ever-nari].  

 

The deuteronomistic account of the reign of Manasseh, the son of Hezekiah and of 

Hephzibah (2 K 21:1), could stand under the heading of “guilty.” The complaints about 

Manasseh are an accumulation of everything any of the kings was ever charged with, 

except worse. The literary sources or layers of editorial intervention spill across one 

another in the narrow space of a single chapter, pouring venom on this king. He “did evil 

in the sight of the LORD, following the abominable practices of the nations that the 

LORD drove out before the people of Israel” (2 K 21:2); he “rebuilt the high places that 

his father Hezekiah had destroyed” (v. 3); he “erected altars for Baal” and he “made a 

sacred pole” i.e., an Asherah tree or image (v. 3); he “worshiped all the hosts of heaven, 

and served them” (v. 3); he “built altars in the house of the LORD” (v. 4) and “altars for 

all the host of heaven in the two courts of the house of the LORD” (v. 5); he “made his 

son pass through fire,” practiced “soothsaying and augury,” and he “dealt with mediums 

and with wizards” (v. 6). Following this list of charges, a second and a third source carry 

matters further. First the “sacred pole” or Asherah is picked up again when it says (in v. 

7) that Manasseh had it installed “in the house of which the LORD said to David and to 

his son Solomon, ‘In this house, and in Jerusalem, which I have chosen out of all the 
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tribes of Israel, I will put my name forever’” (v. 7). In other words, the sin of Manasseh 

consists not alone in the making of the pole but in placing it in the temple of Solomon. 

The text then continues in a different direction altogether, sounding the theme of rest in 

the “land that I gave to their ancestors” under the condition that “they will be careful to 

do according to all that I have commanded them, and according to all the law that my 

servant Moses commanded them” (v. 8). To this editor, it is deviance from the Torah of 

Moses which brought down the state; at this point, however, the discussion seems to have 

left the particular historical circumstances far behind since Manasseh could not have 

known a Mosaic Torah that was only discovered by his grandson, King Josiah. The 

section ends with a sentence that connects this larger theme of the entire historical work 

rather clumsily with the matter at hand, the evaluation of Manasseh: “But they did not 

listen; Manasseh misled them to do more evil than the nations had done that the LORD 

destroyed before the people of Israel” (v. 9).  

 

Some of the “abominable” cultic practices mentioned in verses 2-6 are linked to “the 

nations that the LORD drove out before the people of Israel” while others (the altars to 

Baal and Asherah tree or image) are linked to king Ahab of Israel. Between the ages of 

Ahaz, loyal vassal to the Assyrians that he was, and the devoutly YHWHistic Josiah, who 

presided over a newly independent state, there was a struggle within the city’s elite that 

involved not just the cultic practices that are highlighted by the authors/editors of the 

various layers of deuteronomistic historiography but also a back and forth between 

vassalage (first to the House of Omri, then to the Syro-Ephraimite coalition, then to 

Assyria) and the freedom from foreign interference and everything it represented. 

 

Like any sophisticated royal court, Jerusalem’s society seems to have been stratified, 

diverse, and ideologically divided. There seems to have been a divide between popular 

religion (represented in household gods that usually came in a male-female pair) and the 

religion of the palace.50 The palace or royal household surely imposed its preferences on 

the officials associated with the royal shrine and it must have attempted to keep the 

prophetic circles and scribes in check. That these prophets and scribes were powerful 

                                                 
50 Cf. DEVER (2005). 
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institutions in their own right is evident from the fact that they succeeded in articulating 

their version of the events and to control the narratives that came down to later 

generations. The priests and prophets were sometimes in coalition with one another and 

with the landowners and “people of the land” (am ha’arets), sometimes at odds amongst 

themselves and with the military class that also represented what remained of the 

outlying areas of Judah, the former border fortresses, and the colonies whose YHWHistic 

devotion may have exceeded that of the urban and traditionally diverse center. The 

diversity characteristic of ancient Jerusalem is implied in the stories about king Solomon 

and his wives, just as the critique of Solomon expresses the objections of a movement 

that rallied around the exclusive worship of YHWH as the official cultic expression of 

national independence.  

 

From the perspective of the authors/editors active in the time of Josiah (see below), 

Manasseh’s reign was bad because he had reintroduced a variety of cultic practices later 

banished by Josiah. Manasseh, whose name has no theophoric element but instead evokes 

one of the ancient northern tribes, may have patched up things with the Israelites in the 

north. The mother of his son and the next king, Amon, came from Jotbah in the Galilee. 

Neither this princess nor her son bore a YHWHistic name. Earlier, when Hezekiah had 

named Manasseh, who was born around 699, Judah was still recovering from the heavy 

losses incurred in 701. After 701, Hezekiah must have begun a process of reconciliation 

with the empire and set Jerusalem on a path of loyalty to Assyria while seeking to build a 

bridge between Jerusalem and Samaria, now an Assyrian province. It was this policy 

shift of his father’s that Manasseh took to its logical conclusion at a time when the power 

of the Assyrians was at its zenith. Given the much-changed situation in which the next 

generation found itself, Manasseh’s reign and his policies must have appeared loathsome 

to the deuteronomists who advocated YHWH-istically motivated independence.51  

 

We have two further accounts of the life of Manasseh. One was added to the account in 

2 Kings after the destruction of Jerusalem (2 K 21:10-16), the other is found in the post-

                                                 
51 On Manasseh, Amon, and the social and historical context of this period cf. the insightful remarks in 
SCHNIEDEWIND (1999), pp. 54 and 80. 
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exilic Book of Chronicles (2 Chr 33:10-17). 2 K 21:10ff surpasses the earlier account in 

its condemnation of Manasseh, blaming him for no less than the destruction of Jerusalem. 

The passage is worth quoting in full. 

 

Because King Manasseh of Judah has committed these abominations, has done things 

more wicked than all that the Amorites did, who were before him, and has caused Judah 

also to sin with his idols; therefore thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, I am bringing 

upon Jerusalem and Judah such evil that the ears of everyone who hears of it will tingle. 

I will stretch over Jerusalem the measuring line for Samaria, and the plummet for the 

house of Ahab; I will wipe Jerusalem as one wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it upside 

down. I will cast off the remnant of my heritage, and give them into the hand of their 

enemies; they shall become a prey and a spoil to all their enemies, because they have 

done what is evil in my sight and have provoked me to anger, since the day their 

ancestors came out of Egypt, even to this day. (2 K 21:10-15) 

 

The passage is introduced with a phrase that also occurs in Jeremiah 44:4 (a prose section 

similar in perspective and style to 2 K 10ff), attributing the condemnation of Manasseh to 

“his (i.e., YHWH’s) servants the prophets.” This anonymous attribution points to the 

circle of authors responsible for this and similar passages, namely, the prophetic scribes 

whose input is discernible throughout the deuteronomistic work of history and the Book 

of Jeremiah. 

 

Another version of Manasseh’s life, found in Chronicles, was composed by authors who 

were either unfamiliar with the condemnation just cited or dismissed it for certain 

reasons. It is possible that they considered it foolish to blame any particular king for the 

destruction that, at their time of writing, was more remote than the task of rebuilding. If 

the books of Joshua through Kings were composed to serve as a kind of fürstenspiegel 

that taught princes how to be responsible kings (namely, by making them mindful of the 

fact that their “chosenness” was contingent on their exclusive loyalty to YHWH), the 

Books of Chronicles laid the ground for a theocratic society, ruled by priests and Levites, 

by evaluating the ancient kings on the basis of their personal piety rather than their royal 
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qualities (e.g. prowess in war, pursuit of national independence). One may say that even 

the notion of the exclusive worship of YHWH has here a completely different meaning 

since it seems stripped of the undertones of nationalism and independence. Accordingly, 

for Chronicles, Manasseh is not just not responsible for the destruction of the city, but he 

becomes the model of the new ideal of piety. This ideal of piety, which was first 

articulated by the early exilic prophet Ezekiel (see Ez 18), emphasized individual 

repentance over collective responsibility and simplistic conceptions of righteousness. 

After recounting the litany of “abominations” from 2 K 21:2-9, Chronicles departs from 

its vorlage by adding the following story: after having admonished Manasseh and the 

people in vain, YHWH brings up against them unnamed “commanders of the army of the 

king of Assyria” who take Manasseh “captive in shackles” and bring him to Babylonia 

(thus prefiguring the later situation of Jehoiachin). This distress causes Manasseh to 

repent.52 “While he was in distress he entreated the favor of the LORD his God and 

humbled himself greatly before the God of his ancestors. He prayed to him, and God 

received his entreaty, heard his plea, and restored him again to Jerusalem and to his 

kingdom. Then Manasseh knew that the LORD indeed was God.” (2 Chr 33:10-13). Later 

generations, for whom repentence and conversion were key moments in the individual’s 

path from sin and error to forgiveness and redemption, were naturally curious to know 

what it was Manasseh had prayed, and eventually such a prayer was indeed composed 

and circulated as the (apocryphal) Prayer of Manasseh (a third century CE text, included 

in Jerome’s Latin translation of the Bible, the Vulgate).  

 

In addition to saving King Manasseh’s character, the Chroniclers also found material in 

their sources53 that redounded to Manasseh’s credit as a builder. According these records, 

Manasseh “built an outer wall for the city of David west of Gihon, in the valley, reaching 

the entrance at the Fish Gate; he carried it around Ophel, and raised it to a very great 

height,” (2 Chr 33:14) and he “put commanders of the army in all the fortified cities in 

                                                 
52 On the Chronicler’s portrayal of Manasseh’s repentence and its context in that author’s overall agenda 
see KNOPPERS (2003): 325. 
53 Cf. 2 Chr 33:19 where one of the authors’ sources is named as the “records of the seers.” 
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Judah” (ibid.).54 Archaelogists have not just confirmed the gist of this report but they 

exceed it when they speak of a veritable “construction boom” during the time of 

Manasseh. 55 (This is one of the cases where Chronicles proves to be a more reliable 

source of information than the deuteronomistic work of history.) Finally, he is even said 

to have removed all the abominations he himself had introduced “before he humbled 

himself,” something that is contradicted by the fact that his son, Amon, is said to have 

continued in his father’s path and that Josiah is supposed to have removed them all again 

shortly thereafter. 

 

642-640 Manasseh’s son Amon, whose mother was Meshullemeth b. Haruz of 

Jotbah (2 K 21:19), a Galilean, represented the continuation of the policy 

of integration with the north, then still under direct Assyrian control. Only 

two years into Amon’s reign, however, Assyria’s power began to fade. It 

is not clear why unnamed “servants” (2 K 21:23) conspired against the 

king and assassinated him. Whatever the causes of this palace rebellion, 

the same circle (the “people of the land,” presumably the land-owning 

notables) that had once confirmed Joash (Jehoash) in support of a 

YHWHistic priestly coup against Athaliah is named again in this context 

as having taken immediate action against the assassins: The people of the 

land killed all those who had conspired against King Amon, and the 

people of the land made his son Josiah king in place of him (1 K 21:24). 

 

Josiah (640-609) 

Sixty years after the siege of Jerusalem, as Assyria finally withdraws from the Levant and 

neither Egypt nor Babylonia has as yet stepped into the vacuum left in its wake, the old 

local kingdoms of the Levant and Transjordan enter into a competition for control of the 

regional resources. Among the competitors is the Judahite kingdom of Jerusalem. 

 

                                                 
54 At the time of Manasseh new settlements were founded in the Negev, along the Jordan, and elsewhere 
and many towns were fortified. It seems, however, that the wall, described in Chronicles, may presuppose 
the much smaller scale city rebuilt after the exile under Nehemiah and his successors. 
55 On Manasseh’s building activities see Steiner (2003): 77 and Tatum (1991).  
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King Josiah’s long reign (640-609) is now mostly remembered for the religious reforms 

this king is said to have instituted. Tutored by YHWHistic priests, prophets, and scribes, 

the child king’s imagination may have been nourished by stories about his legendary 

ancestors David and Solomon and the pious deeds of Hezekiah; in the belief that YHWH 

had chosen Jerusalem as his residence (the legacy of 701), the adult Josiah has the royal 

shrine repaired; a Book of Torah “found” on this occasion becomes the blueprint for an 

iconoclastic revolution: Jerusalem is now the only legitimate place of the ritual worship 

of YHWH. Josiah’s success (or the absence of imperial pressure) sustains the belief that, 

if the newly united “Israel” serves YHWH and takes possession of the land, YHWH will 

once again drive out all other nations, as he did once before when Israel first came out of 

Egypt. And indeed, Josiah rules over a newly independent state, in a Jerusalem that is the 

unrivalled metropolis of Judah, in full control of its own stream of revenue, populous and 

efficiently centralized, all of which justifies the judgment of this king expressed by the 

editors of the deuteronomistic history: Before him there was no king like him, (…) nor did 

any like him arise after him. 

 

Josiah’s reign ends with his death in battle against Pharaoh Necho (2 K 23:29; cf. 2 Chr 

35:20-27). His successors find themselves in a radically altered situation.  

 

If Meshullemeth of Jotbah and her son Amon represented the cultural influence of the 

Israelite traditions that Manasseh had fostered in Jerusalem, King Josiah and his mother 

Jedidah bat Adaiah of Bozkath represented the Shephelah, the plains south-west of 

Jerusalem and east of the fortress of Lachish, which had been destroyed by 

Sennacherib,56 and hence a population shaped by the experience of loss, conflict, and a 

fierce devotion to YHWH.  

 

Similar to King Joash (Jehoash), Josiah was a minor when he ascended the throne (Joash 

was seven, Josiah eight years old at the beginning of their respective reign), which means 

that he was a king in name only, at least initially. Joash had been tutored by the priest 

Jehoiada (2 K 12:2) and is said to have overseen a finance reform that involved the 

                                                 
56 The siege of Lachish is well documented. See ANE I, p. 201 and plates 101 and 102. 
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separation of budgets for the maintenance of the temple building and the payment of the 

priests (2 K 12:4-16).57 Josiah is described as having made use of these building funds to 

sponsor a generous reconstruction of the ancient royal shrine (2 K 22:3-7). As to this 

shrine itself, no trace of it has ever been found. Since in Manasseh’s and Josiah’s time, 

the upper part of what used to be the Iron Age I City of David (the southeastern hill) was 

exclusively used for residential buildings, palace and temple were most likely situated in 

the area of the later Herodian platform, the current Haram ash-Sharif. 

 

622 The biblical accounts of Josiah’s reign (2 K 22-23 and 2 Chr 34-35) 

foreground the king’s pious deeds. Josiah is credited with having instituted 

the most radical YHWHistic reforms undertaken by any of the kings, 

surpassing even his legendary ancestors David and Solomon and the great 

Hezekiah in his zeal for the national deity. While earlier kings (esp. 

Hezekiah) are credited with eliminating some of the trappings of “other” 

cults that King Solomon himself is said to have introduced to please his 

“foreign” wives, Josiah’s reforms are wider in scope and include 

unprecedented elements, including the elimination of “high places,” i.e., 

YHWHistic shrines outside of Jerusalem. In this sense, Josiah made 

Jerusalem the city chosen by YHWH. To be sure, this idea meant 

something different in Josiah’s time than it meant later, after the city’s 

destruction and over the course of its later history. For Josiah’s 

contemporaries, it meant a radical disruption of their way of life and an 

unheard of elimination of the sacredness of traditional places of 

YHWHistic worship in the interest of a central administration. To make 

the royal shrine of Jerusalem the only legitimate place of worship was an 

act of great symbolic importance at a time when the Judahite kingdom was 

expanding and claiming the entire YHWHistic realm “from Dan to 

Beersheba,” if not from the river of Egypt to Damascus, as its legitimate 

inheritance. 

                                                 
57 Joash’s sponsorship of the Jerusalem temple is the focus of the so-called Joash-Inscription, which came 
to light in 2003 but which has since been widely dismissed as a modern forgery. For a cautious assessment 
of the evidence for and against the authenticity of this document see NORIN (2005). 
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According to 2 K 22-23, Josiah’s reforms were motivated by a hitherto unknown “scroll 

of instructions” (sefer torah) that emerged from the Jerusalem temple in connection with 

the repairs ordered by the king. The king has this text authenticated by prophetess Huldah 

and read in public, setting in motion the campaign for reform. The story is either 

brilliantly invented by the later authors or brilliantly staged by the king and his advisors. 

In either case, this is the earliest hint we have in biblical historiography of something like 

the Torah. Based on the content of the reforms, scholars believe that the scroll found in 

the temple or used to justify Josiah’s reforms included something very much akin to the 

canonical Book of Deuteronomy, especially chapter 12, the only place in the Pentateuch 

where it is explicitly commanded that worship of YHWH should be limited to a single 

location, chosen by YHWH himself. 2 K 22-23 also seems to presuppose familiarity with 

the curses Deuteronomy heaps on those who failed to follow its laws. 

 

After a campaign to the north that involved the slaughter of the YHWHistic priests of 

Samaria and the desecration of their altars (2 K 23:20), Josiah returns to Jerusalem and 

celebrates the first Passover (2 K 23:21-23), which may entail a deliberate change of the 

calendar as well, indicating that a new age had begun, the age of liberty and the end to 

(Assyrian) slavery.58  

 

Historically speaking, Josiah’s iconoclastic purge coincides with the decline and collapse 

of the Assyrian empire and its complete withdrawal from the lands west of the 

Euphrates. Ashurbanipal died in 631 after spending his final years mired in a crisis of 

succession. At the same time, Egypt is stabilized and fully reunited under Psammetichus I 

(664-610) who supports Assyria but no longer serves as her vassal. In 626 the Babylonian 

general Nabopolassar captures Babylon. By 620, Assyria had lost its provinces in “Hatti-

land” and elsewhere.  

 

                                                 
58 On passover and the change of the traditional new year in the fall to the spring see Ex 12:2. On 622 as the 
beginning of a new era see Ez 1:1. The “thirtieth year” marking the beginning of Ezekiel’s revelations in 
exile (Ez 1:1) matches up with 622 as the beginning of a new calendar, reckoning from the date of Josiah’s 
reforms. 
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The historical and political dimensions of Josiah’s reforms are clear, at least in outlines. 

The sudden disappearance of the empire allowed the Jerusalem establishment to 

consolidate its own authority over Judah and to extend the boundaries of the kingdom in 

all directions, including the border fortresses in the Shephelah, the Negev, the Arabah, 

and parts of the northern central highlands. Some of the lists of towns and provinces 

found in the Book of Joshua seem to reflect this new political reality while others may 

represent plans to extend the kingdom further.59 National independence was symbolized 

by the elimination of all cultic indicators of the earlier dependence on Assyria and of 

other political alliances. In contrast to the earlier Israelite model, which had placed its 

YHWHistic sanctuaries in its border cities (Bethel, Dan) and established a secular capital 

in a new city (Samaria) with no particular religious tradition (and hence open to a 

cosmopolitan society), Josiah’s unification project combined religious and administrative 

functions in a single capital. Whether or not this initiative was widely accepted or met 

with the resistence of the landed priesthood and others whose livelihood would have been 

affected by the elimination of other sanctuaries, Josiahs reforms, enshrined as they were 

in the pro-Josian historiography of his and/or later times, became the basic model for the 

reconstruction after the exile and thus provided an important precedent for future 

generations.  

 

612 The Chaldeans and their allies, the Medes, destroy Nineveh, the splendid 

capital of the Assyrian empire and home to its treasures. An echo of this 

event is preserved in biblical literature (see Zeph 2:13-15). 

 

609 Josiah falls in the effort of putting himself in the way of Pharaoh Necho’s 

military campaign through “Hatti-land,” which may be indirect evidence 

of Josiah’s own imperial designs. The death of Josiah is reported in two 

versions. According to 2 K 23:29, Josiah dies at the battle of Megiddo and 

his corpse is returned to Jerusalem for burial “in his own tomb,” whereas 

according to the longer version of 2 Chr 35:20-25 Josiah is only wounded 

                                                 
59 See Joshua 15-19 and cf. LIVERANI (2005): 171-174. 
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at Megiddo but dies in Jerusalem and is buried in the “tombs of his 

ancestors.”  

 

Necho had recently succeeded his father, Psammetichus I (664-610), under whose 

competent rule Egypt had been united and emerged from vassalage to a partnership 

among equals with Assyria. Necho’s campaign of 609 was meant to reclaim the former 

“land of the retenu” for Egypt, now that Assyria was no more. This ambition was 

immediately checked by a much stronger force: the Chaldean armies under the command 

of Nabopolassar. Babylonian dominance of Trans-Euphratene (ever-nari) is ushered in 

by the defeat of the Egyptians at Carchemish and Hamath.60 The neo-Babylonian 

(Chaldean) empire was to last for seventy years, not long enough to establish a new order 

but long enough to bring to an end the political system of the region that had emerged in 

a process that had extended over a period of more than fivehundred years. 

 

 

2.4. The Last Four Kings of Yerushalem (609-586) 

 
They shall bring a mob against you, and they shall stone you and cut you to pieces with their swords. They 

shall burn your houses and execute judgments on you (…) So I will satisfy my fury on you, and my jealousy 

shall turn away from you; I will be calm and will be angry no longer. Because you have not remembered 

the days of your youth, but have enraged me with all these things; therefore I have returned your deeds 

upon your head, says the Lord GOD. 

Ezekiel 16:40-43 

 

The end of Judah’s independence, the destruction of Jerusalem, and the exile of the royal 

household and thousands of others are precipitated by two factors. One is the geo-

political situation that made Judah a pawn in the regional competition between Egypt and 

the neo-Babylonian Empire. The other one is the, in hindsight, mistaken expectation 

harbored by influential circles in the Jerusalem of the time that the city would be able to 

defy the Chaldeans as it had once defied the Assyrians. 

 

                                                 
60 LIVERANI (2005): 183. Or (again?) at Carchemish in 605; cf. Jer 46:2 and see LIPSCHITZ (2005): 25. 
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Following the collapse of the Assyrian empire, Judah had emerged as a geographically, 

economically, and strategically dominant power in “Hatti-land” (ever-nari). The 

reemergence of Egyptian imperial designs on the region in the form of Necho’s campaign 

of 609 was a rude awakening for the “people of the land,” the landowning class of Judah, 

which had put Josiah on the throne and which had enjoyed two decades of complete 

control over the resources of an expanding realm. If there ever was a “united kingdom,” 

this was it. The last great champion of this class, Josiah, had sought death in battle rather 

than accepting vassalage to Egypt, perhaps because he had come to believe himself the 

new Joshua.  

 

Three of the last four kings of ancient Judah are sons of Josiah (Jehoahaz, 

Eliakim=Jehoiakim, and Mattaniah=Zedekiah). Jehoahaz and Jehoiakim accept Egyptian 

vassalage, which makes them contemptible to the biblical historians. The situation 

remains stable until c. 605, when Nebuchadrezzar ascends to the throne in Babylon. With 

Egypt out of the picture (cf. 2 K 24:7) Jehoiakim is forced to accept Babylonian 

vassalage. After three years of submission, Jehoiakim rebels against Nebuchadrezzar and 

thereby invites the first siege (2 K 24:1). In 598 or 597, after a yearlong siege, the king 

dies and his son Jehoiachin surrenders to the Babylonians. Jehoiachin and his royal 

household relocate to Babylon (2 K 24:12) and his uncle (so in 2 K 24:17 and Jer 37:1, 

different in 2 Chr 36:10), Josiah’s son Mattaniah (renamed Zedekiah), is appointed in his 

place. Jehoiachin, who had sought accomodation with Babylon, later appears in the 

second “appendix” to the deuteronomistic work of history as one of the beacons of hope 

for the future of the nation (see 2 K 25:27-30). Around 588, Zedekiah cancels his 

obligations to Nebuchadrezzar. This act of defiance precipitates another siege of 

Jerusalem that ends with the capture of the city in 587 or 586. To forestall any further 

rebellion, the city is systematically destroyed and a large number of its inhabitants, 

especially families of means and skilled laborers, are deported to Babylon, where some of 

them are encouraged to resettle cities and regions that had been previously destroyed or 

abandoned (cf. Jer 29, in a letter to the first wave of exiles). The deportation affects 

mostly Jerusalem and its immediate hinterland, not however other areas, which remain 

settled and YHWHistic in population and character.  
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The deuteronomists condemn Zedekiah no less than his predecessors, indicating perhaps 

that his defiance of Babylon was not motivated by loyalty to YHWH but by the 

appearance of an Egyptian army at the gates of Jerusalem (cf. Jer 37:5.11). In any case, 

his policies led to the capture and final destruction of the city and to the expulsion of 

“Jerusalem and Judah,” although our historians leave no doubt that the real reason for 

these events was the anger of YHWH (2 K 24:19-20). The overall impression is that the 

sons of Josiah remained loyal vassals to the Egyptians (especially Jehoahaz and 

Eliakim=Jehoiakim), which makes Zedekiah’s hope for an Egyptian intervention appear 

realistic (cf. Jer 37:5.11), even though it was ultimately disappointed. The kings ruled 

against the interests of the landed nobility (the “people of the land”) who wished for 

independence because they bore the brunt of the heavy tribute extracted by the empires. 

Finally there were those who argued that the land and the city were safest under 

Babylonian rule. Of the individuals who argued for submission to Nebuchadrezzar, some 

were imprisoned as traitors (as in the case of Jeremiah; see Jer 37-38) while others were 

assassinated as collaborators (as in the case of Gedaliah; see Jer 40-41, 2 K 25:22-26). 

The circles whose historical accounts have shaped our perception of this difficult period 

wrote in defense of the party of Jehoiachin, Jeremiah, and Gedaliah; hence it is generally 

assumed that the deuteronomistic account was decisively shaped in Mesopotamia, among 

the exiles who accepted Babylonian rule, enjoyed a modicum of prosperity, and made 

their home as Judahites living among Chaldeans (cf. Gen 11:31). 

 

The period in detail 

609 After Josiah’s death in battle it is, once again, the Judahite assembly of 

landowners (the “people of the land”) that appoints the next king. 

Jehoahaz, however, proves unable or unwilling to restore Judah’s 

independence. We find him at Hamath (cf. 2 K 23:33), either as a prisoner 

or as the commander of auxilliary troops. At Hamath, the Egyptians are 

decisively defeated by the Chaldeans. Before the vanquished Necho 

returns to Egypt, he appoints Jehoiakim (formerly: Eliakim) as the next 

king and takes Jehoahaz (and his troops?) with him to Egypt. Jerusalem 
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had lost its independence and now served as a vassal to Egypt and a buffer 

state between Egypt and Babylonia’s holdings in ever-nari. To collect the 

tribute exacted by the Egyptians, Jehoiakim imposes a tax on the “people 

of the land.”  

 

Jehoahaz, whose mother’s name (acc. to 2 K 23:31) is Hamutal b. Jeremiah of Libnah (a 

border town south of Ekron and east of Ashdod), represented the same general region as 

his father Josiah, i.e., the border region with the Philistines in the Shephelah. In contrast, 

Eliakim’s mother, Zebidah b. Pedaiah of Rumah near Jotbah, the home of Amon’s 

mother, was a northerner. Although her father’s name (Pedaiah=“Yah has redeemed”) 

indicates YHWHistic affiliation, it is interesting that the king’s name is EListic before he 

takes a YHWHistic throne name; perhaps a reflection of Judahite colonization in the 

north under Josiah. Jehoahaz and Jehoiakim are both dismissed as doing “what was evil 

in the sight of the LORD just as (their) fathers had done” (2 K 23:32.37), presumably 

because they accepted Egyptian vassalage over Judah. In any case, they must have acted 

in the interest of maintaining their own power when they supported the Egyptian side in 

the conflict with Babylonia. The burden of taxation on the “people of the land” is reason 

enough for these kings to be remembered as doing “what was evil in the sight of the 

LORD.”  

 

The final two chapters of Kings (2 K 24-25) are convoluted and the sequence of events is 

not always clear. There are numerous summary theological statements pointing out why 

certain things happened (e.g., “Surely this came upon Judah at the command of the 

LORD, to remove them out of his sight, for the sins of Manasseh,” 2 K 24:3). Some 

passages are out of place, and the information (e.g., numbers of exiles) is sometimes 

contradictory. Still, with the help of Babylonian sources, parallel traditions in the Books 

of Jeremiah and 2 Chronicles, and related passages elsewhere we can reconstruct at least 

the outlines of the events that culminated in the destruction of Jerusalem. The destruction 

of the city is confirmed by archeological evidence, and we have seals with names of 

officials that are familiar from the biblical sources. We also get a sense of the internal 

debates that took place in Jerusalem where Judahite dignitaries rallied to defy the 
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Chaldeans even though Egypt was no longer able or willing to fight to save her former 

vassal. 

 

609-598 Three years into Jehoiakim’s reign, Nebuchadrezzar II ascends the throne 

(605) and immediately reasserts Babylon’s power in “Hatti-land.” In his 

first year he takes the Philistine city of Ashkelon; in his fifth year he 

marches on Egypt. Jehoiakim is said to have submitted to Nebuchadrezzar 

around this time (601), but after a duration of three years he rebelled (2 K 

24:1), possibly encouraged by the fact that Nebuchadrezzar had taken a 

year off to recover and reorganize his armies (Year 5: The king of Akkad 

(stayed) in his country. He organized his chariots and many horses.)61 We 

hear of only two “Hatti-land” cities that resisted the Babylonians. But 

while the Phoenicians of Tyre managed to hold out for thirteen years,62 

Jerusalem’s resistence was broken after only one year. When Jehoiakim 

died unexpectedly, his son Jehoiachin surrendered. According to 2 K 24:2, 

the Chaldeans were aided by “bands of the Arameans, bands of the 

Moabites, and bands of the Ammonites,” indicating that Nebuchadrezzar 

had already been able to force the entire ring of surrounding states into 

vassalage. Later on, after the final destruction of Jerusalem, Babylon’s 

vassals were to be further rewarded for their loyalty by claiming territories 

that had been controlled by Judah.  

 

598 After taking “the city of Judah” on the second day of the month Addaru 

(Adar), the “king of Akkad” (as Nebuchadrezzar calls himself in the 

archaizing manner of the time) appointed a “king of his liking” (i.e., 

Zedekiah) and took “heavy booty.”63 According to 2 K 24:12.15, 

Jehoiachin is taken to Babylon as a prisoner, accompanied by “his mother, 

his servants, his officers, and his palace officials” (v. 12) or, according to 

verse 15, “the king’s mother, the king’s wives, his officials, and the elite 

                                                 
61 ANE II, p. 113. 
62 The fall of Tyre (585), one year after the fall of Jerusalem (586), was presaged by Ezekiel; see Ez 28:2-8. 
63 ANE II, p. 113. 



 68 

of the land.” The two modest and realistic, though certainly not trivial, 

enumerations of verses 12 and 15 (similar: Jer 29:2) are separated by a 

rather more comprehensive description of the booty and the people 

affected by the first exulation: He [to wit, Nebuchadrezzar] carried off all 

the treasures of the house of the LORD, and the treasures of the king’s 

house; he cut in pieces all the vessels of gold in the temple of the LORD, 

which King Solomon of Israel had made, all this as the LORD foretold. He 

carried away all Jerusalem, all the officials, all the warriors, ten thousand 

captives, all the artisans and the smiths; no one remained, except the 

poorest of the land (2 K 24:13-14). This can hardly describe the result of 

the first Babylonian siege on Jerusalem if, ten years later, Zedekiah feels 

emboldened to rebell against Nebuchadrezzar.64 

 

597-588 King Zedekiah (formerly Mattaniah) was the son of king Josiah and 

Hamutal b. Jeremiah of Libnah (2 K 24:18) and hence a full brother to 

Jehoahaz. If we assume that Jehoahaz’s extended sojourn in Egypt had 

turned from involuntary (see Jer 22:11) to voluntary, Zedekiah’s hope for 

Egyptian intervention on Judah’s behalf may have been founded on what 

he thought were reliable channels of communication. (An embassy to 

Egypt is mentioned in Ez 17:15). In 2 Chr 36:12, Zedekiah is criticized for 

rejecting the advice of prophet Jeremiah; in v. 13 (and Ez 17:13-15) he is 

criticized for breaking the oath of loyalty to Nebuchadrezzar. In 2 K 24:19 

he is said to have done “what was evil in the sight of the LORD, just as 

Jehoiakim had done.”  

 

588-586 Around 588 Zedekiah attempts to shake off Babylonian suzerainty. Along 

with the other princes of “Hatti-land” he had long waited for the right 

                                                 
64 The account in 2 Chr 36:5-10 is less detailed and contradicts several basic facts presented in 2 Kings. 
Thus Jehoiakim is taken prisoner by the Babylonians and Jehoiachin is also taken prisoner, and the 
Chronicler considers Zedekiah the brother rather than uncle of Jehoiachin. – As to 2 K 24:13-14, the point 
of this account seems to disparage those who had remained behind; the major conflict in the Persian period 
was that between “returnees” and “remainees.” Returnees are certain to have reclaimed their ancestral 
lands, to the dismay of the remainees. 
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opportunity (cf. Jer 27:1-11). Perhaps he was encouraged by the staying 

power of Tyre, which was then still holding out. But Nebuchadrezzar 

responded. The siege of Jerusalem began in the ninth year of Zedekiah’s 

reign, on the tenth day of the tenth month (2 K 25:1). While Tyre could 

resupply itself from the sea, Jerusalem was landlocked. After a year and a 

half, the food ran out. We know this because the date was recorded as the 

ninth day of the fourth month in the eleventh year of Zedekiah (vv. 2-3).65 

When the Babylonians breached the wall,66 the king “with all the soldiers” 

(2 K 25:4) left the city by “the gate between the two walls, by the king’s 

garden” (i.e., near the south-eastern tip of the “City of David”), although 

the Chaldeans supposedly had surrounded the city on all sides.67 Zedekiah 

and his men fled eastward, toward the Arabah, but the Chaldeans overtook 

them near Jericho where the king, deserted by his army, is captured. 

Zedekiah is brought to Nebuchadrezzar’s encampment at Riblah (on the 

Orontes, north of Baalbek) and sentenced: “They slaughtered the sons of 

Zedekiah before his eyes, then put out the eyes of Zedekiah; they bound 

him in fetters and took him to Babylon.” (2 K 25:7) 

 

A month after the city had been abandoned by its king, Nebuzaradan, the Babylonian 

“captain of the bodyguard,” supervises a systematic destruction of the city of Jerusalem: 

“He burned the house of the LORD, the king’s house, and all the houses of Jerusalem; 

every great house he burned down.” (2 K 25:8-9)68 Evidence of this destruction was 

found during excavations in the Jewish Quarter of modern Jerusalem and in the City of 

David. The city’s walls were torn down as well, rendering what remained of the city 

defenseless. (2 K 25:10) What happened in the month between the king’s flight and the 

systematic destruction of the city? We can only speculate, but we hear of a group of 

dignitaries that is brought before Nebuchadrezzar and executed after the city was 
                                                 
65 An echo of the famine may be found in biblical passages that speak of the breakdown of society and 
cannibalism within families (Deut 28:52-57, Lam 4:10). But this may also be hyperbolic. 
66 According to Jewish tradition, this occurred on the 17th day of the month of Tammuz. 
67 The flight and the later claim that the king was deserted by his armies are literary topoi found in other 
stories and in Assyrian victory inscriptions as well. It seems as if our biblical authors based their narrative 
on a formulaic sequence of events. 
68 According to Jewish tradition, the temple was destroyed on the ninth day of the month of Av. 
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destroyed. Is it possible that the city’s fate had not yet been sealed when the king was 

captured and punished, and that Nebuzaradan’s campaign was launched to quell a further 

rebellion against the Babylonians that was sustained by the leaders who were 

subsequently executed? Was the true initiative in the hand of others than the king himself 

to begin with? This would certainly explain the conciliatory attitude that, according to the 

Book of Jeremiah, Zedekiah had displayed toward the prophet all along; the prophet was 

protected by the king, who even had to meet with him in secret, so as not to arouse the 

suspicion of Jeremiah’s enemies (see Jer 37-38). Zedekiah does not seem to have been 

master in his own house. 

 

In 2 K 25:18-21 we hear of the execution of chief priest Seraiah, second priest 

Zephaniah, the three guardians of the threshold, a high military officer, five men of the 

king’s council, the secretary and commander of the army who “mustered the people of 

the land,” and sixty men from among the “people of the land,” who were brought before 

Nebuchadrezzar, following Nebuzaradan’s campaign and the systematic destruction of 

the city. We may conclude from this list that the core of the anti-Babylonian conspiracy 

and the source of continued resistance had been the am ha’arets or land-owning class, in 

coalition with the YHWHistic priesthood and other dignitaries. It also shows that the 

Babylonians proceeded on the basis of a solid understanding of the internal affairs of the 

state of Judah and that they tried to distinguish between the innocent and the guilty, 

separating the independence movement from the accommodationists. 

 

At this point (in the text of 2 Kings) we hear that those “who were left in the city and the 

deserters who had defected to the king of Babylon” and—to make it abundantly clear—

“the rest of the population” were “carried into exile” by Nebuzaradan (2 K 25:11). On the 

other hand, the captain left “some of the poorest among the people behind to serve as 

“vinedressers and tillers of the soil.” This seems to suggest that those who remained 

behind were mere laborers rather than land owners. This would presuppose that the land 

had been made a Babylonian domain but there is little evidence of sustained or widely 

spread Babylonian administration. The Babylonians left compliant forces in charge of a 

semi-independent province centered in Mizpah in Benjamin. The note in 2 K 25:11 may 
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then express the point of view of the exiles who were to return to reclaim their ancestral 

lands. This raises the question, who was exiled when and why, and who stayed behind?69  

 

According to Jer 52:28-30, there were three deportations, namely, in the seventh year 

(i.e., 597), in the eighteenth year (586), and in the twenty-third year of Nebuchadrezzar 

(581). The third of these deportations is nowhere else recorded and commentators are not 

sure what it refers to. It may provide a further indication that Judah continued to be a 

source of trouble for the Babylonians and that anti-Babylonian activities continued for 

several years. The third deportation would have occurred after the assassination of the 

Babylonian-appointed governor Gedaliah at Mizpah (see 2 K 25:22-26 and Jer 40:7-

41:18) but it is unclear whether these events are related.  

 

According to Jeremiah 52, the number of people deported was three thousand twenty-

three from Judah on the first occasion, eight hundred and thirty-two from Jerusalem on 

the second occasion, and seven hundred and forty-five from Judah on the third occasion. 

(Here and elsewhere, Jeremiah distinguishes between Judahites and Jerusalemites.) The 

total number of deportees comes to four thousand and six hundred. Elsewhere, we have 

different numbers. 2 K 24:14 speaks of ten thousand deportees from Jerusalem seemingly 

in reference to the events of 597, but the number makes more sense if it refers to the total 

number of persons from the entire sequence of deportations, as the context suggests: “He 

carried away all Jerusalem, all the officials, all the warriors, ten thousand captives, all the 

artisans and the smiths; no one remained, except the poorest people of the land” (a clear 

parallel tradition to 2 K 25:12: “But the captain of the guard left some of the poorest 

people of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the soil”). A similar number is given in 

2 K 24:16, where we hear of seven thousand (“all the men of valor”) plus one thousand 

artisans and smiths, a total of eight thousand, which, if we add the members of the royal 

household, is close to the ten thousand mentioned before.  

 
                                                 
69 It does not raise the question how the remainees functioned without the temple in Jerusalem or how they 
were able to offer sacrifices to their deity. The Jerusalem temple was a royal shrine that symbolized 
national independence, which had indeed been lost with the temple’s destruction. But YHWH was still the 
owner of the land and his worshippers presumably sought his presence where they had always sought it, 
namely, in the “high places” and “under every leafy tree.” 
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In comparison, Tiglat Pileser III boasted to have deported all of the members of “the 

House of Omri” to Assyria; Sargon II boasted to have taken 27,290 Samaritans and made 

them into soldiers to man fifty chariots and appointed the rest to other positions; finally, 

Sennacherib’s prism indicates that the number of “young and old, male and female” 

deportees from the realm of Hezekiah was 200,150.70 

 

In light of this information, what does it mean when it says (in 2 K 25:21), “Judah went 

into exile out of its land?” Does it mean that the land was literally emptied of all 

people?71 But we hear that “the poorest people of the land” had been left behind and were 

encouraged to continue with their agricultural work. From the account of the aftermath of 

the destruction in Jer 40 we learn that there was “a remnant in Judah” (v. 11), that the 

Babylonians appointed Gedaliah, the son of Ahikam b. Shaphan, a loyal friend of 

Jeremiah’s, as the governor of this remnant, that the center of this reconstituted polity 

was at Mizpah in the province of Benjamin (the heartland of the Saulide monarchy and 

long allied with Judah), that other Judahites who had sought refuge “in Moab and among 

the Ammonites and in Edom and in other lands” (v. 11) now “returned from all the places 

to which they had been scattered and came to the land of Judah, to Gedaliah at Mizpah” 

(v. 12). The annual harvest could be brought in and it yielded “wine and summer fruits in 

great abundance” (v. 12). According to Jer 41:5, there was a “temple of the LORD” at 

Mizpah, and people came from as far away as Shekhem, Samaria, and Shilo to offer 

grains and incense. To be sure, this information appears in the context of a story that 

describes the end of the idyll at Mizpah. Seventy of a group of eighty pilgrims are 

heinously slaughtered by Ishmael b. Netaniah, who, a day earlier, had succeeded in 

assassinating Gedaliah; the remaining ten pilgrims escape only after offering bribes (see 

Jer 21:4-8). 

 

We hear of other people who tried to step into the leadership vacuum or who were in 

other ways affected by the ensuing struggle for reorganization. According to 2 K 25:25, 

the assassin Ishmael b. Netaniah b. Elishama was of “royal seed” (miz-zera’ 

                                                 
70 See ANE I, pp. 194, 195, and 200. 
71 On the “myth of the empty land” see the related essays in LIPSCHITS and BLENKINSOPP (2003). 
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hamelukhah).72 In Jer 41:10 we hear that, after killing Gedaliah along with his men and 

the Chaldeans stationed at Mizpah, Ishmael took everyone else captive, among them “the 

king’s daughters.” His plan to take these captives to neighboring Ammon was foiled by 

Johanan b. Kareah and “all the leaders of the forces with him” who engaged Ishmael at 

Gibeon (v. 12). The captives (now including “soldiers, women, children and eunuchs,” v. 

16) join Johanan who leads them southward, intending to seek refuge in Egypt. The 

leadership of this group, Johanan and another person, named Azariah b. Hoshaiah (Jer 

43:3), eventually bring this Judahite community, including members of the royal 

household (eunuchs, daughers of the king) to safety in Egypt where they join or establish 

Judahite colonies at Migdol, Tahpanhes, Memphis, and Pathros. Was this the point at 

which “Judah went into exile out of its land” (cf. Jer 52:27)? Was anyone left behind? 

Had Jerusalem been completely destroyed? Did other cities (Mizpah, Gibeon) continue to 

serve as centers of Judahite (or Benjaminite) life after the destruction of Jerusalem? Was 

the memory of Jerusalem and attachment to the city preserved only among the exiles in 

Babylon or did it also play a role in the collective memory and religious practice of the 

Judahites who had been reduced to vinedressers and tillers of the soil? 

 

Archaeological studies of material culture and settlement patterns in the period between 

the destruction of Jerusalem and the beginning of the Persian era (586-539) indicate that 

while the southern hill country (Jerusalem and Judah) was virtually abandoned, the 

central areas (around Mizpah) show only a moderate decrease in settlement and the 

northern hill-country around Shehkem and Samaria shows a 65% increase of settlement 

and continuity of material culture.73 In contrast to the Assyrians, the Chaldeans were 

satisfied with tearing down, but they neither rebuilt, nor developed trade and international 

relations, nor undertook large-scale population exchanges with the aim of obliterating 

national/ethnic identities.74 As a result, many Judahites, especially those of Ephraimite 

extraction who had retained family ties with Samaria, now remigrated to the northern hill 

country and became Samaritans.  

 

                                                 
72 On these and other names mentioned in this context see LIPSCHITS (2005):126-131. 
73 See BARSTAD (2003): 9. 
74 Cf. LIPSCHITS (2005). 
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In conclusion, the statement, “Judah went into exile,” most likely represents the 

perspective of those who shaped the deuteronomistic narrative, namely, those who 

already were in exile when the city was burned down and who, after the murder of 

Gedaliah, represented the only remaining “Babylonian option:” the members of the 

palace society, of the royal court and its temple who, in their own eyes, were Judah and 

who denied this title of honor to the “poorest of the land” who had been left behind and 

who represented different parts of society, such as the military leadership of the 

provincial towns, the renegade members of the royal family, and others. To be sure, the 

sense of self-importance of the exiled leadership was not without cause. With the failure 

of the reorganization of the Judahite community within Judah/Benjamin, any hope for a 

future of the polity seemed to hinge on those who were seated at the table of the 

Babylonian kings.75  

 

 

3. Looking back at ancient Jerusalem 

 

3.1. The city of David and Solomon 

In our telling, the vicissitudes of the Bronze Age and Iron Age Jerusalems appear as 

moments in the tale of an ordinary city of “Hatti-land.” Yet Jerusalem has come down to 

us as an extraordinary city. The link—and the separation—between the urusalim of the 

retenu, amurru (Amorites), and Judahites on the one hand and the extraordinary city of 

the so-called Abrahamic faith traditions on the other hand is Scripture. Scripture has 

forever conditioned the way in which this city is remembered. The biblical historians 

whose work became part of Scripture preserved historical memories but they shaped 

them into exemplars, prescriptions, and retrojected utopias of what the city ought to have 

been and hence should become “again.” Our own tale stripped the biblical accounts of 

their theological judgments, their idealization of their heroes, and their demonization of 

their foes. We augmented our telling with what is known from other Ancient Near 

Eastern sources, as well as from archeology and epigraphy. The result may be no more 

                                                 
75 Cf. 2 K 25:27-30 and see the Babylonian administrative documents that confirm the provisions for 
Jehoiachin, his sons, and others in ANE I, p. 205. 
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than a sequence of plausible events, names, dates, and events, which is about as much as 

one can do for ancient history. The story of ancient Jerusalem is nevertheless the story of 

a real city, with real people who lived and breathed. What is extraordinary about the early 

city is not its existence or experience but that we know so much more about it than what 

we know about any other city of the ancient southern Levant. The reason for this 

difference is, of course Scripture. The city was remembered. It was also rebuilt. One 

might say, she was rebuilt twice: once in memory and once in fact. Even as we seek to 

tell the story of Jerusalem as if was before Scripture came into being, we realize that this 

story cannot really be narrated without relying on Scripture.  

 

In conclusion to the current chapter, I would like to address some of the motifs that are 

highly familiar to those of us who grew up hearing Bible stories but that I neglected or 

de-emphasized in the historical overview. What is missing from my account, especially 

as compared with the biblical stories and with more conventional histories of Jerusalem 

that follow the biblical narrative, is the cluster of literary references to the early kings, to  

David and Solomon, to the legendary “united kingdom,” and to the eminently important 

temple of Solomon.  

 

The most glaring difference between my account and the received story concerns the age 

of David and Solomon, which according to the Bible, was the time of a “united 

monarchy” that broke apart after Solomon’s death. David and Solomon are towering 

figures in the biblical and western traditions, and modern historiography on ancient Israel 

long accepted the historicity of these characters and the basic authenticity of the biblical 

accounts of their reign. Most people believe that these figures and their actions are not 

just paradigmatic but historically factual. Yet we were able to describe the early history 

of the city as a plausible sequence of causes and effects, circumstances and developments 

that can be known at least in outlines even without taking into account the legendary 

founders. The reason for our decision to leave these kings aside is that, in contrast to 
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some of the later kings, David and Solomon are exclusively attested in Scripture.76 

Whether or not these personages existed is secondary to the fact that they appear to us as 

figures of Scripture. This means that contrary to how they appear to us based on 

Scripture, they are not part of the founding of Jerusalem or of the Israelite state but 

figures of a cultural memory shaped by historians working in hindsight and in light of the 

reign of Josiah.  

 

The idea of a “united kingdom” is something we know from Scripture alone. According 

to Scripture, David was the second king of Israel after Saul, a Benjaminite. David is 

credited with the unification of two political entitities, namely, Judah (plus Benjamin) 

and Israel. The story surely has a historical core; in light of the Tel Dan stela’s 

confirmation of the royal title “House of David,” the name of the eponymous founder of 

the Judahite dynasty has been independently confirmed. But the way in which it came 

down to us represents the utopian projection into the past of the political projects of 

Hezekiah or Josiah, the kings who sought to bring the lands of the erstwhile kingdom, 

centered in Samaria, under Judahite or Jerusalemite rule. The historiographic project may 

have been conceived under Hezekiah, who rebelled against the Assyrians, or under 

Josiah, who no longer faced Assyrian power and whose acts of expansion and 

centralization, as described in 2 K 22-23,  find a clear echo in the archeological record. In 

either case, the David of the deuteronomistic historians represents the great uniter, the 

one who was approached by the Israelite elders with the request to rule over them, and 

Zion (Jerusalem) was the fortress he conquered and named for himself (“City of David”) 

and chose as the seat of his kingdom. In light of archeology (“absence of evidence”) and 

literature (de facto vassalage to Israel and Damascus in Kings, confirmed by prophetic 

literature), this scenario is highly improbable. On the other hand, it was useful as a 

founding legend used by the later kings to promote unity and the legitimacy of 

Jerusalem’s rule over “all Israel.”77 The “House of David” needed an ancestor in order to 

                                                 
76 This is not to deny that some features of the stories about David and Solomon may be historical or that 
the later compilations may contain authentic traditions. On the whole question see FINKELSTEIN and 
SILBERMAN (2006). 
77 It seems as if, in a compromise between north and south, the south provided the dynastic ruler and the 
single royal shrine, treasury and city, while the north provided the name “Israel,” which was of obvious 
ancient dignity. The melding of two or more local traditions is also evident in the patriarchal stories of 
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trace the legitimate succession of the later kings to a proper origin, but whether the 

historical David was very much like he was remembered later cannot be ascertained. The 

David of Scripture is therefore a literary figure and his power over our imagination rests 

on the biblical account rather than on his historicity. As to the truth behind the “united 

kingdom,” Judah and Israel were indeed united, though most likely with Israel as the 

dominant partner and Judah as Israel’s vassal. Under the House of Omri, Judah was a 

junior partner within Israel’s expansive realm. This scenario, if it was the case, must have 

been odious enough for the landed aristocracy of Judah to enjoy the counter-narrative 

offered by the story of the united kingdom, the illegitimate breaking away of Israel from 

the House of David, and the come-uppance of the north due to its disobedience to YHWH 

and Jerusalem. 

 

Finally, some of the biblical accounts (or the attention of later readers) describe the 

Solomonic temple as if it had been the only legitimate place of worship from the start, 

and this is how it has been received by our monotheistic traditions. In contrast, in our 

telling the Jerusalem temple is no more than an ordinary royal chapel used as a treasury 

and symbol of royal power that took on the singular qualities we are used to read into it 

only late in the history of the kingdom, when it became the cultic center of an ambitious 

act of centralization and expansion in defiance (or imitation) of Assyrian power. To gain 

a realistic picture of ancient Jerusalem, its royal house, the political vicissitudes of the 

city, and its cultic status, we largely neglected the Book of Chronicles as a source or used 

it very sparingly. The reason for treating Chronicles in this way is that, by all accounts, 

its authors represent the perspective of the Jerusalem-based, post-exilic Jewish 

community living under Achaemenid Persian rule (see below, chapter II). It is in 

Chronicles where Jerusalem’s centrality is always already presupposed,78 whereas in 

Samuel and Kings the originally more marginal position of Jerusalem to the political 

history of Israel (the northern community) is not yet completely obscured. The difference 

                                                                                                                                                 
Genesis, where it has long been noted that Abram/Abraham represents Hebron (=David) while Jacob 
represents Shekhem (=Israel). To be sure, the Genesis stories as we have them were most likely shaped in 
the period of exile and return. (Hence Abram’s origins in the “Ur of the Chaldeans,” i.e., the neo-
Babylonians.  
78 Cf. Gary N. Knoppers, “’The City YHWH Has Chosen’: The Chronicler’s Promotion fo Jerusalem in 
Light of Recent Archaeology” in VAUGHN and KILLEBREW (2003): 307-326. 
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in emphasis between our telling and the biblical or conventional one (obtained by 

harmonistic readings of deuteronomistic and chronistic history) has important 

consequences.  

 

Among these consequences is the following. From our perspective it makes little sense to 

refer to the early history of Jerusalem, or any part of it, as the “First Temple Period.” This 

classification is used by many modern historians to refer to the period between 

David/Solomon and the Babylonian destruction of the city (c. 1000-586). The term 

presupposes a “scriptural” or biblicist point of view, according to which the Jerusalem 

temple of post-exilic times represented a mere restoration of the Solomonic temple, in the 

sense in which it is described in Chronicles, ignoring that the “second temple” was, in 

constitutional terms, an innovation. (We will see in the next chapter that the second 

Judahite commonwealth was centered in a temple city that differed significantly from its 

predecessor.) The Book of Chronicles and the Pentateuch, both products of the post-exilic 

period, served as the founding legends of a temple-based community that delineated this 

community’s institutional and communal boundaries. This characterization is true even if 

both Chronicles (as we saw) and the Pentateuch have roots in pre-exilic law and lore. The 

label “First Temple Period” subjects the Jerusalem(s) that existed and functioned before 

and outside of biblical historiography to this later community’s perspective. It gives 

expression to their assumption of continuity and their claim to legitimate succession. 

There is nothing wrong or illegitimate about this strategy of establishing a past as long as 

we recognize it for what it is, i.e., what assumptions are made when we think of pre-586 

Jerusalem in terms conceived after 539. The received view of temple restoration and 

continuity with the pre-exilic period configures that past in light of a later age and it 

provides that later age with the dignity of repristination. Temple restoration is a popular 

device in the Ancient Near East by which the impieties of conquest and change are 

masked as pious acts of renewal. It dispells the impression of innovation, which was 

considered sacrilegious. But if we wish to understand how an ordinary city of the 

southern Levant grew into the holy city of Jews, Christians, and Muslims, it is essential to 

keep later judgments at arm’s length. We therefore suggest to avoid, as much as possible, 

the expression “First Temple Period” as a qualifier of the early history of Jerusalem. Such 
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avoidance has the added advantage that it helps us to see the continuities between Bronze 

Age and Iron Age Jerusalem, a continuity that is also suggested by some of our biblical 

historians themselves, namely, where they suggest that the pre-Davidic “Jebusites” were 

not driven from the city but lived among the Judahites “to this day.”  

 

3.2. Politics and Representation 

The political entities we encountered—city-states, ethnic-territorial states with cultic 

centers, empires with capital cities—may be said to represent instantiations of patriarchal 

order. Patriarchal order is inconceivable without symbolic representation of hierarchy, 

whether it is the patriarch sitting at the head of the table, the priest serving at the altar, or 

the king on his throne (or at the center of a narrative). In contrast to power manifesting 

itself directly (in form of bigger guns) or charismatically (in form of an inspiring leader), 

the patriarchal polity is an institution that harnesses power for the purpose of its 

perpetuation, usually in the interest of a good that is common to those who agree that the 

wellbeing of the state depends on their own particular good and its endurance; in fact, the 

ruling class, group, clan, etc. usually identifies itself as the polity. Hence, as we saw 

above, the meaning of the expression “Judah went into exile.” 

 

For a long time, it was the bigger guns of the great (i.e., super-patriarchal) empires and 

the conflicts between them that determined the fate of Jerusalem: first Egypt and Hatti, 

then Samaria and Damascus, then Assyria, and finally Egypt and the Chaldeans. The 

koine of what we call the Ancient Near East required for political power to be expressed 

in what we call “religious” forms and symbols. There was no conceptual distinction 

between the “religious” and the “political.” The term “political” is Greek; it derives from 

polis, the city, and refers to theory of government. It would be naïve to hold the societies 

of the Fertile Crescent in contempt for the failure to develop a political theory. Athens (a 

city-state) attributed its wellbeing to its tutelary deity (Athena) just as the Israelites 

attributed the wellbeing of their ethno-territorial state to Yao/Yahu (yhw), the Arameans 

of Damascus to Hadad, the Ammonites to Milcom, the Edomites to Qos (qws), the 

Tyrians to Melqart, and the Babylonians to Shamash, Sin, or Marduk. The name of Abdi-

Heba, king of Jerusalem, pays homage to the “mother of all living” who was especially 



 80 

revered by the Hurrians of Mittani but known throughout Anatolia, northern 

Mesopotamia, and the Levant; Jerusalem is the southern-most place for the worship of 

this deity to be attested. National and anti-imperial polemic took the form of “religious” 

conflagrations, purges of cults, and the elimination of “foreign” gods. Baal, associated 

with the Phoenician princess Jezebel, is banished from Israel by Yehu, a usurper in need 

of legitimation. “Political” changes are not just accompanied by, but eminently expressed 

in, religious terms that signify identity and difference, commonality of origin and a 

rallying call for political action. 

 

There may not have been separate terms for the political and religious spheres. Things 

that came to the attention of those who represented the interests of the nation before the 

deity (kings, priests, prophets) came to the attention of the deity itself, i.e., they became 

public concerns. But not everything should be reduced to this religious conception of the 

political reality. We are predisposed to look at ancient Jerusalem from a particularly 

“religious” point of view because our information about the ancient society is always 

already filtered through other, more recent, writings that veer from the historiographical 

to the hagiographic, as in the case of Chronicles, where, the concern with the fate of an 

Iron Age kingdom is displaced by the concern of a temple- and priesthood-based 

community; or because our approach is filtered by writings that are concerned with 

attaining the kingdom of heaven. 

 

Religious and mythological forms of expression were harnessed in the interest of greater 

administrative efficiency, national cohesion, the maintenance of loyalty to the empire, in 

short: propaganda. This observation may be relevant to two very different types of 

“states” that we saw interacting with one another, namely, societies that had started out as 

agro-pastoral communities with a strongly “anti-Canaanite” ethos that, with increasing 

succcess and integration into the larger world of the Levant, turned into what resembled 

the palace societies of Bronze Age Canaan,79 and the Assyrian state, a unit of 

unprecedented size and power: the first “world” empire. In the interest of political 

                                                 
79 The ensuing moral and political crisis was expressed in the stark terms of the well-known prophetic 
oracles that castigate the powerful for abuse of power, lack of solidarity with the poor, self-interest, 
corruption, etc. 
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consolidation, control, and legitimation (and accompanied by the intellectualization that 

was part of palace society and its scribal arts), older mythologies and rituals were 

revived, systematized, and probed as sources of orientation and meaning, reaching from 

speculation on astral deities and astrology/astronomy to moral tales of the quest for 

immortality. As memories accumulated of the rise and decline of nations and empires, the 

purpose of the habitable world and the place of nations within it came into the purview of 

an invigorated historico-theological imagination. This is the threshold of the world of the 

Bible’s authors. 

 

The ancients were nevertheless aware of the difference between representation and the 

represented. This distinction becomes manifest in the division of labor between priest and 

king and it is obscured or sublated when the king himself officiates at the altar and calls 

for divine mercy and benevolence for the commonwealth. Yet the king also fulfills the 

secular functions of chief diplomat, military leader, and judge. The transition from the 

secular, or pragmatic, to the religious, or philosophical/theoretical, occurs when king, 

priest, and prophet concern themselves with the order as a whole, with the source and 

mandate of order, and with its ritual, mythological, or symbolic representation. In their 

narration of the rise and fall of the nation, the biblical historians foreground the role of 

the kings. The authors pass judgment on the palace society from the outside, while using 

sources from the inside. They themselves are neither “servants of the king,” nor “people 

of the land,” nor “the poor people of the land.” Most likely, the biblical historians are 

affiliated with the prophetic and priestly circles whose literary ability is also evident in 

the prophetic books. Despite their distance from the institution of kingship, they are still 

close enough to it that it seems unimaginable to them to have a polity without a king. The 

kingless time described in the Book of Judges is a time of anarchy, not a political idyll 

(cf. Jud 21:25). One might say our authors were ultimately ambivalent about human 

kingship and accepted it (i.e., their YHWH accepted it) merely as a concession to human 

frailty and a necessary evil (cf. 1 Samuel 8).  

 

We can be certain that no such ambivalence existed from the perspective of the palace 

society itself. We may assume that the same self-understanding prevailed here as 
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elsewhere in the Ancient Near East, where the king was considered divine, the supreme 

deity incarnate, and other metaphors of immediacy. Psalm 2:7, for example, expresses a 

kind of adoption of the king that makes him the “son” of the deity.80 The Psalm also 

mentions Zion as the seat of kingship, allowing us to localize this tradition in Jerusalem. 

This kind of representation existed alongside irksome expressions of humility 

necessitated by relations of political dependence and vassalage. Abdi-Heba, for example, 

humbly calls himself the mere mayor or administrator and assures the Pharaoh that it was 

neither his father nor his mother but Pharaoh himself who installed him as the ruler of the 

city that belongs to Pharaoh.81 He thus carries the concerns of the polity before the power 

(through correspondence, personal obeisance, and payments of tribute) on whom his 

wellbeing depends. In addition we may assume that the divine powers that were 

considered influential (imperial deities in the case of dependence, national deities in any 

case) were represented in the palace or the royal shrine so as to satisfy the gods, and their 

priests, with gifts and honors. Palace and temple take in donations and redistribute them 

to the many who depend on them for their daily provisions.  

 

The biblical language of the covenant between YHWH and Israel is not an exception to 

the rule that Israel’s (and Jerusalem’s) political theology participated and communicated 

in the forms of the symbolic repertoire of its time and place. It is widely believed today 

that the language of covenant, attested in Assyrians vassal treaties, was used by the king 

in Jerusalem and his scribes (either in the time of Hezekiah or that of Josiah) to articulate 

an anti- or post-Assyrian political statement of independence. The point of such a 

covenant between Israel and YHWH was to extract the state from vassalage and 

articulate its newly found independent status. The extraordinary liberation from vassalage 

that stands at the beginning of Jerusalem’s first documentable period of independence 

called for an extraordinary form of expression. To serve YHWH alone meant not to serve 

Asshur.  

                                                 
80 Cf. 2 Sam 7:14. 
81 See EA 287, 288. 
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3.3. YHWH and Political Unity 

Looking at the Iron Age, we can say that the Israelite and Judahite kings, priests, and 

prophets shared in the religio-political symbolization of power that was the common form 

of representation, and they did so not despite Israelite/Judahite loyalty to YHWH but in 

and through it. To worship YHWH was normal, namely, normal for someone who, by 

virtue of place or descent, identified as an Israelite or Judahite. We don’t know why, 

since when, and on what grounds YHWH (or Yahu, Yah, and other forms of the name) 

became associated with “Israel” (whose name refers to EL rather than YHWH) or why 

Israelites and Judahites adopted this deity as their common bond. But we can discern that 

YHWH was used by those whose aim it was to unify diverse groups throughout the 

region (from the Negev and Sinai deserts to Damascus) and to organize them into a 

unified polity. This was a project of polity-building rather than exclusion. Traditions of 

suspicion against those who “should not come into the assembly” etc. or against those 

who enter into the covenant under false pretenses (as the Gibeonites are accused of doing 

in Joshua 9:3-15) have other backgrounds and most likely reflect the concerns of a later 

historical period.82 YHWH must have been coeval with the ethno-territorial cohesion of 

the agro-pastoral communities that originally inhabited the central highlands of Palestine 

and who had gone on to establish states and even small regional empires of their own. 

While the origin of this deity is shrouded in mystery,83 there is no mystery to the 

exploitation of its political potential in the attempt of the Jerusalemite kings to unite the 

YHWHistic populations of the Levant at a time when this opportunity presented itself, 

first under Hezekiah, at a moment of weakness of the Assyrian Empire (dynastic 

transition from Sargon II to Sennacherib), and again under Josiah (when the Assyrians 

abandoned the Levant). If political initiatives of this sort were always coached in the 

language of deus lo vult, then it was perfectly normal to undertake projects of state under 

the tutelage of the deity on whose blessing the state depended. In this sense, even and 

                                                 
82 Cf. EDELMAN (2003). Passages that presupposes an exclusivist YHWHism most likely reflect the 
period of return and reestablishment of the Babylonian golah, which enters into competition with the 
established local centers. 
83 The earliest mention of Yah/YHWH is found among the Shasu nomads of the Bronze Age who resided in 
the area of Midian; this may or may not be related to the theory that Moses was initiated into YHWHism by 
his father-in-law, the Midianite priest Jethro. 
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especially the independent state was dependent, namely on the deity that represented the 

city, the ruling dynasty, and/or the ethno-territorial community and in whose name 

projects of state were undertaken. In biblical terms, YHWH owned the land, and it was 

his to give to whom he pleased. 


