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Sumerians 

(Walter R. Bodine) 

Although the Sumerians are not mentioned in the Bible, they influence on ancient Israel 

as well as the rest of the ancient Near East.  The Sumerians have not been well known due to 

several factors.  One reason is the lack of attention given them in the Bible.  Another reason is 

the relative obscurity of the Sumerians is the linguistic unrelatedness of their language to any 

other known language of the ancient world.  

During the third-millennium, with the discovery of the Ebla achievement, the Sumerian 

language suddenly became indispensable for the study of the early history of Syria-Palestine, and 

the early diffusion of Sumerian culture was made even more obvious. 

 The home of the Sumerians was in Mesopotamia.  It located above the Persian Gulf 

between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.  Their population was mainly lived in the lower part of 

the alluvial plain that constitutes southern Mesopotamia and is generally referred to as Babylonia.  

 The first period for which written records can be employed to any extent is known as 

Early Dynastic. In Early Dynastic II the institution of kingship with dynastic succession was 

firmly established.  Pressure from the Elamites to the east, already reflected in stories of earlier 

rulers, 

The first seat of Mesopotamian kinship after the flood was at Kish according to the king 

list, which may be reflected in the usage of the title "King of Kish" by later Mesopotamian 

monarchs.  
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The founder of the Dynasty of Akkad was Sargon.  According to the later tradition, 

Sargon was born in secret and cast adrift on the Euphrates in a reed basket from which he was 

taken up and reared as a gardener until he was favored by the goddess Ishtar.   

After several decades during which general anarchy seems to have prevailed,  the final 

destruction came in the reign of Naram-Sin referring to a Sumerian composition known as the 

"Curse of Akkad." This text described the earlier favor of  Enlil and the prosperity of Akkad.   

 The kingship of Ur-Nammu was acknowledged by the priesthood of Enlil at Nippur.  Ur-

Nammu took the new title of "King of Sumer and Akkad" which indicated that he ruled over 

southern and central Mesopotamia and the Lower Diyala region. 

There are several compositions that can be classified as "city laments" that come from 

this period.  The "Lamentation of the Destruction of Sumer and Ur" is one of these. It clearly 

appears to have been written to legitimize the Isin Dynasty by establishing its continuity with the 

Ur III kings. 

The Sumerians' influence lived on, although the Sumerians no longer existed as a distinct 

political entity after the conquest of Mesopotamia by Hammurapi of Babylon. Although the 

Sumerian language continued in use as a religious and literary language for more than a 

millennium, it died out as a living language at least by this time. One line for the influence of the  

Sumerians on the West is through the Bible,  which was produced in the ancient Near East and 

which has had such a formative role in the development of Western civilization. 

______________________________ 
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Babylonians 

(Bill T. Armold) 

It is important to understand the Babylonian contributions to Old Testament culture and 

society in addition to the historical contacts between the Babylonians and Israelites. For two 

reasons the Babylonians were a notable people during the Old Testament period. First, late in the 

story of  God's people, they were His instrument of destruction against Jerusalem. Second, they 

transmitted and in some cases even originated most of the cultural and religious foundations for 

the Old Testament world.  

The name of Babylon is attributed to the gods. In the opening paragraphs of the Code of 

Hammurapi, the great gods Anu and Enlil named the city when they established Marduk the god 

of Babylon as preeminent over humankind.  The Bible contains its own tradition concerning the 

name of Babylon in the opprobrious interpretation given for the name in Genesis 11:9.  

According to the political vicissitudes of the turbulent Tigris-Euphrates valleys, the 

boundaries of Babylonia varied greatly. Most of the significant cities were located on the 

Euphrates or one of its canals. Due to a severe lack of natural geographical barriers, this 

heartland was vulnerable to many hostile forces throughout Babylonia's political history. 

During the Neo-Sumerian period (Ur III), Babylon was a relatively unimportant 

provincial capital with a local governor. The Amorites settled into Mesopotamia, over the next 

centuries, founding new cities and populating others in the south and along the northern river 
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valleys.  An Amorite named Sumu-abum established a dynasty in 1894 that would eventually 

carry the city to new heights of political and culture significance. 

The assimilation of the older Mesopotamian culture was underway among the Amorites 

by around 1800.  The dynasties of the various city-states became "Babylonian" in nature, 

adopting Akkadian language and only by their West Semitic names. Though Hammurapi's 

successors were able to maintain a meager dynasty for a century and a half, they ruled an empire 

nothing like that shaped by Hammurapi. Because of the grandeur and strength of his brief empire, 

all of southern Mesopotamia would hereafter be known as "Babylonia." 

The picture that emerges from this shadowy Middle Babylonian period is far different 

from the political situation in Babylonia in the first half of the second millennium.  In fact, during 

the last three-and-a half centuries of the second millennium, Babylonia  was something of a 

melting pot in which numerous ethnolinguistic groups were present in significance numbers. 

After enigmatic beginnings, the Kassite Dynasty used a Babylonian base to establish a 

major power of the ancient Near East for over three hundred years. .  In fact, the wide influence 

of Mesopotamian culture in the ancient Near East may be largely due to the length and stability 

of this dynasty that had so thoroughly assimilated the culture.  During this period, Babylonian 

scribal scholarship flourished and Mesopotamian literature spread throughout the Fertile 

Crescent. 

Cataclysmic changes began to occur in the ancient Near East that altered the political map 

of the region around the beginning of the Iron Age (about 1200). The Amorites built the Old 

Babylonian Empire, the Kassites were dominant during the Middle Babylonian period, and the 

Chaldeans in the Neo-Babylonian. 

With the death of Ashurbanipal, Napopolassar ( 625-6-5) seized the throne of Babylon 

and established a new dynasty variously known as the Neo-Babylonian or Chaldean Empire 
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During brief raids into Palestine over seventeen months, Nebuchadnezzar besieged 

Jerusalem and captured Daniel and his friends (Dan. 1:1; Jer.46:2). Nebuchadnezzar was once 

fell heir most of the former territories of the Assyrian Empire. Nebuchadnezzar later gained 

control of the Euphrates Valley and Syria-Palestine as far as Egypt. Thus he was able once again 

to establish Babylonia as the leading power in the ancient Near East and his reign may be 

compared to Hammurapi's in strength and size. Nebuchadnezzar died in 562 after a forty-three 

year rule. 

In particular, the immediate cultural surroundings of the Old Testament Israelites were 

profoundly influenced by Babylon culture.  The Assyrians in northern Mesopotamia were 

enamored with the cultural mystique of their southern neighbors, and other Old Testament people 

were at least familiar with Babylonian culture and religion.   

Writing was invented in southern Mesopotamian when the Sumerians discovered they 

could use wedgelike shapes on various materials to represent words.  Semitic speakers coming 

into Mesopotamia quickly adapted the cuneiform system to their own languages.  In the second 

millennium, the Semitic languages divided into dialects that mirrored the historical realities: 

Assyrian in the north and Babylonian in the south. 

As the need arose, the cuneiform system of writing lent itself easily to various occasions.  

Clay tablets were deposited in archival collections that were expected to last for a few 

generations only for economic and legal transactions.  Texts were inscribed on monuments of 

stone, such as Hammurpi's famous law code for more permanent records. Particularly in the Old 

Babylonian period,  the Babylonian bells letters, or literary texts, were preserved by repeated 

copying in scribal schools. 

As is true of its culture in general, Babylonian art is an interesting amalgamation of 

Sumerian and Semitic tastes and styles. The Babylonians used  most of the same art forms and 
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media of expression used throughout Mesopotamian history: cylinder seals, sculpture, metal 

work, etc. 

The Babylonians advanced in many fields of scientific endeavor, mainly mathematics and 

astronomy.  During this period, hundreds of multiplication and division tables as well as many 

problem texts from the Old Babylonian scribal school at Nippur evidence a surprising aptitude in 

mathematics. Babylonian astronomical observations date at least to the end of the Old 

Babylonian period.   

The Babylonian pantheon, numbering into the thousands, was an interesting blend of 

Sumerian and Semitic deities that were basically related to natural phenomena. Most of the great 

gods of Babylonia were given Semitic names, but were identical in character and function to their 

Sumerian counterparts.  
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Assyrians 

(William C. Gwaltney Jr.) 

Base on cuneiform documents and physical remains, scholars of the last 150 years have 

resurrected the Assyrian people and their civilization from the tells of northern Iraq.  The 

historical  remains of the Assyrians are significant since the Hebrew Scriptures remember them 

as the ravagers of Galilee and the destroyers of the once proud Samaria. 

Ancient Assyria's geographical orientation greatly influenced its attitudes and action. 

First, Assyria straddled the upper Tigris and its major tributaries, the Greater Zab and the Lesser 

Zab, and was thus at their mercy in flood time.  Second, it was nearly surrounded by mountains. 

Third, the Assyrian heartland confronted migrating westerner from time to time.  Fourth, Assyria 

culturally identified itself with southern Mesopotamia from early historic times as Sumerian 

culture spread northward following the Tigris and Euphrates valleys. 

Nineveh, the last capital of Assyria, was one of the oldest cities of Mesopotaia, Located 

on the east bank of the Tigris across from modern Mosul and occupying about 1,800 acres. 

The Assyrian foothills provided a haven for wandering tribes, long before 9000. The 

earliest farming couture in the Assyrian heartland is named for Hassuna, located about twenty 

miles south of Mosul.   

The next people to appear in the Assyrian plains are the Halafian, after Tell Halaf on the 

Habur River.  Their pottery and technology suggest the arrival of a new people in greater 



Mesopotamia. Iran, Armenia, the Syrian desert, and southern Mesopotamia have all been 

suggested as their place of origin. But, we still cannot be sure of their origins.  

The protohistorical era of Assyria ends with the beginning of what is called the Old 

Assyrian period and the coming of the Amorites.  One document that purports to informs as 

about the origins of the early Assyrian kingdom is the "Assyrian King List,"  which lists the kings 

of Assyria down to Sargon II (721-705).  The first seventeen kings are identified as "kings living 

in tents.  The ten kings form a single ancestral line going back to the seventeenth king of the 

previous group. 

The beginnings of a rebirth of Assyrian independence was during the fourteenth century, 

and reached its highest point in the Middle Assyrian Kingdom. Before the end of Ashur-uballit I's 

reign he had intervened in Babylonian affairs and influenced the selection of its next king.  

The century initiated by the reign of Adad-nirari I (1305-1274), Ashur-uballit's grandson, 

and concluded by that of Tukulti-Ninurta I(1243-1207) established a military and political 

scenario that was played out frequently during later centuries of Assyrian struggle.   

Beginning with Ashur-resh-ishi I and his son Tiglath-pileser I (1114-1076) the Middle 

Assyrian era attained its full blossom.  Once again Assyia's borders were established after 

northern  

frontier battles. 

Ashur-dan II and his four successors reestablished internal political stability, reasserted 

Assyrian expansion, and reopened international trade.  Ashur-dan managed to recreate unified 

royal administration in the traditional Assyrian territory.   

Sargon's son Sennacherib (704-681) played the most important role in the Hebrew Bible 

of all Assyrian monarchs.  He was the first Assyrian king to attack Judah and lay siege to 



Jerusalem (2 Kings 18-20; 2 Chron. 29-32; and Isa. 36-39).  When the news of Sargon's death 

circulated, rebellion broke out in the west and in Babylonia. 

The last recorded Assyrian raid into  Judah occurred in 643.  Apparently Judah was able 

to ignore its vassal status to Assyria beginning about 640 and somehow kept its sovereignty. 

But Assyria's future was very much in doubt, since an aggressive Chaldean, Nabopolassar 

(625-605), had come to the throne of Babylon and created a coalition that was to bring the once 

invincible Assyrian kingdom to destruction. The remnants of the Assyrian army fled to Haran, 

crowned Ashur-uballit II king, and prepared to make a final stand.  The Assyrian Empire ended 

in the west outside its own homeland. 

When analyzing three thousand years of Mesopotamian culture, it becomes difficult to 

distinguish between what is Sumerian, what is Babylonian, and what is Assyrian.  Over the 

centuries extensive cultural interchange occurred.  The Old Assyrian texts of the 

twentieth/nineteenth centuries show how much similarity existed between early Assyrian and 

southern Mesopotamian institutions.   

Religion affected Assyrian provincial administration.  They required loyalty oaths (adu) 

of all their subjects, in which Ashur and the "great gods" were invoked as guarantors 

The Assyrians treated the gods of conquered people in different ways.  They might 

destroy them for the metal and gems; they might lead them away in a solemn procession to 

Assyria, where they could dedicate them in Ashur or another of the major gods; or they might 

deposit them in a provincial capital on the Assyrian frontier.  
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Persians 

(Edwin M. Yamauchi) 

 According to the archeological evidence, the Medes and Persians were closely related  

Indo-European tribes who entered the Iranian plateau sometime after the middle of the second 

millennium. They followed the route either east or west of the Caspian Sea and gradually 

infiltrated into the area of the northern Zagros Mountians in western Iran. 

The last king of an independent Median kindom was Astyanges (585-550).  His daughter 

Mandana married a Persian, Cambyses I, and gave birth to the famous Cyrus the Great.  Cyrus 

led the Persians in a successful revolt against his grandfather Astyages and the Medes in 550.  

Thereafter the Medes were to play a subordinate though an important role under the Persians in 

the Achemenid period (550 to 330). 

The kings of Persian Empire were known as Achemenians after an eponymous ancestor, 

Achemenes (ca.700).  Achaemenes' grandson was Cyrus I (640-600?), who had a son serve as a 

hostage at Ashurbanipal's court in Nineveh.  His successor was Cambyses I (600-559), the father 

of Cyrus II, the founder of the Persian Empire.   

Cyrus II (the Great) began his thirty-year reign over the Persians circa 559.  In 550 Cyrus 

decisively defeated Astyages' army probably in the plain of  Pasargadae, where he later built his 

capital.   

Cambyses II ( 529-522) succeeded his father Cyrus.  His main achievement was the 

conquest of Egypt in 525.  In this feat he was aided by an important Egyptian defector, 
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Udjahorresnet.  Under the Persians the latter was able to restore the temple of  Neith in Sais as 

well as the medical colleges throughout Egypt.  The role of Udjahorresnet parallels in some 

respects the rules of Ezza and Nehemiah.  

In 522 Camyses accidentally stabled himself in the thigh and died three weeks later.  

Camyses had begun to prepare a tomb for himself prior to his departure for Egypt.  Some ruins 

north of Persepolis, today called takht-I Rustam, were identified by Ernst Hersfeld as the 

unfinished grave of Cambyses.   

Since  Darius, Darius I (522-486), came from a collateral line and was not the obvious 

heir to the throne he had first to extinguish a fire storm of rebellions that broke out in almost 

every part of the empire.  Darius's Behistun inscription is principally concerned with detailing the 

nine defeated rebels and the nineteen battles that ensued over the course of a year. 

Xerxes I ( 485-465) succeeded his father Darius.  His name is rendered as Ahasuerus in 

the Book of Esther (the only other biblical reference is in Ezra 4:6) .  The most important source 

is Herodotus, who is primarily concerned about the Persian invasion of Greece and who therefore 

offers little information on the period after 479. 

After reigning for twenty years, Xerxes was killed in a palace plot in August 465 by 

Artabanus, the captain of the bodyguard.  Xerxes' tomb is believed to be the one on the extreme 

right of the four tombs at Naqsh-i Rustam. 

 Artaxerxes I ( 464-424) began his long reign after killing Artabanus,.  Hostilities 

between the Persians and the Greeks continued, with the Greeks attempting to help liberate 

Cyprus and Egypt from Persian control.  In 449 the Peace of Callias was finally signed, requiring 

the Greeks and the Persians to desist from intervening in the other's territories. 
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Persian art developed a very cosmopolitan and eclectic style, infused by traits from many 

cultures and executed by skilled workers from many lands as the Persian Empire expanded under 

the Achemenian kings, .  With the exception of the frozen Persian rug at Pazarcik, brilliantly 

colored and decorated textiles have perished.   

Early Iranian religion was very similar to the Indo-Aryan religion reflected in the Hindu 

Gig-Veda scriptures.  The earliest written attestation of the Indo-Aryan gods is found in a 

fourteenth-century treaty between the Hittite king Shuppiluliuma and Mattiwaza of Mitanni.  

Mitra (Iranian Mithra), who appears in this text, was worshiped by both the ancient Iranians and 

Indians. 

The great founder of a new Persian religion was Zoroaster (Zarathushtra).  As the only 

certainly contemporary source on Zoroaster is his Gathas, there is a very little trustworthy data on 

the life of Zoroaster.   
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Hittites 

( Harry A. Hoffner Jr.) 

The Hittites had no chronographic literature.  The closest Hittite approximation to a king 

list does not record dates or lengths of reigns.  Hittite kings left behind annalistic records of their 

military campaigns, beginning as early as the Old Hittite king Hattushili I and Telepinu and the 

New Hittite king Hattushili III, often contain historical narrative.   

It is not known when or from where the Indo-European-speaking ancestors of the Hittites 

entered Anatolia.  Their presence cannot reliably be detected from nonlinguistic remains.  The 

first anosmatic evidence for Hittite or Luwian speakers is in the Old Assyrian documents (dated 

from the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries) from the Anatolian trade centers (Old Assyrian 

karum ). 

The earliest kings who ruled at Hattusha indenfified their history with a city named 

Kushshar 

Foreign expansion of the Hittite Kingdom during the Old Hittite period followed several 

stages.  During the reign of Hattushili I, the armies campaigned in the far western Arzawa lands 

and in the southeast in north Syria.  During the reign of Murshili I, a long march through Syria 

brought the Hittite armies into Babylonia, where they sacked the city of Babylon and brought to 

an end the First Dynasty of Babylon. (ca. 1595).  During the reigns of Murshili I's successors, 

Hittite control of lands to the eat and southeast seems to have collapsed, for we hear of no further 

campaigning there. 
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Important new evidence bearing on this kingdom came to light with the discovery in 1986 

of an intact copy of a treaty between Tudhaliya IV and Kurunta preserved on a bronze tablet. 

Although Hittite influence in western Asia Minor and north Syria declined at the end of 

the Old Kingdom and was then revived by Tudhaliya II (ca. 1420-1370), the founder of the New 

Kingdom, the greatest period of foreign expansion occurred during the hundred years from the 

accession of Shuppiluliuma I (ca. 1344) to end of the reign of his grandson Hattushili II (ca. 

1239).  During this period the Hittites gained and retained control of Syria almost as far south as 

Damascus.   

The Indo-European character of the Hittite language was recognized at the time of its 

decipherment and has never been seriously questioned.  Hittite shares many linguistic features 

with the other Indo-European languages of ancient Anatolia: Luwian (and its descendant Lycian) 

and Palaic. The Hittite language was written over a period of several centuries, from ca. 1650 to 

1180. 

Sine the cuneiform script used on the tablets from Hattusha ultimately must have derived 

from Mesopotamia, where it was invented in the  third millennium. For this reason the standard 

view is that the Hittites adopted their cuneiform writing system from a form of Old Babylonian 

used in Syria. 

From the standpoint of Hittite history and culture, by far the most important excavated 

site is ancient Hattusha (modern Bogazkoy or Bogazkale). After an interruption caused by the 

Balkan War, the First World War, and the Greco-Turkish War, excavations were resumed in 

1931 under the joint auspices of the German Archeological Institute and the German Oriental 

Society. 
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In the first season of digging at Hattusha (1960) the site yielded thousands of inscribed 

clay tablets.  Many of these were in Akkadian and could be read immediately. The most 

important tablets, state treaties that have information about political history and diplomacy, were 

published by Ernst F. Weidner in 1923.   

Although known for years as "hieroglyphic Hittite," it is now recognized that the 

language of the hieroglyphic texts composed by the Hittite kings is a dialect of Luwian.   The 

corpus of Luwian texts written in cuneiform, first presented by Otten, has now been enlarged and 

updated by F. Starke.   

The basic treatment of agriculture and good production among the Hittites remains my 

Slimenta Hethaeorum.  The texts show that several cereals and a wide variety of fruits and 

vegetables (beans, chick peas, lentils, cucumbers, onions, leeks, and garlic) were cultivated. 

Other fermented beverages included "beer-honey," which could be either mead or regular beer 

made from barley and sweetened with honey; others remain only names to use: walhi, tawal, and 

something called "beer-wine." 

Meat, lard, milk, butter, and cheeses, were food products derived from raising livestock 

(cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs. Plowing was done with oxen.  Donkeys were a common means of 

transporting loads.  Oxen and mules drew carts, and horses pulled war chariots.  Both mules and 

horses were used for riding. 

Texts mention the collection and storage of snow and ice in special houses for later use 

during the hot seasons.  These may have been used both for the cooling of beverages and for the 

preserving of fresh meat.  But the preservation of both fruits and meat by drying is well attested 

in the texts.   
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Excavations at second-millennium Bogazkoy, Alaca Huyuk, Beycesultan, Tarsus, Masat, 

Norsuntepe, and Tepecik give evidence for a certain level of town planning.  Streets were usually 

straight and surfaced with a layer of coarse gravel. 

Houses were constructed of mud brick with timber reinforcement (against earthquakes) 

on a foundation of stones. 

Excavations at second-millennium Bogazkoy, Alaca Huyuk, Beycesultan, Tarsus, Masat, 

Norsuntepe, and Tepecik give evidence for a certain level of town planning.  Streets were usually 

straight and surfaced with a layer of coarse gravel. 

At the top of the social scale was the king. When a king died, however, it was said that he 

"became a god."  We know relatively little of the queen's power in the Old Kingdom. During the 

New Kingdom she seems to have exercised great influence.  Some if not all queens held the 

office of chief priestess, corresponding to their husbands' office of chief priest. 

Princes, do not mean only young sons of the king.  Rather they include all male 

descendants of kings, regardless of age 

 The term Great Family, nobility, (Hittite shalli hashatar) already in the early Old 

Kingdom designated the extended family, that is, blood relatives, of the king.   

While the concept of freedom in the Hittite kingdom was much less comprehensive than 

the modern Western concept, the law distinguished between "free" and "unfree."  Very few 

persons, free persons, were exempt from some form of compulsory payment or duty.  

The most obvious type of unfree person was the private slave, who was the property of a 

master.  In the laws, if a slave caused damage, the master was required to make compensation to 

the injured party or else lose the slave. 
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 The arnuwalash, public slave, ( Sumerian NAM.RA) was essentially a displaced person, 

someone of foreign birth captured in battle and serving (in a community of similar persons) as 

migrant workers or farmer-settlers.  The king could assign them wherever there was a need.   

 At the capital city there would always be a small community of foreign ambassadors, or 

temporary foreign residents (Akkadian ubarum). While not citizens of Hittite, these persons, 

Metics,  were from the upper class, often relatives of their king, and possessed certain rights and 

privileges, which included limited access to the Hittite temple precincts.  

In illiterate societies, law is obviously unwritten.  But also in some ancient societies 

where the ruling and administrative classes were literate no written ( or codified) law had been 

preserved.   

In addition to the corpus of laws that governed all citizens, there were "rule books" for the 

conduct of every major office of the government, only some of which have survived in the form 

of "instruction texts 

Since many of the historical texts are concerned with the military expeditions of the king, 

Hittite texts yield valuable information about ancient warfare. 

The largest (temple I) was in the lower city and contained a double cellar, indicating in all 

probability that the chief god Teshub and the chief goddess Hebat (identified with the sun 

goddess of Arinna) were the principal deities worshiped there.   

An overall view of Hittite religion can be had from chapters in hand-books on the Hittites 

and from separate books and essays on the subject. 

Although the Hittite language is of Indo-European derivation, the Hittites as a large, 

mixed group were by no means Indo-European in every aspect of their culture. In fact, Hittite 

mythological texts are usually classified in three groups (none of which is Indo-European ): 

Hattian-Anatolian, Hurrian-Mesopotamian, and Asianic. 
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There was a calendar of cultic events for the capital city is suggested by the much more 

abbreviated counterparts for the smaller provincial towns and cities included in the great cult 

inventory texts drawn up at the command of Tudhaliya IV.   

Although there was, of course, a daily cult for each of the temple, festivals were special 

times when the cult statue of the deity was transported in procession through the streets and 

"entertained" with music, dancing, acrobatics, and athletic events, as well as a wide variety of 

sacrifices and offerings.  

Considerable use was made of magical practices in Hittite rituals. Several Hittite rituals 

involve making offerings to chthonic deities, the offerings being lowered into specially prepared 

pits in the ground.   

From the beginnings of Histology it was assumed that the Hittites mentioned in the Old 

Testament were the same people whose capital was at Bogazkoy-Hattusha in central Anatolia.   

But whether or not the Hittites of the early parts of the Old Testament are products of the 

early imperial culture of Anatolia, it is possible to see influences from that distant northern 

culture in the Old Testament. 
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Canaanites and Amorites 

( Keith N. Schoville) 

The Canaanites and the Amorites, two ancient peoples figure largely in the early history 

of Israel. An accurate portrayal of he Canaanites and their culture according to our current level 

of knowledge should lead to a clearer understanding of the distinctions between Canaanites and 

Israelites. 

The origin of the name Canaan is obscure.  Possibly the earliest written evidence for the 

name is from Ebla in central Syria, where Italian archeologists have recovered numerous clay 

tablets dating to approximately 2250.   

The name more likely derives from a personal name, as in dictated in the Hebrew story of 

Noah and in Greek and Phoenician sources.   Whether the land took its name from the people or 

vice versa remains undetermined. 

Bible writers considered the Canaanites to be but one of a number of groups that occupied 

the land of Canaan at the time of the exodus and conquest-Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, 

Perizzites, Hivites, Jebusites (Exod. 3:8).   

The Late Bronze Age Egyptian province of Canaan is approximately the same region as 

the biblical land of Canaan.  A later biblical definition of the land of Israel occurs in the phrase 

from Dan to Beer-sheba, but the historical memory of the large limits of Canaan were retained in 

the Bible. 
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The origin of the Canaanites remains obscure.  According to Donald Harden, Canaanites 

were not the aboriginal inhabitants of the region, but migrated into the area that was to bear their 

name.  Unable to establish when the migration occurred, Harden thinks that they likely came 

northward out of Arabia or the Persian Gulf, perhaps as early as 2350. Harden suggests the bare 

possibility that there might have been Semites dwelling at Hebal (the Semitic name of Byblis) 

who traded with the Egyptians as early as 3000. 

While the Amorites are here listed among the peoples of the land, the Bible provides 

scant evidence about them.  By the time of the prophet Amos (2:9), the Amorites were vaguely 

remembered as a people of the heroic past.  Extra biblical texts, however, do provide a tentative 

basis for understanding the Amorites.   

The word Amorite has ancient origins, deriving from Addadian Amurru, the equivalent of 

the earlier Sumerian Martu.  In both languages the word could designate a region, people, or 

direction.  As a directional indicator, the name "Amorite" was already in use by about 2300.   

Canaanite is one of two main branches of the Northwest Semitic family of languages, the 

other is Aramaic. These languages and related dialects are distinguished from the Semitic 

languages of Mesopotamia, South Arabia, and Ethiopia.   

Canaanite is derived from the Semitic language in use in Syria-Palestine in the third 

millennium.  Early evidence of the language comes from Large Bronze inscriptions at Serabit el-

Khadim in the Sinai Peninsula and in the slightly later Amarna letters. 

The Canaanite language had evolved by 1000 into several regional dialects: Phoenician, 

Hebrew, Edomite, Moabite, and Ammonite. 

Written records and material remains are two general sources of information that what 

can be known about the Canaanite religion. The Bible is an important source, but the biblical 

writers naturally present a somewhat biased point of view that deprecated the Canaanite religion 
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(Duet. 18:9-14).  Of primary importance in providing insight into Canaanite religion are the 

Ugaritic texts-both literary (e.g., myths and legends) and nonliterary (e.g., offering lists). 

The myths involve Baal also known as Hadad, god of thunder and lightning.  There is 

some internal evidence that the main Baal myths were used in connection with rituals. The myths 

were possibly a part of a liturgy of the autumnal New Year festival, but they may also have been 

used during other parts of the agricultural year.  The myths were not primarily esthetic nor 

speculative, but religiously functional.   

The myth and epics likely reflect Canaanite views in the Middle Bronze Age, although 

the extant copies belong to the Late Bronze period. 

The Kret epic is likely a social myth, conserved because it was used regularly in the social 

life of Canaan, perhaps at royal weddings. Another epic presents the theme of the death and 

resurrection of the main character, Aqhat, the son of King Danel, who is promised to Danel by El 

himself.   

Canaanite religious practices focused upon the myths and rituals connected with Baal and 

the lesser gods and goddesses of fertility.  It is quite probable that the major festival was the New 

Year's festival in the fall, but other festivals likely existed at harvest times. 

Additional evidence about Canaanite religion can be gleaned from late Bronze 

administrative texts, among them lists of sacrifices to various gods, rituals for sacrifices and 

offerings, lists of gods, names of religious personnel. 

The Canaanite culture that the Israelites confronted at the end of the Late Bronze Age was 

the result of a continuum that began around 1900.  

The Bible reflects the dangerous attraction of Canaanite culture for the Israelites.  Israel 

inherited the material culture of Canaan, along with the language of the Canaanites and their 

simplified writing system.   



4 

Judah, also under the influence of Canaanite culture, followed the same path in a decline 

broken by two reforms-that of Hezekiah and that of Josiah-before that kingdom, too, ended in 

exile away from the land of Canaan. 
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Phoenicians 

( William A. Ward) 

Since we lack sufficient written and archeological documentation, a true history of the 

Phoenician cities cannot be compiled.  

The word Phoenician comes from an ancient Greek nickname for the people and cities of 

the eastern Mediterranean littoral during the first millennium . 

The history of Iron Age Phoenicia can be divided into two phases in terms of political 

events, : (1) from the advent of the Sea Peoples in the twelfth century to the initial Assyrian 

assault on the region in 876 and (2) from 876 to the conquests of Alexander in 322.  Following 

322, the Phoenician cities were gradually absorbed into the new Hellenistic Orient, losing their 

unique native character. 

Assyrian rulers were busy at home with innumerable local wars.  During this time of 

Assyrian quiescence, westward Phoenician expansion began and the archeological record in 

Phoenicia itself becomes somewhat more abundant.   

The final Assyrian intervention in Phoenicia came under Ashurbanipal (668-627) during 

his Egyptian campaign.  This time it was the island stronghold of Tyre that surrendered after a 

siege in which its food and water supplies were cut off.   

Egyptian intervention in the north was finally stopped when the army of Pharaoh Neco II 

was defeated at Carchemish in 605, and Haran was taken by Nebuchadrezzar (biblical 

Nebuchadnezzar,  604-562) in the same year.  That event sparked a series of western campaigns 
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in which Nebuchadrezzar  quickly brought Cilicia, Syria, Phoenicia, and Palestine under his 

control. 

With the fall of Babylon in 539, Phoenicia came under Persian dominance and, along 

with Cyprus and a newly acquired Egypt, belonged to the Fifth Satrapy (province) of the Persian 

Empire.  The Persian dominance gave Phoenicia a period of relative peace and great prosperity, 

situated as it was in the center of a trade network stretching from Gibraltar to Persia, from the 

Caucasus to Nubia. 

Hints of earlier Phoenician penetration in the area suggest that there was a period of 

"precolonialization" without actual settlement.   

The reasons for the vast Phoenician movement toward the west could be the pressure 

from the Neo-Assyrian Empire, an impetus from the arrival of the Sea Peoples, or simply to fill 

the vacuum left by the collapse of Mycenaean control of east Mediterranean waters at the close of 

the Bronze Age.   But none of these adequately explain the expansion.   

Phoenician culture can be viewed from two perspectives, that of the homeland and that of 

the western colonies.  In the Levant, it is clear that while there is much that is new in Iron Age 

Phoenician culture, its roots are firmly planted in the older Canaanite traditions.  A major feature 

in the west from the eighth century on was the integration of the homeland culture with the native 

cultures wherever colonies were established and (later) with the classical civilizations of the 

region. 

Phoenician is a later dialect of Canaanite or West Semitic, akin to Aramaic and Biblical 

Hebrew, all being descendants of older Semitic languages of the region.   

Phoenician is written in a consonantal alphabet, and it is for the transmission of this 

alphabet to Europe that the Phoenicians are most remembered.  Around the mid-eighth century, 
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inscription begin to appear in Greek in a script obviously borrowed from that of the Phoenicians, 

with a few changes to accommodate the phonemes of the Greek language. 

Phoenician art is characterized by its blending of styles borrowed from all the foreign 

traditions with which Phoenician artists came into contact.  The true genius of Phoenician art is 

that, while many designs and motifs can be traced to foreign origins, it combined what it took 

from others into a distinct new art form. 

The Phoenician Iron Age artistic tradition had long antecedents, since metal vessels, ivory 

carving, and fine jewelry were luxury items produced by Bronze Age Canaanite artists.  The 

purple-dye industry also originated in the Bronze Age. 

 Religious practice in Phoenicia probably differed somewhat from that the west.  For 

example, kings were the high priests of the major city gods in Phoenicia, but this function was 

exercised by important families in the west. 

Two categories of gods appear to have played an important role throughout the region 

influenced by the Phoenicians. Healing deities (Melqart, Eshmun, and Shadrapa) can be verified 

for Phoenicia itself as well as in the west.  Dying and reviving gods (Melqart, Eshmun, and 

Adonis) related to the seasonal pattern have been postulated, though here the evidence is all from 

classical sources. 
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Arameans 

( Wayne T. Pitard) 

The Arameans were a large group of linguistically related peoples who spoke dialects of a 

West Semitic language known as Aramaic and who lived over a substantial part of the Fertile 

Crescent during the first millennium, largely in Mesopotamia and Syria.  The Arameans in south 

Syria had numerous contacts with biblical Israel and appear quite often in the Hebrew Bible. 

The genealogies in Genesis, apparently created to indicate the relation between the 

Israelites and their Near Eastern neighbors, provide two distinct traditions as to the place of the 

Arameans in the political makeup of the Near East.  In the earlier genealogical notice (Gen. 

22:21), Aram, the eponymous ancestor of the Arameans, is a grandson of Abraham's brother 

Nahor.   

John Brinkman points out that the Aramean tribes are located basically in the same area 

where the Amorite tribes are known to have lived in the early second millennium, which suggests 

the possibility that these Arameans are actually the descendants of the Amorites who had long 

since been part of the Babylonian population. 

The first clear references to Arameans are found in the royal Assyrian inscriptions of the 

late twelfth and eleventh centuries.  Tiglath-pileser I (1114-1076) came into conflict with 

Aramean tribes during his campaigns of expansion to the southwest of Assyria. 
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By  the late eleventh and early ten centuries, however, sources indicate that a number of 

more centralized states had come into existence in Syria and Upper Mesopotamia under Aramean 

control.  

In Upper Mesopotamia, the major Aramean states attested in the sources include Bit-

Zamani, Bit-Bahianni, Bit-Halupe, and Laqu in a north-south line along the Upper Tigris and the 

Babur River to its junction with the Euphrates.   

The earliest historical information so far preserved concerning the Aramean states in 

southern Syria is found in 2 Samuel 8 and 10, which recount three battles fought between the 

Aramean state of Zobah, under its ruler Hadadezer, son of Rehob (Rehobite), and Israel, under 

the leadership of David.   

There is no information about the rest of the Aramean Empire during Bir-Hadad's reign.  

If it had stretched to northern Syria, all of that was surely lost after the campaigns of Adad-nirari.  

In the south, the breaking away of Israel may have been followed by the collapse of the rest of the 

southern empire. 

Information concerning the Arameans in Babylonia is limited, but the available sources 

indicate that Aramean groups existed in Babylonia from  the beginning of the first millennium 

and that they were largely organized as nomadic pastoral groups.   

By the ninth century, the Aramean tribal groups were often allied with the Babylonians 

against the Assyrians, and although Tiglath-pileser II defeated thirty-six Aramean tribes during 

his campaigns in Babylonia, the tribes apparently maintained a fiercely independent streak, for 

they are listed as rebels during the succeeding reigns of Sargon II and Sennacherib. 

Little is known of Aramean art and architecture in Babylonia, either.  It appears to have 

been largely swallowed up by the Mesopotamian tradition. 
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Aramean religion seems to have been the descendant of the West Semitic religion of the 

second millennium.  The gods of the Arameans are the West Semitic gods, supplemented in 

some cases with the gods of the neighboring cultures.   

The major legacy of the Aramean civilization was its language and script.  In these areas, 

the Arameans had an extraordinary impact on the Near East, well beyond their political legacy.  

Aramaic was the most widely spoken language in Syria and Upper Mesopotamia during the first 

centuries of the first millennium.   

Aramaic had replaced many of the local languages-including Hebrew-that had survived 

the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian empires by Hellenistic times .  As Aramaic became the 

primary language of Judea, translations, of the biblical texts, called targumim, were produced and 

read alongside the original Hebrew texts in the synagogue.  Aramaic was  probably the primary 

language used by Jesus of Nazareth and came to be an important language for Jewish literature.  

The Syriac dialect of Aramaic played a significant role in eastern Christianity as well.  

Descendant dialects of Aramaic still survive as living languages in a few isolated towns of Syria.  
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Philistines 

( David M. Howard Jr.) 

The Philistines are well known to readers of the Bible as adversaries of Israel during the 

days of the judges and the early monarchy.  

The term Philistines as well as Palestine comes from the Hebrew pelisti(m), which occurs 

288 times in the Old Testament; the term peleset ("Philistia") occurs eight times.  In modern 

English, philistine has come to mean "boorish" or "uncultured," in an exaggerated extrapolation 

from the biblical presentation of the Philistines. Its original derivation or meaning is unknown.   

According to the Bible, the Philistines came to Canaan from the islands and coastlands of 

the Aegean Sea, including the island of Crete. In Ezekiel 25:15-16 and Zephaniah 2:4-5, the term 

Cherethites  occurs in poetic parallel with Philistines. 

The Philistines first appear on the world stage in texts from the Bible, which place them 

in Canaan sometime around the end of the third millennium or the beginning of the second 

millennium.  The Book of Genesis tells of several encounters with the Hebrew patriarchs 

Abraham and Isaac at Gerar. 

Outside the Bible, the Philistines are first mentioned by Egyptian Pharaoh Ramesses III ( 

1184-1153) in connection with great land and sea battles in his eighth year between the Egyptians 

and people they called "the peoples of the sea."  Among these "Sea Peoples" was a group known 

as the "Peleset," whom most scholars identify with the biblical Philistines. 
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 Cuneiform and other Semitic documents provide some limited, general information 

concerning various Sea Peoples.  Worthy of note there is a Ugaritic reference to Shikels who 

were mercenaries "living in ships" and who were allied with Ugarit.   

 The two sets of data diverge somewhat concerning the date that Philistines entered 

Canaan.  According to the Bible, some Philistines already were resident in Canaan at the 

beginning of the second millennium, while most of the Egyptian evidence places their entry near 

the end of that millennium.   

 The data also present divergent glimpses of Philistine life and culture.  They were 

relatively peaceful, in contrast to the Philistines of the Egyptian or later biblical texts. 

The most complete written records about the Philistines come from the Hebrew Bible, 

where they usually appear as adversaries of Israel.  No clearly Philistine writings survive, and 

other extrabiblical references to them are random and incidental. 

 In Genesis 10:1-18; 21:22-34; 26:1-33,  Abraham and his son Isaac had several 

encounters with Philistines.  On different occasions in Philistine territory at Gerar, each one tried 

to pass off his wife as his sister, for fear that the Philistine king would take her for himself.  

Instead, in each case the Philistine king acted honorably, the Hebrew patriarch appeared 

somewhat foolish, and the outcome of each incident was friendly.   

 The Philistines soon were engaged in oppressing Israel again despite their setbacks at the 

hands of Samson.  By the middle of the eleventh century, they held a decided military superiority 

over Israel that lasted for decades.   

 The last Israelite judge, Samuel, led the nation in repelling another Philistine incursion 

near Mizpah (Sam. 7:7-11).  After a stunning victory, the land was pacified, and Israel recovered 

the cities and territory that the Philistines had taken.   
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The next recorded Philistine-Israelite conflict came after Israel asked for and received a 

king ( 1 Sam. 13-14).  Saul had continuing conflicts with Philistines throughout his reign ( Sam. 

14:52), and Israel was not to be free from them until David arose as its deliverer. 

David effectively eliminated the Philistines' threat despite their survival in later centuries. 

The five-city coalition was broken:  later appearances of Philistine cities show them isolated and 

on their own.     

When the philistines of the Late Bronze Age entered southwestern Canaan sometime after 

1200, they brought with them several distinctive, some of which their neighbors adopted.  The 

Philistines quickly borrowed from and adapted to their surroundings, as well. Philistine society 

and culture was never purely foreign, but always a mixture of various foreign and local Canaanite 

influences. 

We know little of Philistine military organization from the Bible that their forces included 

chariotry, cavalry, infantry, and archers ( 1 Sam. 13:5; 31:3).  Their officers are called sarim 

("commanders") ( 1 Sam. 18:30; 29:3). 

1 Samuel 17:5-7 provides some glimpses of Philistine military capacities; for example, 

the detailed description of Goliath's battle gear.  

The Bible mentions five cities that were part of a unified Philistine pentapolis in 

southwestern Canaan: Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, Gath, and Ekron ( Josh. 13:2-3).  Each one was 

headed by a "lord" (seren).  Philistine rulers were also simply called "kings."  

However, for the most part these were typical Canaanite cities, with short life cycles as 

Philistine cities. By 1000, they had been completely Canaanized, none rivaled the great cities of 

the Late Bronze Age. 
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Philistine pottery is usually identified as the most distinctive part of their material culture.  

It flourished around 1150-1000 and was influenced by a number of styles, including Mycenaean, 

Egyptian, Cypriot, and Canaanite. 

No clear examples of Philistine language or writing have survived despite many isolated 

possibilities. No language barrier appears to have existed between Philistines and Israelites in the 

Old Testament. Thus, whatever their original language may have been, it seems that they spoke a 

dialect of Canaanite after they settled in Canaan.  Only one word in the Bible-seren("Lord")-is 

clearly Philistine and non-Semitic. 

The forms of Philistine religion conformed closely to common Canaanite religion, and 

their gods were common Semitic gods.  There are only three Philistine deities, all with Semitic 

names: Dagon, Ashtoreth, and Ball-Zebub.  Few Philistine temples are extant.  At Tell Qasile 

three superimposed Philistine temples have been uncovered, as have two cultic buildings at Tel 

Miqne (Ekron).  

Today, we do not know many specifics of Philistine cultic practices.  It appears that they 

had soothsayers and diviners, like most people around them. They celebrated in the temples of 

their gods, like those around them.  They were uncircumcised, which clearly set them apart from 

their neighbors and made them an object of derision among some. 

In summary, the Philistines were a complex people, incorporating groups and cultural 

influences from different times and places.  Their zenith in world history was a brief period 

around 1150-100, during which they were settled in south western Canaan.  They left an indelible 

impression on Israelite society and history of the  period.  The archeological record in recent 

years has complemented the biblical record by illuminating their life and flourishing culture in 

ways that the biblical record did not. 
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Egyptians 

(James K. Hoffmeier) 

Egypt "the gift of the Nile, "  is strategically located at the northeastern tip of Africa, 

bordering on Sinai and Palestine.  Surrounded by deserts on the east and west and naturally 

defended by a series of cataracts in the  south, Egypt is an oasis sustained by the Nile and  

somewhat cut off from the rest of the world. 

The Nile Valley was home to hunter-gatherers before 7000, and humans in the western 

oases of Egypt can be traced back as early as the Lower Paleolithic period (ca. 250,00-90,000.  

these people left behind only stone implements (e.g., hand axes) as evidence of their presence in 

an area that was by no means a desert then.   

The archaic period, comprised of Dynasties 1-2 (ca. 3100-2700), witnessed the 

beginnings of significant royal cemeteries at Sakkara and Abydos .  

Dynasty 2 appears to have been marred by a rebellion in the north, which resulted in 

warfare that was resolved when a northern princess, Nemathap, married Khasekhemwy, the last 

king of Dynasty 2.    

The Old Kingdom, Dynasties 3-6 (ca. 2700-2200), the pyramid era, saw Egypt rise to its 

cultural apex, to judge from the execution of the massive pyramids and accompanying complexes 

for the burial of the pharaoh.   

The reign of Pepi II, the last significant ruler of Dynasty 6, exacerbated the problem. Both 

ends of his near-century-long reign, when royal power was weak, provided golden opportunities 
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for the monarchs to assert their power.  Pepi II's long reign posed another serious dilemma:  he 

outlived his heirs.  The reign of Nitocris, a woman, marked the end of both Dynasty 6 and the 

Old Kingdom. 

Egypt then plunged into a dark age known as the First Intermediate period.  Maetho's 

description of Dynasty 7 suggests confusion and uncertainty:  "Seventy kings of Memphis, who 

reigned for seventy days."  The little knowledge we have of Manetho's Dynasty 8, but this is by 

no means certain.  

The Turin Canon shows no separation between Dynasty 9 and Dynasty 10, together 

commonly called the Heracleopolitan period.  During these dynasties, several kings bear the 

name khety, the apparent founder of the dynasty.  

Montuhotep II Nebhepetre, the fifth king of Dynasty 11, either began or continued a 

movement north to secure Middle Egypt under his control.  Thus, a little after the midpoint in his 

lengthy fiftey-one-year reign, around 2000, the Middle Kingdom began.   

The fifth pharaoh of Dynasty 12, under Senusert III (1862-1843), the fortress building in 

Nubia reached its zenith.  His stele from the Semna fortress near the third cataract indicates that 

he considered this spot Egypt's southern boundary. 

Historians debate whether the following dynasty (13) was the end of the Middle Kingdom 

or the beginning of the Second Intermediate period.  While a cultural continuity is evident and 

the royal family that succeeded the house of Amenamhet remained at Lisht, the power of the 

court began to wane toward the end of Dynasty 13, when rival kings arose in opposition to 

Itjtawy.   

Egypt had slipped into its second major period of political turmoil by the end of Dynasty 

13, and "intermediate" period between the Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom, also described 

as the "Hyksos period" because Dynasties 15-17 were ruled by the Hyksos according to Manetho.  
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According to Redford's understanding of kings can be correlated between the king lists 

and epigraphic remains.   Thus it appears that the Hyksos domination of Egypt during the Second 

Intermediate period was just over a century in length. 

Hremhab (Ahkenaten's general) took the thorn and is usually listed as the last king of 

Dynasty 18 although not related to the royal family.  He apparently lacked a male heir, and so the 

torch passed to an elderly military colleague, Ramesses, whose origin was in the delta.  Although 

Ramesses reigned only sixteen months, he was the founder of Dynasty 19, which ran from 1295 

to 1187. 

Ramesses III is the only Twentieth Dynasty monarch to distinguish himself by his 

building 

projects and international affairs.  His mortuary temple at Medinet Babu in western Thebes is the 

best surviving of New Kingdom funerary estates.  

Troubled by strikes and inflation at home toward the end of Ramesses II's reign, Dynasty 

20 quickly declined.   

Egyptian religion and culture were not dismantled despite the arrival of Greek culture 

with the Ptolemaic kings and the subsequent domination by Rome.  In fact, what finally pulled 

Egypt out of its ancient polytheism was not an invading army, but Christianity.  By the early 

fourth century, Christianity was the dominant force in Egypt.  Egyptian worship centers became 

churches, and the name of Ramesses the Great was plastered over and replaced by Christian 

symbols. Today in Egypt, six to eight million Christians think of themselves as Egyptians, not 

Arabs.   

As in all ancient societies, religion was a dominating factor in Pharaonic Egypt. Egyptian 

religion can be divided into three areas: state, popular, and funerary.  The foundation of state 

religion was laid, and a number of excellent studies on state religion and the gods are available.   
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Popular religion, perhaps owing to the less glamorous nature of the evidence compared 

with that of state religion, has not been thoroughly studied.   

Herodotus was right: the Egyptians were a most religious people.  Religion affected every 

area of life: piety, ethics, politics, and death.     

Abraham had a brief visit to Egypt sometime in the early second millennium ( Gen. 

12:10-20).  There is no way to determine the identity of the king since the name of the Egyptian 

monarch is not given, only the title Pharaoh.  The next contract between the Hebrews and Egypt 

is found in the Joseph story Genesis 39-50.   While it remains unclear when the Israelites entered 

and departed Egypt, it is certain that by 1208 they had reached Canaan.  For the balance of the 

second millennium, there is little evidence of contact between Israel and Egypt.   

In later history, Egypt was both friend and foe of Israel and Judah.  Shishak (Shosheng I) 

invaded Palestine, as witnessed by his relief at Karnak temple, taking the gold of the temple and 

inflicting considerable pain on his former friend Jeroboam I (  1 Kings 14:25-26) 

In the year that followed, Babylon became the superpower, and many Jews fled to Egypt, 

hoping to find sage haven there. Included in one of the last flights to Egypt was Jeremiah the 

prophet, whose writings contain some intriguing insights on Egypt (Jer. 46).  
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Ammonites 

(Randall W. Younker) 

Known from both biblical and extrabiblical sources, the Ammonites were an ancient 

people who inhabited the central Transjordanian plateau from about the middle of the second 

millennium until the middle of the first millennium.  Their country was known as Ammon, and 

their capital was called Rabbah-ammon or Amman.  

Perhaps the most important exploration of Ammonite territory was conducted by Nelson 

Glueck in the 1930s.    His survey discovered numerous small villages, farmsteads, and 

agricultural and defensive " watchtowers," many of them dating to the Iron Age, especially Iron 

Age II (ninth-sixth centuries), when Ammonite civilization was at its peak. 

According to Genesis 19:38, the ancestor of the Ammonites was Ben-ammi, the son of an 

incestuous relationship between Lot and his younger daughter.  Some scholars assume that the 

name, which means "son of my people" or "son of my paternal father," was a popular etymology 

developed in support of a tradition of a kindred relationship between Ammon and Israel.  Thus 

the proper designation for the land of the Ammonites was not Ammon, but Ben-ammon.   

The most prominent geophysical feature that biblical writers used to define Ammonite 

territory was the Jabbok River (Deut. 3:16; Josh. 12:2).  Its sources are near modern Amman.  

From this point the Jabbok's upper courses flow in a northeasterly direction to the modern town 

of Zerqa.  From there the stream curves around to the west where the lower courses rapidly 

descend into the Great Rift Valley, a drop from 2,700 feet above sea level to 1,000 feet below.  It 



2 

joins the Jordan River just north of Adam, 23 miles, north of the Dead Sea.  Its total length is 

about 62 miles. 

Most suggest that the Ammonites (along with other ancient Palestinian peoples) 

originated in the north as part of an Amorite or Aramean migration.  Through the embracing of 

new ideologies, new people groups were formed that would become known as the Israelites, 

Ammonites, etc. 

The biblical tradition views the Ammonites as an indigenous people who descended 

directly from Lot.  According to Deuteronomy 2:20-21 the Ammonites eventually grew strong 

enough to displace an ancient people known as the Rephaim (called the Zamzummim by the 

Ammonites) from the headwaters of the Jabbok.  There the Ammonites established their capital, 

Rabbah-ammon (2 Sam. 12:27).   

The new evidence for Late Bronze Age settlements in central Transjordan leads some 

scholars to suggest that a thriving urban civilization was there at this time, identical or at least 

comparable to that of the Canaanite city-states to the west.   

While it may be impossible to determine exactly when the people who came to be known 

as Ammonites, achieved their national self-identity, there is no reason not to assume that the Iron 

Age Ammonites were derived directly from the Late Bronze Age population of central 

Transjordan.  

The earliest record of hostilities between the Ammonites and Israel is recorded in Judges 

3:12-24, where the Ammonites are said to have joined with the Moabites and Amalekites against 

Israel.  The coalition was apparently successful, for Israel was subject to King Eglon of Moab for 

eighteen years. 

It is generally assumed that the Ammonites remained under the suzerainty of Israel during 

Solomon's reign.  Ammonites were among the many foreign women whom Solomon loved (1 
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Kings 11:1) and married, and under whose influence the king was persuaded to build a sanctuary 

to their god Milcom or Molech ( 1 Kings 11:7). 

Archeological and extrabiblical sources are quite abundant for this period of Ammonite 

history (Iron Age II), especially during the eighth through the sixth centuries.  This may be due to 

the Ammonites' liberation from the western kingdoms of Israel and Judah, caused in large part by 

the intervention of the Mesopotamian empires.  This led to a period of tremendous economic 

growth.   

While it may be that the Ammonite kingdom ceased to function as an independent or 

semi-independent polity about this time, the Ammonite people appear to have continued to 

occupy their land well into Hellenistic times and beyond.   

From at least the Late Bronze age until the end of the Iron Age, and perhaps beyond, the 

Ammonite people resided on the central Transjordanian plain.   For much of their early existence 

the Ammonites were integrated with the political/economic system of the Cisjordanian kingdoms 

of Israel and Judah, as reflected in the transformation of their socioeconomic structure from a 

pastoral mode to one of intensive agriculture.  While their initial interaction with and domination 

by Israel and Judah may have contributed in their socioeconomic development, it was not until 

they were freed of the dominance of the west that they were really able to develop.  They reached 

toe zenith of their power in the seventh and sixth centuries.  Although their occupation of the 

land continued into the Persian and Hellenistic periods, sometime during the sixth century their 

power seems to have waned. 
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Moabites 

Gerald L. Mattingly) 

It has not been subjected to the historical and archeological inquiry it deserves, although 

the Moabite plateau of central Jordan is no longer terra incognita.    

Just as, for example, the name Israel was used to designate a land and its population 

within a specific period of history, Moab refers to a people and their territory. In geographical 

terms, Moab was that part of the Transjordanian plateau located immediately east of the Dead 

Sea Valley.  Moab's northern boundary changed from time to time, while the southern border of 

Moabite territory was fixed by the biblical Brook Zered  ( modern Wadi el-Hesa), with Edom to 

the south. 

The Moabites lost their autonomy during the Babylonian invasion of the early sixth 

century like their Judean, Ammonite, and Edomite neighbors. Though, in certain respects, 

Moabite culture proved to be remarkably durable, the Moabite kingdom never reappeared, and 

with the  arrival of new peoples (with their material cultures, languages, and religions), Moabite 

identity was gradually lost.  

The terrain of Moab may be described as gently rolling tableland, but numerous streams-

winter torrents (i.e., wadis) dry throughout most of the year-drain the plateau and have cute deep 

ravines across its surface; these wadis run in all direction, but the major systems empty into the 

Dead Sea canyon on the west.  The plateau's western side has a higher elevation than the lower 
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desert fringe on the east; this western half of the plateau receives more rainfall and is therefore 

better suit to agriculture. 

The name Moab is mentioned at least twice in ancient Egyptian sources, with both 

instances dating to the reign of Ramesses II.  

The origin of this Semitic people is described in a straightforward way in Genesis 19:37: 

the Moabites descended from Moab, the son of Lot and his older daughter. According to 

Deuteronomy 2:10-11, the Emim or Emites ("terrible ones" or "frightful ones") were the giant, 

pre-Moabite occupants of this region defeated by Chedorlaomer and his military coalition long 

before the Israelites encountered them (Gen. 14:5). 

The later story also reflects one kind of reaction to famine in antiquity: migration to 

another land (in this case Moab) where climatic conditions were more favorable and food more 

abundant. 

The Moabites exerted their independence at the beginning of Israel's divided monarchy, 

but King Omri subjected these traditional foes to Israelite control once again in the ninth century.  

One of the most important discoveries in the history of Syro-Palestinian archeology, the thirty-

four-line Mesha Inscription (or Moabite Stone ), which dates to approximately 830, provides 

important illumination on this relationship (cf. 2 Kings 3).   Though the Old Testament provides 

much incidental and useful information concerning the Moabites, this memorial stele remains the 

single most important primary source on Moab. 

The kingdom of Moab never reappeared following the Babylonian conquest.  The former 

Moabite territory eventually came under Persian control, but very little is known about this 

period.   

By the time Moabite kingdom emerged, however, there were distinctive features in the 

beliefs and rituals of Moab.  Most important was the worship of the national or ethnic god 
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Kemosh, though it is now known that this deity was part of a much older Semitic pantheon. The 

principal sources of information concerning Moabite religion are the Mesha Inscription and the 

Hebrew Bible, but significant insights are provided from other textual references and a wide 

range of archeological evidence.    

The final report of the Emory survey was recently published under the title 

Archaeological Survey of the Kerak Plateau. The product of years of painstaking effort, 

representing the most thorough study of southern Moab's archeological resources, it includes 

history of research on the Kerak Plateau, full description of every site investigated, study of the 

region's toponymy (ancient and modern), comparative typology and chronology for the ceramics 

of the Kerak Plateau, maps, photographs, pottery plates, and full bibliography. 

In addition to primary research, the recent flurry of secondary studies on various aspects 

of Moab's history and culture includes an up-to-date reassessment of the Mesha Inscription and 

its contribution to our understanding of Iron Age Moab.   
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 We are dependent on what the surrounding cultures tell us about them in reconstructing 

the world of the Edomites, since there are no surviving Edomite records of their own history. 

Egyptian records are the earliest, from the fifteenth century on, occasionally noting encounters 

with groups from Edom and Seir called Shasu.  

The environmental character of this region is forbidding, the rocky crags of the plateau 

soaring some four thousand feet above the floor of Wadi Arabath. The deep rift depression 

running from the southern end of the Dead Sea to the Gulf of Arabah.   

Recent research indicates that copper production was another basic piece in the economic 

mosaic of the region. Extensive copper mining and smelting operations were carried out in the 

Wadi Feinan region in the central portion of the plateau since the Early Bronze Age.  Ceramic 

evidence points to Edomite utilization of these copper resources around the same time as 

settlements were being founded in the Edomite heartland, approximately the eighth century. 

The situation seems to have been dramatically different by the time of David's reign over 

Israel, while Israel's earliest contact with the Edomites may have been with no madic groups.  The 

Bible records that David defeated the Edomites and brought them under direct Israelite control 

through the establishment of garrisons throughout the country (2 Sam. 8:13-14).  This initiated a 

period of Israelite control over the Edomites for nearly 150 years until Edom was able to assert its 

independence from Judah.   
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According to the implication of 1-2 kings, the Judean kings (ruling from Jerusalem) 

controlled Edom from the time of David until the Edomites successfully revolted during the reign 

of Jehoram of Judah (ca. 854-841). 

The Edomite state enjoyed a brief moment of self-determination before the westward 

movement of the Assyrians brought a new tyranny into the region once freed of Judean control.  

The seventh century marks that emergence of Edom as a prosperous kingdom, though still 

under the domination of the Assyrian Empire for the first portion of the century. 

The westward expansion of Edomites continued, following the entry of the Babylonian 

Empire in the west with the campaigns of Nebuchadnezzar II in 605.  Judah, apparently in a 

weakened state, was unable to resist the appropriation of territory by its eastern neighbors.   

Edomite groups apparently moved into and occupied the southern portions of Judah with 

the demise of the Judean kingdom (Ezek. 35:10-12).   

Edom's destruction was not far behind Jerusalem's.  From scattered evidence, both literary 

and archeological, it is possible to conclude that the Babylonian king Nabonidus attacked and 

destroyed Edom during a campaign against the west in the mid-sixth century.   

There is little doubt that the Edomite settlements in former Judean territories flourished in 

the Persian period wherever their northern boundary was located (539-332).  Archeological 

remains from Tell el-Kheleifeh, including several epigraphic finds, suggest an occupation in the 

fifth century.  Aramaic ostraca from Arad in the Persian period list several Edomite names, 

presumably of people in the immediate area.  Individuals bearing Edomite names also appear 

among the Beer-sheba ostraca from the same period.   

Many of the former Edomite cities were reinhabited by the Nabateans, leading some to 

propose a formal relationship between the Edomites and the Nabateans. In the region to the east 

of Wadi Arabah, a new people were settling the former Edomite centers: the Nabateans, who 
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skillfully adapted to the arid conditions of the region and established a prosperous trading empire 

centered at Petra, a city whose ruins still draw admiration from visitors.      

Though only relatively new, short inscriptions have been found thus far, Edomite appears 

o have been in the larger family of Northwest Semitic languages and in structure resembles

Hebrews and Phoenician.  The Edomites spoke a language scholars call "Edomite."  

Religion of the Edomites provides a further puzzle for scholars.  In the Assyrian records, 

several Edomite kings are noted, most bearing names built around the divine name Qos (or Qaus).  

For example, a Qausmalaka ("Qaus has become king") is noted from the time of Tiglath-pileser 

III, and a Qosmalak ("Qos is king") is one of the names from the Beer-sheba ostraca. Josephus, 

writing many centuries after the fall of Edom as a political power, wrote that an Idumean family 

worshiped Koze, the god of the Idumeans.   

Unlike the perspectives on the other peoples to its east, the biblical writers neither attack 

Edom's gods by name nor include Edom in lists of countries practicing "abominations." The 

biblical picture of Edom's religion is also puzzling.   
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