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How Oklahoma became a destination for some of 
Israel’s most precious artifacts

Making  
a Big Story 
Out of David 
and Solomon

Contributing editor  |   Brent Nagtegaal

O n May 15, we closed the doors 
to our archaeological exhibit 

“Kingdom of David and Solomon 
Discovered.” For 14 months, interested 
visitors from all over the world had the 
opportunity to tour the exhibit and 
immerse themselves in the archaeo-
logical discoveries related to the Bible’s 
foremost kings.

This was our third, and most import-
ant, archaeological exhibit. We are not 
a museum. Instead, we 
fill the illustrious lobby of 
Armstrong Auditorium—a 
renowned concert hall in 
Edmond, Oklahoma—with 
artifacts, storyboards and 
original artwork. With each of our exhib-
its, our goal is to take the science of an 
important epoch in biblical history and 
bring it to life! And with each of them, 
we aim high, not just in the narrative and 
presentation but also in the artifacts that 
we acquire. We strive to feature the best 

and most compelling items related to the 
history we are showcasing.

For nearly 60 years, we have been 
involved in the archaeology of Jerusalem. 
This has opened the door to some 
incredible opportunities, including our 
exhibits.

We sent volunteers to assist the late 
Dr. Eilat Mazar on her 2006–2007 and 
2007–2008 excavations at the summit 
of the City of David in Jerusalem. 

During these excavations, 
Dr. Mazar discovered two 
remarkable seal impres-
s i o n s :  J e h u c a l ,  s o n  o f 
Shelemiah, and Gedaliah, 
son of Pashur. These two 

men are mentioned in Jeremiah 38:1 as 
enemies of the Prophet Jeremiah.

After those initial  excavations, 
Dr. Mazar floated the idea of sending some 
of the less prominent discoveries back to 
Oklahoma for display on our campus. We 
thought this was a great opportunity for 

Note The author was 
assistant curator  

for the “Kingdom of  
David and Solomon  
Discovered” exhibit.
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an exhibit and coordinated with Dr. Mazar’s staff to settle 
on the artifacts we could showcase.

At first, we didn’t think it would be possible to 
exhibit the seal impressions of Gedaliah and Jehucal. 
We were, after all, located in central Oklahoma—not 
New York, London or Paris. These two biblical seals, 
only discovered in the few years previous, hadn’t even 
left Dr. Mazar’s office at Hebrew University, let alone 
been exhibited to the public.

And yet, somehow, it happened. But not without 
difficulty.

I remember the August 2011 phone call with Dr. Mazar 
as if it were yesterday. A few months before this partic-
ular call I had suggested the possibility of Armstrong 
exhibiting the biblical seals, but this was met with an 
emphatic “No,” not just to Jehucal or Gedaliah but to any 
of the other nonbiblical named seal impressions found 
on the dig. Yet as we got deeper into the exhibit plan-
ning, I was encouraged by Armstrong Institute of Biblical 
Archaeology (aiba) director Stephen Flurry to try again.

So, rather uncomfortably, I did.
I started the conversation by stating how excited 

we were to have ancient artifacts from Jerusalem on 
campus. The pottery vessels, the stone weights, the 
Babylonian arrowheads would all contribute to a won-
derful narrative for the exhibit. Eilat offered her advice 
and said that if I found any pictures from her books that 
I wanted, we could get the originals from her.

Then, with the conversation winding down, I finally 
took a deep breath and asked: “We would really like to 
include a seal impression in the exhibit. Is it possible for 
us to receive one of those?” I didn’t mention Gedaliah or 
Jehucal, as we had found many others without biblical 
names. I was just testing the waters to see if getting a 
less important seal impression was possible.

But then she responded, “Did you want Gedaliah or 
Jehucal, or one of the other bullae?” Shocked that she 
didn’t blow the proposition out of the water, I went with 
it and said, “Well, we would really like to have Gedaliah or 
Jehucal.” She replied, shocking me further, “Well, Brent, 
this is a good request.” She then began thinking out loud 
how it would be difficult because such an item is price-
less. She mentioned that if it were just her decision, she 
would send the seal to us since we had literally sweated 
on the excavations in order to discover those artifacts.

However, it wasn’t just up to her. Any discovery made 
in Israel belongs to the State of Israel, and these had 
never been seen by the public anywhere; our exhibit 
would be their world premiere. She concluded the call 
by saying that she’d do her best to add one of the biblical 
seal impressions to our exhibit.

I don’t know what she did behind the scenes, but 
in less than a day, not just one but both of the biblical 

seals of Jeremiah’s captors were coming to Oklahoma. 
Receiving that answer was one of the most exhilarating 
experiences of my life!

Of course, I fired off an e-mail of gratitude to 
Dr. Mazar immediately. To which she responded, “You 
are most welcome. It seemed that these two bullae 
should not be separated. They tell the same story 
and relate to the same verse in the book of Jeremiah. 
Unbelievable! Now you are challenged by that story and 
need to figure out how to best present it in the exhibition. 
I trust you to make a big story out of it. Enjoy. Eilat.”

Less than six months later, the exhibit “Seals of 
Jeremiah’s Captors Discovered” opened in Armstrong 
Auditorium.

I tell this story, not to boast, as indeed it was the gen-
erosity of Eilat Mazar and the State of Israel that allowed 
us to showcase the artifacts, but rather to illustrate how 
our plunge into archaeological exhibits began. From the 
very beginning, we have pushed hard to answer Eilat’s 
call and make our exhibits worthy of the artifacts we are 
privileged to showcase.

Dr. Eilat Mazar stands 
alongside the Ophel’s 
“Extra Tower.”

AIBA photos, courtesy of Estate of Dr. eilat Mazar and the israel antiquities authority (2),  
Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (4)

Estate of Dr. Eilat Mazar
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In 2012, we exhibited the seal impressions of 
Jeremiah’s captors. The subject of our second exhibit, in 
2018, took a gigantic leap in importance. In this exhibit 
we featured the recently discovered seal impressions 
of Isaiah and King Hezekiah—the first seal impression 
of a biblical king to have been unearthed in a scientific 
excavation and the first time the Isaiah bulla was shown 
to the public.

It was only natural, then, that when Dr. Orit Shamir, 
head of international exhibits at the Israel Antiquities 
Authority, approached us in January 2023 and asked if 
we’d be interested in hosting another exhibit, we had 
to go even bigger.

As we considered the options, we knew there is noth-
ing bigger, and perhaps more consequential in biblical 
archaeology, than King David.

Alongside our partners at Hebrew University, the 
Israel Antiquities Authority and the Israel Museum 
of Jerusalem, we sought to assemble a list of the most 
important and highly prized artifacts showcasing the 
kingdom of David and Solomon.

But if displaying the seals of Jeremiah’s captors was 
going to be a challenge, putting together a David and 
Solomon exhibit was on a whole new level.

Unlike the other exhibits, where we followed a rela-
tively simple single narrative as dictated in the biblical 
text, an exhibit about the united monarchy turned out 
to be far more difficult. The biblical narrative about 
David and Solomon takes up entire books of the Bible, 
covering almost a hundred years of history. It also 
happens to be one of the most controversial biblical 
periods—debated for its historicity by biblical scholars 
and archaeologists alike.

The goal of the exhibit was not to prove the Bible. We 
simply wanted to set the biblical narrative alongside 
the plethora of discoveries from the time of David and 
Solomon.

As we gathered all the available data for the exhibit, 
some powerful realizations set in. First, there was more 
scientific evidence for these kings than most people are 
aware. Second, we realized that the archaeological field 
is so hyper-specialized that rarely does an individual 

Edwin Trebels gives a tour 
of the Jeremiah exhibit.

Artifacts in the  
Hezekiah-Isaiah exhibit Bullae of King Hezekiah 

(top) and Isaiah

Bullae of Jehucal son 
of Shelemiah (top) and 

Gedaliah son of Pashur

AIBA photos, courtesy of Estate of Dr. eilat Mazar and the israel antiquities authority (2),  
Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (4)

Estate of Dr. Eilat Mazar
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scholar have the ability or resources to collate all the 
available evidence from all excavations to present a 
single coherent picture of the 10th century b.c.e. While 
several archaeologists have studied the various 
individual parts of the David and Solomon story, no 
scholar had pieced them all together to form one 
overall understanding.

This became our goal: to collect the various individ-
ual pieces of the David and Solomon puzzle and present 
them in one overarching picture.

Based on the most recent archaeological work of over 
a dozen Israeli and international archaeologists, we 
found that when the at least 16 pieces of archaeological 
evidence are snapped together in just the right position, 
like a jigsaw puzzle, a compelling and plausible case can 

be made for the reality of a monumental kingdom of 
David and Solomon.

Thus,  the “Kingdom of  David and Solomon 
Discovered,” replete with almost 50 artifacts from 
10th-century b.c.e. Israel, opened to the public on Feb. 
25, 2024.

In the nearly 15 months we were open, we hosted 
over 14,000 patrons who came specifically for the 
exhibit (with many thousands more coming to attend 
concerts and touring the exhibit secondarily). The sta-
tistic we are most proud of is that 34 percent (4,500) of 
our visitors came from outside the state of Oklahoma—
from 15 countries and 48 U.S. states. Some even drove 
from Canada or flew in from the Netherlands, Colombia 
and Australia to experience the exhibit.

Brent and Gen. 
Michael Flynn

“�Thank you very much for your institute’s 
marvelous display. Thank you for  
continuing the publishing and legacy  
of Eilat Mazar.”
Prof. Andrew Dearman  
Senior professor of the Old Testament at Fuller University

“�A remarkable exploration of our storied past 
and a powerful experience. I highly recommend 
the Jewish community take advantage of this 
opportunity! Thank you, Armstrong ….”  
Rabbi Ovadia Goldman 
Executive director Oklahoma City Chabad  
Community Center for Jewish Life and Learning

“�As an epigrapher, when I 
heard that you had the pithos 
inscription, I just had to come  
and see it.”
—Visitor from Wisconsin

“�I drove all the way from 
California to see the exhibit. 
I appreciate how all the 
information was presented in a 
factual way. It helped restore my 
faith in God to see this exhibit.
—Visitor from California

“�This exhibit is wonderful. 
The displays are fantastic. 
We are so glad we can have 
something like this here in 
America.” 
—Visitor from Indiana

“�We came to see the exhibit 
for our wedding anniversary. 
This exhibit is incredible. Dr. 
Mazar didn’t receive nearly as 
much credit as she deserved.”
—Visitor from North Carolina

“�I had just been studying through the history  
of David in 2 Samuel—and this exhibit  

really made the Bible come alive.”
—Visitor from Oklahoma City

Brent Nagtegaal and 
journalist Lee Smith

Reese Zoellner/Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (10)

Tel Dan Stele
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Our team of 28 trained docents (most of them having 
worked in the field in Jerusalem) conducted 2,000 indi-
vidual tours for guests, leading to a highly personalized 
experience. The tours lasted from 30 minutes to 2 hours, 
depending on the level of interest and expertise. We 
were thrilled to tour some important personalities 
too, such as U.S. Gen. Michael Flynn (Ret.), author and 
journalist Lee Smith and award-winning filmmaker and 
political commentator Dinesh D’Souza.

When D’Souza visited in September 2024, he gave 
the keynote address announcing the arrival and dis-
play of the most important artifact ever discovered 
relating to King David: the Tel Dan Stele. This ancient 
inscription is the oldest confirmed reference to King 
David outside of the Bible. When it was discovered in 

1993, it declared emphatically that David was not a 
mythical figure.

While it was always a dream of ours to bring the Tel 
Dan Stele to Oklahoma as part of the exhibit, we knew 
that was asking a lot of our Israeli friends. The stele is 
the Mona Lisa of the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, so 
we were overjoyed when the Israel Museum and Israel 
Antiquities Authority, in a spirit of goodwill and rich 
generosity, allowed the stele to be on display in our 
exhibit for two months—only the second time it has 
been on display in America.

It truly was the crowning addition to the exhibit when 
it joined several other artifacts that were making their 
world premiere. Some of these included the 10th-cen-
tury Ophel Pithos inscription (the oldest alphabetical 

Exhibit curator Brad 
Macdonald, Brent and 

Dinesh D’Souza

“�The Armstrong Institute’s ‘Kingdom 
of David and Solomon Discovered’ 
was a world-class exhibit. I came to 
the museum with high expectations, 
and the exhibit exceeded them. I am 
grateful for the opportunity to view 
artifacts that make a compelling case 
for the reliability of the biblical text.”
Scott Stripling, Ph.D.
Near East Archaeological Society, President

See  
Exhibit 
Page 30

Brent and Dr. Scott 
Stripling

Khirbet Qeiyafa 
shrine model

Ophel Electrum 
Basket Pendant Timna textiles

Model of Jerusalem during 
the time of Solomon

Reese Zoellner/Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (10)

Ophel Pithos Inscription
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This is one of Israel’s most important but  
least understood locations. But we are   
working to fix that.  BY Nicholas IRWIN

Excavating 
	 Jerusalem’s 
		  Gatehouse Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (2)
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O
n our most recent excavation, one of 
our volunteers had the motto: “Excavation 
is education.” It became her daily refrain. 
And while the consistency and rhythm 
of her phrase brought chuckles from the 
other volunteers, she is exactly right.

When we conduct an excavation, we 
expect to learn something about the site. Why else would we be 
digging? That’s one of the wonderful things about archaeology: 
You are constantly being educated; every day is an opportunity 
for discovery. It might not be something groundbreaking (no pun 
intended), but you will be provided with fresh information.

As we sift through the layers of earth, we collect material that 
can be used to date a site or explain its function. We often come 
across pottery sherds, coins or, on occasion, bullae. These are all 
important discoveries and certainly have their place in fulfilling 
the goal and purpose of each excavation. But as the late Dr. Eilat 
Mazar would remind those working on her excavations, what 
we’re most interested in discovering are the structures—the ancient 
walls that illustrate exactly how that particular area functioned.

Our site this year is a perfect example of how the stones of a 
monumental structure speak. We learned a lot during our April 
season at the Ophel. It was unique: We excavated an area that 
has been untouched since 2010 and with a director we’ve never 
worked with in the field.

We went into the excavation with specific goals of what 
we wanted to accomplish. We had questions that we wanted 
answered. And while we did receive answers, the purpose of this 
article is not to get into all the specific findings from our excava-
tion. We’ll first publish what we discovered in a scientific report 
in an academic journal. After that, we’ll publish the material in a 
popular format in this magazine.

For now, we’ll take a brief look at the history of the site and 
some of what we accomplished.

Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (2)

The site as seen 
before dismantling the 
Byzantine period walls



8  Let the Stones Speak

Site History
Most of our readers would be familiar with our 
Second Temple Period Ophel site that we exca-
vate each summer with Prof. Uzi Leibner and 
Dr. Orit Peleg-Barkat. Perhaps most, however, 
are not familiar with the lower Ophel site (see 
map). Yet this was the first site we excavated 
with Dr. Mazar when we moved from the City 
of David to the Ophel in 2009.

This is an important area of the Ophel 
because of what Prof. Benjamin Mazar and 
Dr. Mazar discovered while working there 
from 1986 to 1987: “About 90 meters south of the 
Triple Gate in the southern wall of the Temple 
Mount compound, a monumental structure 
from the First Temple Period was uncovered 
by Benjamin Mazar. … Though only partially 
excavated, its highly skilled, sophisticated 
construction made it clear to Mazar that this 
was a royal structure,” Dr. Eilat Mazar wrote 
in her book Discovering the Solomonic Wall in 
Jerusalem. “[O]ur own excavations at the site in 
1986–1987 revealed that the structure was in fact 
a gatehouse incorporated into the First Temple 
Period fortification line.”

In 2009, Dr. Eilat Mazar returned to the site 
with some of our own volunteers from Herbert 
W. Armstrong College to further excavate the 
gatehouse area. Adding the discoveries from 
that dig to what was found in 1986–1987, she had 
enough evidence to date the gate complex to the 
10th century b.c.e.—the time of King Solomon.

While Dr. Mazar was confident that the Iron 
Age structure was a gatehouse, there has been 
some debate about its exact function.

That’s where this year’s excavation comes in.

Working With Purpose
Along with the City of David, the Ophel is one 
of the most important locations in Jerusalem—
and really, one of the most important locations 
in all of Israel. After Solomon expanded the bor-
ders of Jerusalem outside the City of David, the 
Ophel became the administrative center for the 
nation. That means a lot of important history 
happened at this site.

That also means it was a key target of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s 586 b.c.e. destruction of 
Jerusalem—an event that destroyed the city’s 
most important structures. Combine that 
with the fact that, over the centuries, later 
period infrastructure was built on top of the 
First Temple Period remains, and you have a 

conglomeration of Herodian, Byzantine 
and Muslim walls that obscure what is 
left of the Iron Age city. This was the 
case with our Iron Age gatehouse.

To those who knew which walls 
belonged to which period, the general 
structure of the gatehouse was obvious. 
But for those visiting the site for the first 
time, the whole area was unclear, a con-
fusing labyrinth of walls and bedrock.

The purpose of our April  2025 
excavation was to remove later-period 
remains—mostly Byzantine and Second 
Temple Period—and reveal the Iron 
Age remains around the gatehouse. The 
later-period remains are thoroughly 
represented elsewhere on the Ophel, 
but it is only here in the eastern Ophel 
where First Temple Period walls are 
preserved.

This excavation was part of a larger 
project we are conducting in part-
nership with the Israel Antiquities 
Authority, the Berkman-Mintz family, 
Hebrew University, East Jerusalem 
Development Ltd.  and the Israel 
Nature and Parks Authority. As Let the 
Stones Speak managing editor Brad 
Macdonald outlined in his January-
February 2025 article “Another Year 
of Growth!”, the goal of this project 
is to develop the Ophel into a tour-
ist-friendly destination, with clear and 
visually appealing signage, pathways 
and infrastructure.

As it is now, most people overlook 
this site because it is unclear what they 
are looking at. During our excavation, 
however, we had many visitors. People 
walking to the City of David or the Old 
City would stop, look down into our site, 
and ask questions; they were curious 
about where we were working! Some 
certified tour guides who stopped by 
said they knew nothing about the site, 
but after having it explained to them, 
they were amazed by what it contains.

We want to make it so anyone inter-
ested can understand and appreciate this 
important but often overlooked location. 
To do that, however, we first had to reveal 
the First Temple Period remains.

Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (4)



City of David

Ophel
Lower 
Gatehouse  
area

Upper Second  
Temple Period  
excavation area

Al-Aqsa Mosque

Volunteers pose 
for a photo after 

demolishing a boulder.

Volunteers clear 
vegetation.

Herbert W. Armstrong 
College students and 
alumni form a bucket chain.

Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (4)
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What We Did
Between April 2 and 27, nine volunteers worked 
on the site. The tasks varied day to day. Some 
were assigned to clean up the years’ worth 
of trash accumulation; others cleared away 
overgrown vegetation. The main priority was 
removing later-period walls and preparing the 
site for conservation.

This was a labor-intensive process that 
involved rolling stones off the top of a wall, 
which in some areas was 10 feet tall, onto sand-
bags below. The stones were then collected into 
one primary spot where they can then be used 
by conservationists to reconstruct the Iron Age 
structure to the highest preserved height. By 
the end of the excavation, we ended up with 
dozens of massive stones. We didn’t count the 
exact number, but Professor Garfinkel esti-
mates we removed 300 tons of stones.

While there wasn’t as much unearthing 
involved in this dig, we still collected nearly 
4,000 pottery sherds. These sherds represent 
many different periods—Iron Age, Roman, 
Byzantine and Crusader.

We’re very grateful to each of the volunteers 
who worked very hard over the course of the 
excavation to make it an incredible success. The 
work wasn’t easy, but each person approached 
every day eager to help wherever needed.

The main priority was 
removing later-period 
walls and preparing the 
site for conservation.

Volunteers wet-sift 
in search of finds.

The site as seen before 
and after dismantling the 
Byzantine period walls

Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology (6)
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What’s Next?
Conservationists with the Israel Antiquities 
Authority are now working on rebuilding the Iron 
Age gatehouse structure to the highest preserved 
height. Soon, when tourists visit the site, it should 
be very clear what they are looking at.

We are eager to tell you more of what we learned 
about the gatehouse and to present this site to the 
general public for touring. The Ophel truly is a 
special location that deserves the attention it is 
finally receiving.

We’ll be back at our normal site this summer with 
Professor Leibner and Dr. Peleg-Barkat. Until then, 
stay tuned for more exciting updates to come!� n

The 2025 Ophel 
excavation crew

Clearing  
away  

the dirt
Oil lamp fragment 
with fish emblems
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Jericho,  
Ai, Hazor:  
Investigating the Three Cities 
‘That Did Joshua Burn’
Does the archaeological evidence match the conquest account?
By Christopher Eames

Gustave Doré
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T
he biblical account of the conquest of 
Canaan graphically describes a path of utter 
destruction cut across the Promised Land by 
the Israelites, leaving in their wake a waste-

land of cities in smoldering ruins. Right?
Wrong.
There are many assumptions and misconcep-

tions about the biblical conquest of Canaan (see 
ArmstrongInstitute.org/47). One is the notion of the 
widespread annihilation and torching of cities. Actually, 
much of the conflict took the form of staged land bat-
tles—with many of the cities of Canaan actually being 
preserved. “[T]he Lord your God brings you into the 
land of which He swore … to give you large and beautiful 
cities which you did not build, houses full of all good 
things, which you did not fill” (Deuteronomy 6:10-11; 
New King James Version—see also Deuteronomy 20:16).

One of the most striking realities in the account of 
the conquest, therefore, is the lack of city conflagrations. 
But this doesn’t mean all of Canaan’s cities escaped 
incineration. The biblical text identifies three in partic-
ular that suffered a fiery demise—Jericho, Ai and Hazor. 

“And they burnt the city [Jericho] with fire, and all that 
was therein …” (Joshua 6:24). “So Joshua burnt Ai, and 
made it a heap …” (Joshua 8:28). “[A]nd he burnt Hazor 
with fire” (Joshua 11:11).

Joshua 11 emphasizes the lack of this type of destruc-
tion at other sites: “But as for the cities that stood on 
their mounds, Israel burned none of them, save Hazor 
only—that did Joshua burn” (verse 13). The Hebrew for 

“mound,” tel, refers specifically to an especially promi-
nent, elevated city mound—as was the great Hazor.

These three cities have long been recognized as the 
key to unlocking the nature of the conquest account 
from an archaeological perspective. The presence of, 
and dating for, burned destruction layers at each site is 
crucial in determining both the accuracy of the biblical 
event and when it occurred.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is a maelstrom of 
debate and disagreement surrounding this subject. 
Within much of academia, the biblical conquest events 
are generally rejected as historical realities. Many believe 
they constitute late etiological legends for explaining the 
presence of ancient ruins in various locations.

For those who do hold to the historicity of the 
biblical conquest, there is even greater debate about 
when it took place. This is most prominently articu-
lated in the “early vs. late” Exodus debate. The “early 
Exodus” view, which takes the biblical chronological 
information literally (such as 1 Kings 6:1 and Judges 
11:26), typically places the Exodus in the mid-15th cen-
tury b.c.e., with the conquest occurring 40 years later 
at the end of the century—around 1400 b.c.e., within 
the Late Bronze Age (specifically, the horizon between 
LB i and LB iia). The “late Exodus” view, which regards 
biblical chronological information more selectively 
and figuratively against a Ramesside Egyptian back-
drop, typically places both events—the Exodus and 
conquest—somewhere within the 13th century b.c.e., 
with the conquest occurring around the end of the Late 
Bronze Age (LB iib).

When it comes to the subject of these three con-
quest-period cities, Jericho has long been the darling 
of the early-date community and Hazor, the late-date 
community. Meanwhile, Ai is the forgotten child, with 
some uncertainty surrounding its nature and location.

At the Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology, 
the case has been made repeatedly and at length—fol-
lowing a literal reading of the biblical timeline—for 
the historicity of the early Exodus and conquest (see 
ArmstrongInstitute.org/350). But what about these three 
key conquest-period cities? Do they provide evidence 
for a unified conquest? And if so, to what period are 
they best ascribed? This article aims to answer these 
questions by considering the archaeological evidence 
from these three cities.

Gustave Doré
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JERICHO
Ancient Jericho has long been identified with Tell 
es-Sultan. This site, situated 22 kilometers (14 miles) 
northeast of Jerusalem and 9 kilometers (5.5 miles) west 
of the southern end of the Jordan River, was one of the 
first sites in the Holy Land to be excavated. Jericho is 
famous in the biblical account, known as the city where 
the “walls came tumbling down” after the Israelites 
marched around it for seven days.

Archaeological excavation of the site has revealed a 
powerful early-mid-second millennium b.c.e. Bronze 
Age fortress. Named as “City iv,” the ruins are elevated 
on top of an approximately 5-meter-tall (16 feet) stone 
revetment, atop of which once stood a powerful mud 
brick city wall up to 4 meters (13 feet) tall. Notably, this 
mud brick wall was found to have collapsed flat, out and 
around the city—covered by a heavy layer of ash.

Garstang: ‘Unmistakable Proof’
British archaeologist Prof. John Garstang was one of the 
most prominent early excavators of Jericho, excavating 
the site from 1930 to 1936. For him, the destruction of 
City iv, which he dated to circa 1400 b.c.e., constituted 
unequivocal evidence of the account described in 
Joshua.

To Garstang, the most notable feature was the 
nature of the collapsed city walls. Unlike in a normal 
conflagration, in which a besieged city’s walls would be 
breached inward, Jericho’s city wall had fallen outward, 
piling up against its lower stone-built terrace and form-
ing an incline into the city. Not only did the picture of 
collapse accord with the biblical account of the fallen 
walls, the piling of bricks against the lower revetment 
would have allowed a sloped entry into the city for the 
assailants, also fitting the biblical account. “[T]he wall 
fell down flat, so that the people went up into the city, 
every man straight before him, and they took the city” 
(Joshua 6:20).

“What then could account for so stupendous a 
catastrophe?” Garstang wrote in The Story of Jericho 
(1940). No evidence of intentional undermining of the 
walls had been discovered, and the stone revetment 
supporting the mud brick fortress was still largely 
in place. “One conclusion indeed seems certain: 
The power that could dislodge hundreds of tons of 
masonry in the way described must have been super-
human. Earthquake is the one and only known agent 
capable of the demonstration of force indicated by the 
observed facts …. [T]he evidence of the site itself, as 
revealed by our excavations, points incontestably to 
this solution.”

Yet this was not a destruction caused by an “earth-
quake” alone—for it coincided with the torching of the 

site. Striking was the discovery of significant quantities 
of incinerated wheat still contained within storage jars. 
This showed that the city did not endure a prolonged 
siege, which would have naturally diminished the food 
supply. Further, these remains pointed to the city’s 
destruction having occurred around spring harvest 
time—something explicitly described in the biblical 
account (e.g. Joshua 3:15; 5:10). Finally, one would have 
expected such precious food supplies to have been pil-
laged by its conquerors before the city was committed 
to fire. Yet in the case of Jericho, the Israelites were 
instructed not to take anything from the city for them-
selves (Joshua 6:17-19).

The linchpin, though, was the dating—based on pot-
tery typology and scarabs. Garstang summarized: “Our 
excavations, logically interpreted, point to the fall of 
the city in the reign of Amenhotep iii (circa 1400 b.c.e.), 
possibly late in his reign (which is well represented), 
but before that of his successor Akhenaten, of whose 
period there is no trace—no royal signet, no influx of 
Early Mycenaean pottery, and no mention of Jericho in 
the Amarna letters. … [Jericho], according to biblical 
tradition, would fall about 1400 b.c.e. or just before, a 

Dame Kathleen Kenyon

North balk of Kenyon’s trench

Julia Goddard/Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology

Bettmann/Getty Images, Kathleen Kenyon
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result in very close agreement with that of our exca-
vations” (“The Story of Jericho: Further Light on the 
Biblical Narrative,” 1941).

For Prof. Abraham S. Yahuda, Garstang’s discoveries 
settled the debate about the time frame of the Exodus 
and conquest. He wrote in his classic work The Accuracy 
of the Bible (1934): “[P]roof has quite recently come forth 
from the excavations of Jericho.” Based on biblical 
chronology, “the fall of Jericho must have taken place 
at about 1405 b.c.e., and this is exactly within the period 
assigned by Professor Garstang to the earthquake at 
Jericho. This fact can be taken as decisive. It is by itself 
the strongest evidence of the exactness of the Jericho 
story we could have ever expected; then it also confirms 
the biblical date of Joshua’s entry into Canaan.”

Then along came Kathleen Kenyon.

Kenyon: Not So Fast
Dame Kathleen Kenyon (1906–1978) was an extremely 
influential and highly regarded British archaeologist, 
known especially for her excavations in the Holy Land—
particularly in Jericho in the 1950s and in Jerusalem 
in the 1960s. She was instrumental in uncovering more 
of the same destruction remains discovered by earlier 
expeditions and dated by Garstang to the Late Bronze 
Age. She even described the “collapse of the walls” as 

“seem[ing] to have taken place before they were affected 

by the fire”—suggesting an earthquake just prior to 
burning (Excavations at Jericho, Vol. iii).

Kenyon, however, redated this destruction to the end 
of the Middle Bronze Age—circa 1550 b.c.e. This redat-
ing was based largely on the absence of Late Bronze Age 
pottery. As the last major excavator of the site (until the 
more recent Nigro excavations), and as an archaeologist 
renowned for her influential methods, Kenyon’s dating 
has stuck as the widely accepted conclusion for the site. 
Using her dating of the site, skeptics have long derided 
the biblical record—with a particular claim that not 
only did Jericho’s walls not come tumbling down for the 
Israelites, there were no city walls to fall down!

Is this the end of the story? Not quite.
The foremost opponent to Kenyon’s redating of 

Jericho has been Dr. Bryant Wood, an expert in Late 
Bronze Age Canaanite pottery. Dr. Wood maintains that 
Garstang’s original dating of circa 1400 b.c.e. is correct.

 “I first became interested in Jericho while working 
on my Ph.D. dissertation on Canaanite pottery of the 
Late Bronze Age,” he wrote in a 1990 Biblical Archaeology 
Review article “Did the Israelites Conquer Jericho? A 
New Look at the Archaeological Evidence.” “I would 
occasionally thumb through Garstang’s preliminary 
reports to see if there was anything of interest. I became 
intrigued by a considerable amount of what appeared 
to be Late Bronze i (c. 1550–1400 b.c.e.) pottery he had 

MUD BRICK  
CITY WALL

STONE  
RETAINING  
WALL

COLLAPSE OF WALL  
REVEALED BY  
EXCAVATIONS

Julia Goddard/Armstrong Institute of Biblical Archaeology

Bettmann/Getty Images, Kathleen Kenyon
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excavated. This was precisely the period Kenyon 
repeatedly said was absent at Jericho …” (emphasis 
added throughout).

Unfortunately, no detailed report of Kenyon’s exca-
vations was produced during her lifetime. Finally, in 
the early 1980s, two volumes on the pottery excavated 
by Kenyon were posthumously published, allowing for 
independent analysis.

“[I]t becomes clear that Kenyon based her opinion 
almost exclusively on the absence of pottery imported 
from Cyprus and common to the Late Bronze i period 
(c. 1550–1400 b.c.e.),” Wood wrote. “In other words, 
Kenyon’s analysis was based on what was not found at 
Jericho rather than what was found. … Dating habita-
tion levels at Jericho on the absence of exotic imported 
wares—which were found primarily in tombs in large 
urban centers—is methodologically unsound and, 
indeed, unacceptable.”

Wood went on to highlight a number of items 
excavated by Kenyon, for which it is “obvious that 
these forms are from the Late Bronze i period and 
not the Middle Bronze Age.” He also drew attention 
to the continuous sequence of Egyptian scarabs that 
had been found in the northwest city cemetery, with 
scarab types spanning from the 18th century b.c.e. on 
through the reign of Amenhotep iii (late 15th to early 
14th centuries b.c.e.).

“The continuous nature of the scarab series suggests 
that the cemetery was in active use up to the end of 
the Late Bronze i period.” Finally, Wood highlighted 
a carbon 14 sample taken from the destruction layer 
which “dated to 1410 b.c.e., plus or minus 40 years.”

Wood’s reanalysis, articulated in a number of articles 
and videos, led to a resurgence of interest, including a 
feature in Time magazine titled “Science: Score One for 
the Bible” (1990). “Other experts find little fault with 
Wood’s archaeology, but they are more skeptical about 
his linking of the evidence with biblical events,” the 
article concluded.

In the decades since, Wood’s conclusions have been 
contested, with a general academic consensus main-
taining Kenyon’s dating. The aforementioned carbon 
sample was later redated to “1590 or 1527 +/- 110 b.c.e.,” 
and additional tests done on further samples from the 
City iv destruction level returned dates broadly span-
ning a similar time frame—“between 1550 and 1520 
cal. b.c.e.” (Prof. Lorenzo Nigro, “Tell es-Sultan/Jericho 
in the Late Bronze Age,” 2023).

Still, Dr. Wood maintained his conclusions: “My 
dating of the destruction of Jericho to c. 1400 b.c.e. is 
based on pottery, which, in turn, is based on Egyptian 
chronology. Jericho is just one example of the discrep-
ancy between historical and C14 dates for the second 

millennium b.c.e. C14 dates are consistently 100–150 
years earlier than historical dates [for this mid-second 
millennium b.c.e. period]. There is a heated debate 
going on among scholars concerning this, especially 
with regard to the date of the eruption of Thera 
(Santorini). The literature on this subject is enormous …” 
(“Carbon 14 Dating at Jericho”).

Enter Professor Nigro
Following Kenyon, Jericho’s most recent excavations 
have been accomplished by a joint Italian-Palestinian 
team led by Prof. Lorenzo Nigro. Nigro maintains 
Kenyon’s date for the destruction of Jericho and roundly 
rejects the historicity of the biblical account. Still, he 
grants that the biblical description of Jericho’s fall 
might have at least been influenced by the destruction 
of City iv (“The Italian-Palestinian Expedition to Tell 
es-Sultan, Ancient Jericho [1997–2015],” 2020).

For those looking for a historical conquest, the 
evidence from Jericho has resulted in a number of dif-
fering opinions. Some have proposed earlier schemes, 
putting both the Exodus and Joshua’s conquest in the 
16th century b.c.e., in concert with Kenyon’s dating. 
Chronological revisionists—such as David Rohl—
accept Kenyon’s stratigraphy resulting in a 1550 b.c.e. 
dating but believe the entire chronology of the Middle 
Bronze period for the ancient Near East should be 
down-dated by 150 years (including for all other sites 
and associated strata). Still others are in the less-ex-
treme camp of Wood, believing the chronology of the 
Near East to be broadly correct, yet believing Jericho’s 
City iv itself to have been wrongly dated between 100 
and 150 years too early. These differing interpretations 
are at least unified in recognizing Jericho’s City iv as 
best befitting the city and its destruction described 
in the Joshua account. Even those who do not regard 
the biblical account as reliable or historical—such as 
Kenyon and Nigro—point to the demise of this phase 
of the city as at least potentially being alluded to in the 
biblical account.

Finally, there is the late date (13th century) posi-
tion, which—though there is no evidence of broad 
site destruction during this time—holds to Nigro’s 
assessment that Jericho’s “LB iib layers were heavily 
cut by leveling operations carried out in the Iron Age 

… explain[ing] the scarcity of 13th-century materials.” 
Thus, the potential that remains from this period may 
have simply been cleared away. Still, in the account of 
Nigro, evidence from the site reveals it to have been but 
a “smaller town” at this time, “laying on top of the ruins 
of the previous large city [iv]” (op cit).

This is where the current dialogue sits regarding 
Jericho. And so on we march—to Ai.

Michael Luddeni, Associates for Biblical Research
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AI
Following the conquest of Jericho, the next city to be 
advanced upon by the Israelites was Ai—a name mean-
ing “the ruin.” This second location encountered by 
the Israelites was one in which their forces suffered a 
surprise defeat before it was discovered that a curse had 
been brought upon them by Achan, who had taken for-
bidden treasure from Jericho. Following his execution, 
Joshua led an ambush on Ai, successfully capturing and 
destroying the city.

Ai was identified early on with the imposing site of 
et-Tell (an Arabic name also meaning “the ruin”). The 
identification of Ai is based on a number of topograph-
ical indicators—including its location adjacent east of 
Bethel (per Joshua 7:2; 
a site identified with 
either the neighbor-
ing Beitin or el-Bireh). 
T h e  i d e nt i f i c at i o n 
of et-Tell as Ai was 
backed by a number 
of early archaeology 
and geography heavy-
weights,  including 
E d w a r d  R o b i n s o n , 
Charles Wilson and 
William Albright.

Yet when the site 
b e g a n  t o  b e  e x c a -
vated—initially in the 
1930s and especially throughout the 1960s—there was 
a problem. The site belonged in the Early Bronze to 
early Middle Bronze time period. The city functioned 
and was destroyed at the end of the third millennium 
b.c.e., with no ensuing occupation during nearly all of 
the second millennium b.c.e. Et-Tell finally began to be 
resettled from the early 12th century b.c.e. onward—yet 
the evidence showed this to have been a peaceful reset-
tlement with no sign of destruction. Not only was there 
no sign of destruction in the city during either of the 
proposed “early” or “late” schemes, there was no sign 
of occupation!

Naturally, this posed no issue for those holding to 
the position that the conquest accounts were mere 
etiological legend. But for the late Dr. David Livingston 
(1925–2013), founder of Associates for Biblical Research 
(abr), this was not good enough.

Livingston’s Nisya
The problem with et-Tell was not just with the dating 
of occupation and the lack of destruction. There were 
additional, fundamental red flags in identifying Ai with 
et-Tell.

Michael Luddeni, Associates for Biblical Research

Dr. Bryant Wood 
(center, hat) and team 
examine pottery.

Chief among them was its size. Et-Tell is a very large 
site, covering 27 acres—triple the size of Jericho. Yet 
the biblical account takes pains to describe Ai as com-
paratively small. Joshua 10:2, for example, states that 
ancient Gibeon was “larger than Ai” (New International 
Version)—and though the exact extent of the city during 
the Late Bronze Age remains unknown, the known size 
of Iron Age Gibeon is roughly half that of et-Tell (about 
15 acres). Further, Joshua’s spies noted the small pop-
ulation of Ai, recommending Joshua send only a small 
division of soldiers, “for they are but few” (Joshua 7:3). 
These scriptures, at face value, logically infer a much 
smaller site for Ai.

Livingston wondered if the true location of Ai might 
b e  b ette r  fou n d  at 
Khirbet Nisya, a site 
situated 4 kilometers 
southwest of et-Tell. 
Livingsto n put  his 
theory to the test and 
began what would ulti-
mately be six seasons 
of excavation at the 
site during the late-
’70s to mid-’80s. His 
excavations revealed 
r e m a i n s  f r o m  t h e 
relevant Late Bronze 
Age, but it constituted 
only a village, with no 

evidence of fortification. “Khirbet Nisya seems to have 
been an agricultural village or hamlet in most periods,” 
wrote Livingston. “Although, on the basis of the evi-
dence from six seasons of excavation, no claim can be 
made that it is Ai, it does not seem necessary yet to rule 
it out, either” (“Khirbet Nisya 1979-1986: A Report on Six 
Seasons of Excavation”).

Livingston’s findings were not enough for Dr. Bryant 
Wood (who would go on to follow Livingston as a direc-
tor of abr). Wood had his eye elsewhere—a small site 
barely 1 kilometer west of et-Tell: Khirbet el-Maqatir.

Wood’s el-Maqatir
Beginning in 1995, Wood began excavations at el-Ma-
qatir. This became a key site for the abr team, which 
would go on to complete 14 seasons there (from 1995–
2001 and 2009–2016; the 2014–2016 seasons directed by 
Dr. Scott Stripling).

The site conforms with a number of key parameters 
for biblical Ai, including its diminutive size—just under 
3 acres (about a third the size of Jericho). Geographically, 
it is located east of Bethel (as either Beitin or el-Bireh; 
Joshua 7:2). It is fronted to the north by the highest hill 
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in the region, befitting the northern location in which 
Joshua placed the main part of his army (Joshua 8:11). 
Between the northern hill and el-Maqatir is a shal-
low valley, fitting with the location in which Joshua 
descended overnight (verse 13). On the west side of 
el-Maqatir is a deep valley within which an ambush 
force could hide, obscured from the view of the city 
(verse 12).

“Another requirement would be that it would have 
line-of-sight communication with Jerusalem,” Wood 
stated (interview, “Digging Up Joshua’s Ai at Khirbet 
el-Maqatir”). “Ai was the northern border fortress for 
Jerusalem and the southern city-states. And we have 
that as well. We have a very clear view of Jerusalem, 
about 10 or so miles to the south” (something possibly 
hinted at in Joshua 10).

More striking than the geographical parallels were 
the archaeological. Despite its small size, Khirbet 
el-Maqatir was entirely fortified by a city wall. It was 
also operational during the Late Bronze i period. A 
single gatehouse was discovered on the city’s north 
side—remarkably paralleling Joshua 8:11’s reference 
to the “front of Ai” as “to the north” (Berean Study 
Bible). Significant finds from within the city included 
a typical ritual Canaanite infant jar burial, as well as 
a scarab dating to the reign of Amenhotep ii (mid-late 
15th century b.c.e.).

Finally, evidence was found at the site of destruction 
by fire and subsequent abandonment—dated to circa 
1400 b.c.e. “Abundant evidence for destruction by 
fire has been found at Khirbet el-Maqatir in the form 
of ash, refired pottery, burned building stones and 
calcined bedrock,” wrote Michael Grisanti (“Recent 
Archaeological Discoveries That Lend Credence to the 
Historicity of the Scriptures,” 2013).

Unfortunately—perhaps given the diminutive 
nature of Khirbet el-Maqatir, but perhaps also due 
to its comparatively more recent identification and 
publication—the site has received comparatively little 
attention. Meanwhile, others who still favor identifying 
the site of et-Tell as Ai wonder if there was a population 
that somehow “lived among the ruins” of the earlier 
city, who “experienced a sort of scaled-down conquest” 
(as posited by 13th-century proponent Dr. Ralph K. 
Hawkins in How Israel Became a People), the evidence 
of which might have been missed by excavators. In the 
words of late-date proponent Prof. Kenneth Kitchen: “It 
still needs to be remembered, also, that the entire area 
of et-Tell has not been dug; fully eroded parts, of course, 
can never tell us anything now” (On the Reliability of the 
Old Testament).

With this as the status quo for Ai, on we march to our 
final destination: Hazor.

HAZOR
Unlike Ai, the Bible states that Hazor was a massive 
site. “At that time Hazor was the most powerful of all 
those kingdoms” (Joshua 11:10; Good News Translation). 
Fittingly, Hazor is the largest biblical-period site in Israel, 
with an upper tel that spans roughly 30 acres and a sprawl-
ing lower city covering more than 175. This northern city 
(situated about 14 kilometers north of the Sea of Galilee) 
reached its zenith during the Middle to Late Bronze Age.

Yet it came to a grinding halt in the 13th cen-
tury b.c.e., at which time it suffered a catastrophic 
destruction.

Yadin, Ben-Tor: Joshua Did It
This destruction was uncovered during the 1950s exca-
vations of Hazor by Prof. Yigael Yadin and Prof. Yohanan 
Aharoni. The site was later excavated by Yadin’s protégé 
Prof. Amnon Ben-Tor, who noted the destruction of 
Stratum xiii (upper city) and Stratum 1a (lower city) as 

“no earlier than the middle of the 13th century b.c.e.”
“Hazor was not destroyed by an accidental fire, an 

earthquake or any other natural catastrophe,” the late 
Ben-Tor wrote in a 2013 Biblical Archaeology Review 
article. “The destruction was clearly the result of 
human activity, as indicated by the large number of 
statues of deities and rulers that were intentionally dis-
figured by cutting off their heads and hands. Since we 
have no record mentioning the destruction other than 
the book of Joshua, the only way to go about answering 
the question of who destroyed Hazor is to consider all 
those peoples who were around at the time, examining 
whether any of them can be regarded as a possible 
candidate for the city’s destroyer” (“Who Destroyed 
Canaanite Hazor?”).

In his article, Ben-Tor examined whether the city 
could have been destroyed by Ramesses ii, the Sea 
Peoples, other Canaanite city-states or enemies from 
within. He ultimately concluded that the biblical 
account of Joshua’s conquest best befits the evidence—
particularly with the notable change in settlement 
pattern at Hazor following this destruction, paralleling 
Israelite settlement at other sites.

The 13th-century b.c.e. destruction of Hazor has, 
therefore, long stood, unsurprisingly, as one of the chief-
est and most impressive “proofs” for the late-date Exodus 
and conquest of Canaan (or, at least for those disagreeing 
with the historicity of the Exodus and conquest, the gen-
eral period of the formation of Israelite statehood).

Case closed? Hardly!

Not the Only Destruction
There is no question that Hazor was destroyed in the 
13th century b.c.e. But this is not the only Late Bronze 

Qasinka/CC0 1.0 Universal, Public Domain
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Age destruction of the city. There is, in fact, another—
one that dates to the 15th century b.c.e.!

This destruction is represented in Stratum xv of the 
upper city, and Stratum 2 of the lower. “As for what is 
known of the demise of the Late Bronze i city, the opin-
ion of most is that its destruction, visible both atop the 
tel and especially in the lower city, occurred sometime 
from c. 1455–1400 b.c.e.,” wrote Prof. Douglas Petrovich. 

“Yadin notes accordingly ‘that the temple of Stratum 2 
was destroyed by an enemy and the people abandoned 
it abruptly.’ The destruction of Jericho’s City iv (Late 
Bronze i Age), which stratum is contemporaneous with 
Hazor’s Stratum 2 of the lower city, reveals a similar 
appearance of abrupt abandonment. [Notable is] Ben-
Tor’s comparison of the fiery destruction of the Late 
Bronze i city to that of the Late Bronze iib/iii city.”

According to Petrovich, this shows that the former 
LB i city “clearly was destroyed by a massive conflagra-
tion as well. … Various sections of the burn line and 
residual burned areas, which measure half a meter 
in some places, have been preserved …. This burn 
line, visible throughout the excavated area, reveals 
the unmistakable signs of a great conflagration” (“The 
Dating of Hazor’s Destruction in Joshua 11,” 2008).

On this basis, the late 15th-century b.c.e. destruction 
is attributed by early-date proponents to Joshua. But 

what of the widespread 13th-century b.c.e. destruction? 
Again, in the words of Ben-Tor, there is “no record men-
tioning the destruction [of Late Bronze Hazor] other 
than the book of Joshua.”

That’s true—sort of.

From Joshua to Judges
Interestingly, the city of Hazor does continue to feature 
prominently in the ensuing biblical account—and not 
as an Israelite city but as a Canaanite one.

During the Judges period, Hazor became the seat 
of one of Israel’s greatest oppressors. “… Jabin king of 
Canaan, that reigned in Hazor … mightily oppressed 
the children of Israel” (Judges 4:2-3). Judges 4 records 
the miraculous defeat of Jabin’s captain Sisera and his 
massive force of 900 chariots. And while there is no 
explicit mention of Hazor itself in the ensuing account, 
it does conclude with the following: “So God subdued on 
that day Jabin the king of Canaan before the children of 
Israel. And the hand of the children of Israel prevailed 
more and more against Jabin the king of Canaan, until 
they had destroyed Jabin king of Canaan” (verses 23-24).

In order to go on “more and more” to finally “destroy” 
the Canaanite Jabin, this certainly must have required 
a final assault on the very stronghold of the king: Hazor.

Only then—following this mid-Judges period over-
throw of Canaanite control at Hazor, which in early-date 
schemes naturally falls within the 13th century b.c.e.—
would the city be inhabited by Israelites, as represented 
in the continuing archaeological record. (For more on this 
judges-period episode, see ArmstrongInstitute​.org/236.)

Tel Hazor

Upper city of Tel Hazor

Qasinka/CC0 1.0 Universal, Public Domain
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The Sum Total
The present discourse on these three key conquest-pe-
riod cities—Jericho, Ai and Hazor—is, admittedly, a 
mess. Yet out of the haze of debates, dates, destructions 
and disagreements, it seems to me that quantitatively, 
for a unified campaign, there is one clear option—
namely, the early-date conquest—with a circa 1400 
b.c.e. destruction of Jericho City iv (on the basis of 
Garstang’s original dating and Wood’s reanalysis), 
the identification of Khirbet el-Maqatir as Ai, and 

identifying Joshua’s destruction with Hazor’s earlier 
Stratum xv/2.

Ironically, I find some of the strongest evidence for 
this early-date conquest to be from that mighty flag-
ship of the late-date community: Hazor. As articulated 
in a simple question posed by a viewer of late-date 
proponent Dr. David Falk’s channel: “Since Hazor was 
destroyed (13th century b.c.e.) … where did Jabin rule 
from? (Judges 4:2).” There have been varying attempts to 
reconcile the nature of the Hazor of Judges 4 in relation 

A  fairly mainstream schol-
arly opinion holds to the 
autochthonous emergence 

of the Israelites within Canaan—
that Israelites were simply an 
outgrowth of  the Canaanites, 
that there was no Exodus, and 
that Canaanite practices, includ-
ing religious ones, were merely 
perpetuated and gradually devel-
oped by the Israelites. As Teresa 
Watanabe’s 2001 Los Angeles Times 
article “Doubting the Story of the 
Exodus” summarizes: “[With] a lack 
of evidence for Joshua’s conquests 
in the 13th century b.c.e. and the 
indistinguishable nature of pottery, 
architecture, literary conventions 
and other cultural details between 
the Canaanites and the new settlers 

… the case for a literal reading of 
Exodus all but collapses.”

This was further expounded 
upon in Prof. Israel Finkelstein and 
Neil Asher Silberman’s infamous 
work, which came out around the 
same time: The Bible Unearthed: 
Archaeology’s New Vision of Ancient 
Israel and the Origin of its Sacred 
Texts. “Excavation of early Israelite 
villages … surprisingly reveals that 
the people who lived in those vil-
lages were indigenous inhabitants 
of Canaan who only gradually devel-
oped an ethnic identity that could 

be termed Israelite,” Finkelstein 
and Silberman write. 

“The process that we describe 
here is, in fact, the opposite of what 
we have in the Bible: The emergence 
of early Israel [at the end of the 13th 
century b.c.e.] was an outcome 
of the collapse of the Canaanite 
culture, not its cause. And most of 
the Israelites did not come from 
outside Canaan—they emerged 
from within it. There was no mass 
Exodus from Egypt. There was no 
violent conquest of Canaan. Most of 
the people who formed early Israel 
were local people—the same people 
we see in the highlands throughout 
the Bronze and Iron Ages. The early 
Israelites were—irony of ironies—
themselves originally Canaanites!”

One line of evidence for this—a 
case in point—is Shiloh, ancient 
Israel’s judges-period capital, 
ritual center of the tabernacle. 
One of the pioneer excavators of 
Shiloh was Professor Finkelstein 
himself, during whose excavations 
a favissa, or ritual sacrificial dump, 
was excavated at the northeast 
edge of the city. The accumulation 
contained sacrificial remains 
primarily from the Late Bronze 
i–ii periods onward, with a pos-
ited starting date of somewhere 
around 1500 b.c.e. Evidence of later 

Iron Age i sacrificial remains were 
also discovered in this area. On the 
basis of a late-date, 13th-century 
b.c.e. Exodus or autochthonous 
emergence at this time, this would 
infer that the Israelites more or 
less continued to perpetuate the 
general sacrificial system already 
established at the site.

But were the sacrificial deposits 
really Canaanite to begin with?

Dr. Scott Stripling, the current 
director of excavations at Tel Shiloh 
(and an early-date Exodus/conquest 
proponent), sees things differ-
ently. In a recent interview, “The 
Favissa (Sacred Dump),” Stripling 
described the initial discovery of 
the favissa by Finkelstein’s team 
in the early 1980s. “[The favissa] 
was full of pottery from the Late 
Bronze Age ii period—beautiful, 
beautiful Late Bronze Age ii pottery. 
So Finkelstein dated it to LB i-ii, so 
it was very broad, but he felt like 
it was probably in the earlier part 
of LB i, and he thought these were 
Canaanite sacrifices. So in his view, 
the Canaanites were sacrificing on 
the summit of the tel. When the 
Israelites arrived around 1200 (or 
something like this, in his view), 
they scraped off all these remnants 
of the sacrificial system—bones 
and so forth—and then dumped 
them into a secondary deposit on 
the east side.

Unlocking the secrets of Shiloh’s favissa 
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to the Hazor of Joshua 11. Prof. Benjamin Mazar even 
argued that the Judges 4 event predated the Joshua 11 
event (although for different reasons). Yet a straightfor-
ward reading of Judges 4 implies an ongoing Canaanite 
presence at Hazor following an initial destruction 
(of Stratum xv/2), before a final, later judges-period 
destruction (of Stratum xiii/1a) finally broke the back 
of Canaanite domination from the city.

To the same end, ultimately, I find late-date appeals 
to silence with regards to Jericho and Ai weak. And 

when it comes to Jericho, dating specifics aside, perhaps 
no biblical event is more aptly and vividly illustrated 
archaeologically than the demise of City iv.

This, then, is where we are at—91 years on from 
Professor Yahuda’s declaration of the debate as “over.” 
Barring nothing short of a wall-felling miracle, the 
debate on the nature of Joshua’s conquest is sure to 
continue—perhaps leaving the reader to commiserate 
with the great commander Joshua’s final words: “I am 
old and well stricken in years” (Joshua 23:2).� n

“I see that differently. I now feel 
like this is a primary deposit. We 
very carefully excavated and we 
see micro-stratigraphy, where 
it was laid down over a period of 
time; we also have a sequence of 
radiocarbon dates, which help us 
date the favissa as well. … Our view 
is that the Israelites arrived around 
1400 b.c.e. at Shiloh, and in fact 
that is where the pottery dates to, 
that’s where the carbon dates point 
us to, and it’s very consistent. We 
have this horizon—what I would 
call the LB ib/LB iia horizon around 
the year 1400, and then continuing 
on for about a century, in some 
cases even more, within this sacred 
deposit. So we agree on the mate-
rial that is there; the dating of it and 
the interpretation of it, our view is a 
little different.”

R ath e r  th a n  th e  Is rae l i te s 
coming along later to the site 
and simply carrying on the same 
sacrificial practices, Dr. Stripling 
b e l i e ve s — fo l l ow i n g  a n  ea rl y 
Exodus model—that it was the 
Israelites who were responsible 
for them from the outset.  He 
went on to explain why the ini-
tial “Canaanite” attribution was 
adopted: “If ‘Israelites’ aren’t 
arriving until around 1200, then 
it has to be Canaanite. What else 
can it be? So [Finkelstein] pub-
lished it as such. And then that’s 

all scholars had to go 
by. For example, when 
[early-date proponent] 
Bryant Wood wrote 
an article on Shiloh 
i n  t h e  Z o n d e r v a n 
Archaeological Study 
Bible, he basically cites 
Finkelstein, that it was 
a Canaanite sacrificial 
a re a ,  a n d  t h e n  t h e 
Israelites arrived at this 
and sort of ‘took over’ 
the sacrificial system there. That’s 
all the data that Bryant had to go by.

“Finkelstein, from a micro level, 
is dating this [to LB i, circa 1500 
onward] using pottery. But what 
we have done is gone back and 
looked extensively at his pottery, 
and there’s nothing within that 
corpus that did not exist in LB ii, as 
well as in LB i, plus the LB ii forms 
which did not exist in LB i. With the 
assistance of Bob Mullen, who is of 
course an expert in this area, we’ve 
really been able to calibrate the 
dating using the pottery and the 
radiocarbon dates.”

Were the early Israelites, then, 
simply perpetuating a near-iden-
tical Canaanite sacrificial system 
at Shiloh? This is the required 
conclusion, based upon a late-date 
model. Yet the latest evidence from 
Shiloh, and an early-date Exodus/
conquest model, allows for an 

entirely opposite scenario that such 
a sacrificial system was Israelite to 
begin with.

Returning to the aforementioned 
Los Angeles Times quote: “[With] 
a lack of evidence for Joshua’s 
conquests in the 13th century b.c.e. 
and the indistinguishable nature 
of pottery, architecture, literary 
conventions and other cultural 
details between the Canaanites 
and the new settlers … the case 
for a literal reading of Exodus all 
but collapses.” I would argue that a 
literal reading precludes a 13th-cen-
tury b.c.e. Exodus and conquest, 
instead favoring the 15th century 
b.c.e. (thus explaining, in part, the 

“indistinguishable conventions” of 
the inhabitants of the land on either 
side of the 13th century). This earlier 
period is the one better borne out by 
the evidence—militarily as well as 
sacrificially.� Christopher Eames

SHILOH SACRIFICES: CANAANITE OR ISRAELITE?
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A n ancient tomb complex containing 
60 mostly young female bodies was 
discovered in the Negev region of 

southern Israel. Among the bodies were 
a plethora of exotic artifacts, including 
jewelry, alabaster vessels for spices, mortar-​
and-pestle figurines, weights, scales and 
arrowheads.

In February, Let the Stones Speak podcast 
host Brent Nagtegaal interviewed Dr. Tali 
Erickson-Gini, senior researcher at the Israel 
Antiquities Authority, about the discovery. 
Here is their fascinating discussion.

Treasures in 
the Desert
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Brent Nagtegaal (BN): Thank you so much for being on the 
show. The discovery of a tomb complex dating to the 
first millennium b.c.e. in the Negev region of southern 
Israel was just released. Can you give us some details 
about this new discovery?

Dr. Tali Erickson-Gini (TEG): I drive past this particular area 
daily; I have for over 40 years. I’m still dumbfounded 
that we came across such an unusual discovery—it’s 
never been found in Israel. I live on the Egyptian border 
in a moshav called Kadesh Barnea, about 70 kilometers 
southwest of Beersheba. The tomb complex is located 
about halfway between where I live and Beersheba. It’s 
located near a modern T-junction. That’s very interest-
ing because we know that the area where this tomb was 
constructed was next to an ancient junction—probably a 
T-junction of two very important ancient roads.

My colleague, Dr. Martin David Pasternak, is the 
excavator. He asked me to come out and check out 
the area when he started doing salvage excavation, 
which he was doing on behalf of the Mekorot water 
company. They were installing a new water line. We 
didn’t expect any big surprises. We know that there’s 
a lot of Early Bronze Age and Intermediate Bronze Age 
structures in that immediate area. The one structure 
that they pointed out was a little bit unusual because 
it was square. We don’t have a lot of square buildings 
of that kind.

Within a couple of days, Martin called me again 
and sent me a picture of part of a broken alabaster 
vessel. He said, “We think that this is from the Early 
Bronze Age.” I couldn’t see it that well, but the next 
day I went to visit the site. When I looked at it, I knew 
what it was. It was not the Early Bronze Age—it was 
actually from the first millennium b.c.e., much later in 
time. Still, it’s very early—about 2,500 years ago. It’s a 
type of alabaster vessel that was produced in Yemen, 
southern Arabia. We have these in southern Israel, and 
I’m probably one of the only people who really knows 
how to recognize them 
because we hardly have 
them anywhere else. We 
have them in a few places: 
mainly early Nabataean 
sites. Over the years, when 
researchers came across 
them, they didn’t know 
they were from Yemen. 
They assumed that they 
were locally made, even 
though we don’t have good 
sources of alabaster—not 
in the Negev. Maybe in the 

Jerusalem area there’s a source. But most alabaster 
usually comes from Egypt.

But it turns out that many years ago, there was a 
publication about this type of vessel in Yemen. They’re 
called “beehive-shaped,” because they have a flat base. 
They can be bigger or smaller. The alabaster can be kind 
of marbled or it can be rather clear, but they always 
have similar features that you can recognize. This one 
was actually lacking the upper part, but I could tell just 
from the base.

Another thing that I also noticed, and I explained 
to Martin, was something that I had not actually exca-
vated myself but I’d been taught by people working 
in the Negev who came before me. It related to the 
architecture on the inside of this building that he was 
excavating. When I looked at the way one of the walls 
was constructed, I said, Ah, this is something that’s been 
seen here in the Persian Period—from around 500 to 400 
b.c.e. And this was where we started to understand that 
we had something else.

BN: This is fascinating. The initial assumption was that 
this was from the Early Bronze Age, and then a couple of 
interesting finds turn up—some architectural remains, 
plus the alabaster vessel. You said you’ve been in the 
Negev region working for over 30 years, so you’re very 
familiar with the other material finds in the area. Then, 
from the architecture and the alabaster vessel, you con-
clude that this was from the Persian Period. In biblical 
terms, the Persian Period is the period in which the 
Jews went back to rebuild the temple, and that contin-
ued on through Ezra and Nehemiah’s time, the late fifth 
century b.c.e. 

Did you participate in the excavation or were you 
more of a consultant?

TEG: I was a consultant. We have a really good team of 
archaeologists in our Southern Regional Office of the 
Israel Antiquities Authority. I should mention that 
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within a few hours after I 
was there and recognized the 
dating of the structure, we 
started finding skeletons. 
At first, we thought there’s 
probably some kind of a burial 
here. There are actually two 
structures—a bigger one and 
a smaller one. The bigger one 
is about 7-by-7 meters squared. 
It had two very heavy rectangu-
lar piers or columns that were 
built from fieldstone on the 
inside of the building that took 
up a lot of room.

Between the piers  was 
where Martin started to find 
the skeletons. Our entire office 
was mobilized to come out and 
start excavating. It was a great 
team, and they were sifting 
everything. They were taking 
photographs—the documen-
tation was extraordinary. We 
had a few regular workers but 
most of the work was carried out by archaeologists. 
That was very important because some of the finds 
were found because we had young people, including a 
young prehistorian Lauren Davis who recognized very 
tiny flint implements that we call microliths. That was 
a very important discovery.

BN: Most of our readers know that when you do an exca-
vation, you might have an archaeologist directing it and 
then perhaps another archaeologist, or two or three 
archaeology students to help with documentation. But in 
this case, you had a lot of professionals excavating, which 
might be the reason you had so many different discoveries.

Can we talk about the geography more? Going back 
to this location, you started to find bodies in these two 
structures that were square shaped from the Persian 
Period. You said it was located at a junction along a 
major ancient road?

TEG: There were two ancient roads that met at this point. 
One of them doesn’t really have a name but it’s a track 
that we know was active in the Early Bronze Age. It is 
a major road from Egypt through the oasis of ancient 
Kadesh Barnea and crossing the Western border and 
entering the Negev highlands. That track eventually kind 
of turns southeast, going down through what we call the 
Big Crater (the Yeruham Crater or the Hatira Crater) and 
then down the Scorpions’ Ascent. From the Hebrew Bible, 

the Scorpions’ Ascent was a 
very important landmark that 
appears in several places. We’re 
talking about the early Bronze 
Age, probably around the Early 
Bronze Age ib period.

The second road has a name, 
and it was in use up until recent 
times. I call it a road, but it’s 
more like a track. All of these 
are like camel tracks. The 
second road was called the Darb 
es-Sultan. That is the Arabic 
name. In English, we call it the 
King’s Way. Any royal or king’s 
way is basically a road that car-
avans were required to use for 
tax purposes and for policing. 
That’s why it’s a royal road, and 
there are actually records from 
over 2,000 years ago talking 
about in some places that you 
could get the death penalty for 
not going on the King’s Road. 
They were trying to direct 

everybody over that road. So the Darb es-Sultan is this 
major road that goes down almost directly to Faynan. In 
the Early Bronze Age, you had copper mines there that 
were only about 15 or 16 kilometers east of the modern 
border between Israel and Jordan.

These are not the only roads, but those are two major 
roads. And the tomb complex is placed exactly where 
these roads meet.

BN: So you have a T-junction of these ancient roads, and 
right there at this crossroads you start finding bodies in 
these two complexes. What are some of the discoveries 
that led you to understand the function of the buildings?

TEG: Martin in the beginning thought the larger tomb had 
maybe one or two skeletons, but in the end, he had close 
to 60 skeletons in this one space. They were packed all 
the way through the structure. And they were full of 
artifacts. The excavators could see right away that there 
were women involved because they could see bracelets 
still on their arms.

We started coming up with quite a lot of alabaster. 
These were produced in southern Arabia, in the area 
of Yemen, to transport frankincense and myrrh. We 
don’t know which, but we can assume from what we 
found there that quite a lot of it was probably dried. 
Frankincense and myrrh are tree resin that are col-
lected and then allowed to harden. Then, in order to use 

“... and your border shall turn 
about southward of the ascent 

of Akrabbim [Scorpion’s ascent], 
and pass along to Zin; and the 

goings out thereof shall be 
southward of Kadesh-barnea ....”

–Numbers 34:4 
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them as incense, you have to grind them up. We found a 
mortar and pestle and several jars and lids. The amount 
of alabaster that’s coming from that part of the world 
was just amazing.

Another thing that we noticed, and we’re still noticing 
as we work on the finds, is that almost all of these things 
were broken. We had at least three or four incense burn-
ers: One was a Mesopotamian-type terracotta, another 
one was basalt, and another was sandstone. They had 
all been intentionally broken. Not only had they been 
broken, you could see the hammer marks where they 
broke them in half. These were heavy vessels; they had 
to work pretty hard to break them. They also broke the 
alabaster vessels. There was a 
tendency to break everything.

BN: What does that mean?

TEG: We know from ancient history 
and archaeology that they would 
break vessels as part of the rituals 
of the Egyptian goddess Hathor. We 
also have the example at Tel Lachish 
where we have a lot of these small 
limestone incense burners that are 
usually broken. They found dozens 
and dozens of pieces of them. Now 
we can say that they were probably 
broken ritually after use because 
that’s what we see in these tombs.

BN: So they might use it once, as an 
incense altar, and then after it is 
used one or two times they break 
it and leave it there?

TEG: And not just the altars, also 
the vessels that were carrying the 
incense resins and even the mortars. 
They seemed to be preparing this 
resin for use to be burnt as incense. It 
was really amazing.

Now I want to mention that there’s a 
second, smaller tomb that has only one 
column or pier holding up what would 
have been the ceiling. There we had 
another seven individuals. But we also had, again, the 
alabaster vessels, the mortars and the same burners. 
Again, the excavators were very good, taking photo-
graphs constantly and drawing everything, and they 
could see that some of the skeletons had been pushed 
aside or bodies had been pushed aside to put in more. 
So we can assume, from that and also from the finds, 

that the tomb was occasionally opened up and more 
bodies were placed inside of it.

We’ve talked about the Persian Period, but we also 
have earlier material, so it seems the structure was 
probably originally built sometime at the very end of 
the First Temple Period—the Iron Age iic. It would be 
sometime before the Babylonian invasion and destruc-
tion of Jerusalem, and it continued to be used into the 
Persian Period.

BN: So this site was constructed sometime perhaps 
at the end of the seventh century, and then multiple 
times you’ve got more bodies being put in it through 

the Persian Period. So these are people that 
are in a traveling party I assume, that are 

going through this region and they die on 
the way? Or we don’t really know?

TEG: We don’t really know. I can tell you 
that we had another grave that was 
discovered about 45 years ago not too 
far away, also off the track of the Darb 
es-Sultan. There they found a mass 
grave of men, women and children. I 
think over 20 individuals or more that 
looked like they had been raided and 
massacred, but here we don’t see that.

BN: This is interesting. In the Bible 
there are several references to trade 
from the area of southern Arabia, the 
area of Yemen. They’re bringing up 
spices, like you say. It’s mentioned in 
the books of Jeremiah and Ezekiel. 
Even in the book of Nehemiah you 

have this increasing mention of 
Ashdodites, a power base from Gaza 

but also perhaps further to the south 
as well. This is the time frame of when 

these caravans were traveling up?

TEG: We’re talking about a time period 
when what we know from historical and 
archaeological sources is that this area, 
all of northern Arabia, the Negev and 
Sinai, were controlled by the Qedarites.

BN: Do you believe these Qedarites were middlemen who 
were operating through this region?

TEG: That seems to be the case. We have so much material 
from Yemen, or southern Arabia, that it almost looks for 
sure that there were Yemenites, or people maybe from 

Broken censers, likely related to 
cultic rituals conducted at the site 

“To what purpose is to 
Me the frankincense 

that cometh from Sheba, 
And the sweet cane, 
from a far country?”

–Jeremiah 6:20
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the area of Ma’an, or Sheba, the same area the Queen of 
Sheba came from about 400 to 500 years earlier.

We’re talking about traders that are coming through 
there. The ones that are in control of the roads are the 
Qedarites, and their control extends right up almost to 
the Nile Delta. I’ve given presentations talking about the 
tombs. I called it “The Negev Before the Nabataeans.” We 
talk about the Nabataean incense road; this was part of 
the incense road before the Nabataeans. The question 
is: What happened? Why did the Nabataeans show up 
all of a sudden?

There’s a very good researcher who works in Petra, 
Dr. Robert Wenning from Germany. He has proposed, 
and I think it’s a very good proposal, that the Qedarites, 
around 385 b.c.e., had joined a revolt together with the 
king of Salamis in Cyprus against the Persian Empire. 
From that point, suddenly we’re not hearing about the 
Qedarites. So it appears that the Qedarites had 
their trade rights taken away from them by 
their imperial masters, and this is given 
to the Nabataeans. So suddenly the 
Nabataeans are the ones that are in con-
trol and not the Qedarites (but they’re 
very closely connected). The Qedarites 
and the Nabataeans are coming from the 
northern Negev, but they’re trading and 
they’re bringing incense and exotic goods 
from southern Arabia, and also picking 
up things as well from ports, and bringing 
it into the Mediterranean Basin and Egypt.

BN: Why have these largely young females been buried 
here?

TEG: We could tell just from the finds that there were a 
lot of women involved. We recently got our preliminary 
anthropology report. It points to two groups of people 
there: One group is made up of young women between 
14 and 20 years old; the other group is men ages 30 to 
40 years old. It’s very intriguing. There are no children. 
There’s no babies. I had already proposed before, and 
I think the findings are supporting it, that the women 
that they found were either traded or bought.

The reason I said that is because many years ago we 
had a third-century b.c.e. inscription from Yemen that 
talked about buying women—women that were bought 
and brought to that place. Thirty of them, the biggest 
group of them, were coming from Gaza. At our tomb 
complex site we’re not that far away from Gaza—around 
40 to 45 kilometers away. Then we have other women: 
The list mentions an Egyptian, a Greek woman, women 
from Moab, Ammon and Edom. It doesn’t mention any 
women from Judah, but of course this is after the end of 

the kingdom of Judah. We’re talking about the Persian 
administration and later.

BN: So this tomb complex would be on the path of trade 
between Gaza and Yemen, correct?

TEG: Yes, absolutely. It’s a major junction and there seems 
to have been symbolic and cultic significance to that 
being chosen to have a crossroads burial. One of the ideas 
that was put forward many years ago about the women 
that are listed on the document found in Yemen is that 
they were bought to be temple prostitutes in the temple 
in Ma’an in Yemen—based on the Mesopotamian type 
like you’d have in Babylon, spoken about by Herodotus 
around that time. We also have other records where 
women are being bought to be sold as temple prostitutes. 
That’s an important point because some of the finds that 

we discovered in the tomb actually seem to have 
had some kind of significance.

For example, we found very large cowrie 
shells. We have cowrie shells all through 
ancient history and prehistory. The 
small ones we have as jewelry. But in this 
tomb, they found 10 very large ones—as 

big as your fist. The only time we’ve been 
seeing these very large cowrie shells has 
been in temples of female deities. For 
example, in Petra, in the Temple of the 
Winged Lions, and in another temple 

that was discovered from the Roman 
period down in the Eastern Desert of Egypt along the 
Red Sea coast. Here we have them too, and again, there 
were a lot of trinkets as well. There were scarabs—some 
of them were Phoenician type and a very small number 
of ceramic vessels. They were very small and portable. 
One of the earliest ones we have is a cooking pot with a 
seal impression that had been pressed into the handle, 
which is found right at the end of the First Temple Period 
before the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. It’s a 
Judean type.

We just discovered that there were small bronze or 
copper scales that were probably used. Not only scales, 
but also weights. One of the weights is a Judean type. 
Just yesterday we discovered that we actually have 
Paleo-Hebrew written on it. We couldn’t quite see it 
before. We’re consulting with experts on it, and we’re 
going to try to get some better photographs to be able to 
see what’s there. We keep finding new discoveries from 
this excavation even two years later. We’re just going 
through the finds and discovering things—it’s fantastic.

BN: So these discoveries you’re talking about, will they 
be exhibited?

Egyptian-style scarab with 
additional cultural influences found 
at the site, evidence of encounters 

between different people
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TEG: Well, Martin and other researchers have been work-
ing on preparing it for publication. We still have work to 
do. We have some very good researchers.

BN: Let me make sure I understand this correctly. If 
traders wanted to get somewhere from the Western 
Mediterranean, say Greece or Phoenicia, they would 
have to travel through Gaza or this area we call the 
Philistine coast, and then if they are going to take a 
journey down to Arabia, they had to travel on this road?

TEG: Exactly. There’s a couple other ways they could go, 
but this was the normal way. It’s going basically down 
into the Aravah through what we call Edom and then on 
down from northern Arabia to southern Arabia

BN: So this array of really rich discoveries speaks to the 
mercantile nature of the trade route.

TEG: Absolutely. Especially the scales. I also should 
mention that the buried women had jewelry. No gold. 
We found a couple of pairs of silver earrings, but there 
were bracelets that were mostly made from copper. So 
they had a lot of trinkets and a lot of beads and polished 
stones and that kind of thing. It reminded me of a quote 
from Homer talking about the shifty-eyed Phoenicians 
selling all their trinkets and the women coming up to 
the ships of the Phoenicians to buy all of their trinkets. 
We found tombs of these kinds of trinkets.

One of the newer discoveries that has come up in the 
last half year were the microliths that I mentioned earlier.

BN: Can you explain what that is for us?

TEG: A microlith looks almost like a little flake. We call 
them arrowheads but they’re not the kind of arrowhead 
that has a point at the end. They’re kind of blunt on 

one side. These would have been fixed to 
the shaft of an arrow. They would probably 
have some kind of poison or something on 
them to maybe knock out or to slow down 
rabbits or small game. There were over 40 
of these tiny flint arrowheads. They’re very 
well known from prehistoric times, but to 
find them in a tomb sealed all together in 

one place was strange. When our expert, Dr. Jacob 
Vardi, started going through them, he called us and 
said, “There’s something going on with this. The only 
place I know of that I can find that these would have 
been from in this time period is from Yemen.” We said, 

“Well we know that; we already have all these other 
things from Yemen.”

BN: So he knew nothing about the other finds and was 
able to put it together that they were from Yemen.

TEG: Yes, he was not in the original excavation. He was 
working independently on these arrowheads. A few of 
these arrowheads actually had red ocher. One of the 
arrowheads was actually quartz. That is interesting 
because, according to our researcher Lauren Davis, in 
Africa they don’t have flint, so they made these mono-
liths out of quartz. Later, when I started going through 
the stone finds, which I’m writing up, I found a whole 
core of crystal-clear quartz. When we showed it to 
Dr. Vardi, it turns out it was used for making microliths.

BN: No way.

TEG: And this doesn’t come from Israel. It had to have come 
from quite far away—probably somewhere in Africa, 
maybe Madagascar or somewhere like that. We’re look-
ing into it. What I find very interesting is why would you 
have these kinds of implements? Dr. Vardi could see that 
they were not used. They were made by one very skilled 
person—somebody who knew what they were doing. 
They were all very uniform, and there’s over 40 of them.

I raised the possibility that they were used for div-
ination—what’s called belomancy in ancient times. In 
the book of Ezekiel and the Hebrew Bible, we have a 
statement talks about the king of Babylon standing at 
the crossroads (Ezekiel 21:26). Crossroads in Hebrew, by 

Arrowheads discovered in the excavation 
known to be from Yemen and Oman

“For the king of Babylon 
standeth at the parting of the 
way, at the head of the two ways, 
to use divination; he shaketh 
the arrows to and fro ....” 

–Ezekiel 21:26

Photographer – Emil Aladjem, Israel Antiquities Authority (2)

Photographer – Emil Aladjem, Israel Antiquities Authority (2)



30  Let the Stones Speak

inscription found in Jerusalem), the 
10th-century golden jewelry basket 
pendant from Jerusalem (earliest 
proof of a Phoenician presence in 
Jerusalem), two 10th-century stamp 
seals from Jerusalem, as well as four 
10th-century textile fragments from 
Timna. Added to this were other 
unique pottery vessels, bronze 
and iron weaponry, architectural 
elements and, most notably, the 
10th-century b.c.e. shrine model on 
loan from the Israel Museum, which 
features similar architectural ele-
ments to the biblical description of 
King Solomon’s temple and palace 
in Jerusalem.

We knew that more people than 
could visit the exhibit in Oklahoma 
would be extremely interested in 
this rich history, so we also provided 
a free virtual tour online, which will 
continue to be available at exhib-
it-tour​.ArmstrongInstitute.org.

The exhibit contained a lot 
of science—more than can be 
explained on storyboards or by 
a tour guide. For that reason, we 
put together a 130-page, full-color 
magazine explaining in greater 
detail the archaeological and sci-
entific argumentation for the time 
period of David and Solomon. This 
we made freely available to all our 
guests and to any who request it 
around the world. This magazine 
seeks to take the archaeology 
of David and Solomon from the 

access-restricted and hard-to-read 
scholarly world of scientific jour-
nals and excavation final reports 
and explain it in an easy-to-follow 
manner that is accessible to all.

We are pleased to announce that 
we have distributed the magazine 
to over 20,000 people and have 
even translated and printed the 
entire work into Hebrew. Please 
e-mail letters@ArmstrongInstitute​

.org or visit ArmstrongInstitute.org 
to request your free copy.

Even though the artifacts are 
returning to Israel and will be 
displayed in several museums, the 
message of “Kingdom of David and 
Solomon Discovered” still lives and 
is available to all who request it.

Thank you to all of the guests 
who took time and invested money 
to come to Oklahoma to see the 
exhibit. I personally feel very grate-
ful to have met and toured many of 
you through the exhibit during your 
visits—many of you subscribers to 
this magazine.

Thank you also to  Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, the Israel 

Antiquities Authority, the Israel 
Museum of Jerusalem, the City of 
David Foundation, the Bible Lands 
Museum Jerusalem and the Timna 
Valley Archaeological Expedition. 
Collaboration with all of our part-
ners has been a pleasure; only 
with you was a successful exhibit 
possible.

Finally, looking back on 15 years 
of exhibits, we can’t help but honor 
the lady who first conceived of the 
idea of us showcasing Jerusalem’s 
discoveries in Oklahoma: Dr. Eilat 
Mazar. All of our exhibits have 
featured the world premiere of 
important biblical-period dis-
coveries from excavations led by 
Dr. Mazar. She took a chance on 
us in 2011, putting her reputation 
on the line in order to hand over 
the seals of Jeremiah’s captors 
into our safekeeping. Then again 
in 2018, with what she called her 
greatest single discovery: the seal 
impression of King Hezekiah him-
self. Then, far too soon, Eilat Mazar 
died on May 25, 2021, four years to 
the day from when I’m writing this 
article. We used a portion of the 
exhibit to remember the life and 
hold true to the archaeological 
legacy of Dr. Eilat Mazar, our friend 
and archaeological mentor.

It is our hope she would have 
been proud of what we were able 
to accomplish and would have said, 

“We made a big story out of it!”� n

Exhibit 
From page 5

the way, is interesting. It does not say crossroads, it says 
Em HaDerekh—mother of the road. We have here these 
women that are buried at a crossroads, at Em HaDerekh. 
He stands there and he reads the liver and he shakes 
the arrows. Where else do we have arrows used for 
divination? In the Kaaba. At the time when Mohammed 
took over the Kaaba in Mecca, one of the things they 
find are arrowheads. If you look into the Arabic word 
for arrow, it actually can mean luck. Of course, luck is 
something you would have for divination. So I think that 
we have a very strong case for seeing these artifacts as 
related to divination. When we go to Yemen, and this is 

what Dr. Vardi discovered, we’re finding them in tombs 
and we’re finding them in temple sites. Here we have 
them here in the Negev in this particular tomb. It’s an 
amazing discovery.

BN: Absolutely. You could consider the Negev as a place that 
might be lacking a lot of excitement. However, in terms of 
archaeology, this was just an amazing discovery with such 
a rich variety of wares that came from all over the world.

Thank you for your time.

TEG: You’re welcome, Brent.� n

Co
ur

te
sy

 of
 th

e T
el

 Ha
did

 Ex
pe

dit
ion

To view the virtual tour, visit  
exhibit-tour​.ArmstrongInstitute.org.

If you would like to request the  
special exhibit edition issue of  

Let the Stones Speak, e-mail us at  
letters@ArmstrongInstitute​.org 

or visit our website:  
ArmstrongInstitute.org.
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T he Bible clearly says that in the late eighth 
century b.c.e., the Assyrian Empire deported the 
people of Israel from their towns and filled them 

with people from Babylon and Akkad (2 Kings 17:6, 24). 
This is how the “lost 10 tribes of Israel” became lost. 
This deportation policy is demonstrated in the archae-
ology of Tel Hadid.

Tel Hadid is an archaeological site in the Shephelah 
(foothills of Judah and Israel west of Jerusalem). The 
city is a few miles north of Tel Gezer, a recognized 
border town between Israel and Judah. Tel Hadid over-
looks the Via Maris (trade route that runs through the 
coastal plain), the Lydda Valley, the Al Jib plateau, Tel 
Aviv and the hills of Samaria, making it a valuable hill 
for surveying these crucial parts of Israel and Judah.

According to Tel Hadid senior staff member 
Noa Ranzer, the site’s earliest remains date to the 
Intermediate Bronze Age (2500–2000 b.c.e.). It was 
continually inhabited throughout the Bronze and Iron 
ages. It is mentioned three times in the Bible as a city 
the Jews returned to after the Babylonian captivity 
(Ezra 2:33; Nehemiah 7:37; 11:34). The city (Greek: Αδιδα) 
was later fortified by Simeon Maccabeus while fighting 
Diodotus Tryphon in the valley below the city. Hadid is 
also mentioned on the Madaba Map—the oldest map of 
the Holy Land—and was blockaded by Roman general 

and emperor Vespasian as he besieged Jerusalem. It was 
later renamed al-Haditha and operated as an inhabited 
village until the 1948 Israeli War of Independence. 
Today, the Hadid moshav is about a mile away from 
al-Haditha.

Assyrian Archaeology at Tel Hadid
Tel Hadid’s most interesting history is in the eighth and 
seventh centuries b.c.e. In that period, it is believed 
to have been an Assyrian provisions center in Israel. 

“Finds at Tel Hadid, west of the Samaria hills, may be 
identified as the remains of an Assyrian bīt mardīte, a 
roadside provisioning center for Assyrian officials, 
messengers and troops,” Prof. Shawn Zelig Aster wrote 
(“An Assyrian Bīt Mardīte Near Tel Hadid?”). Hadid was 
undoubtedly chosen for its geographical situation.

“No wonder the Assyrians invested great efforts in 
reviving the settlements in the region following their 
conquest of the kingdom of Israel,” Tel Aviv University 
professor and site excavator Ido Koch wrote. “With its 
central location, the region of Tel Hadid and Tel Gezer 
played a crucial role connecting the Assyrian army and 
administration to the city of Gaza, a prime objective 
of the Assyrian colonial efforts ever since Tiglath-
pileser iii’s first campaign to the region in 734 b.c.e.” 
(“Forced Resettlement and Immigration at Tel Hadid”).

Artifacts from Tel Hadid marvelously match the biblical 
account of Assyria’s deportation practice.  By Samuel McKoy
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Assyria did more than conquer the Hadid region. The 
Assyrian Empire was famous for deporting inhabitants 
out of a region and replacing them with people from 
their own empire. This practice is clearly recorded in 
the Bible: “So Israel was carried away out of their own 
land to Assyria, unto this day. And the king of Assyria 
brought men from Babylon, and from Cuthah, and from 
Avva, and from Hamath and Sepharvaim, and placed 
them in the cities of Samaria instead of the children 
of Israel; and they possessed Samaria, and dwelt in the 
cities thereof” (2 Kings 17:23-24).

Hadid has provided a slew of artifacts indicating 
it was occupied by people from the Assyrian Empire. 
The two most compelling artifacts are business docu-
ments. One of these documents dates to the autumn of 
698 b.c.e. It’s a bill of sale for a piece of land. This docu-
ment includes the common Mesopotamian practice of 
conducting a transfer of title in front of seven or more 
witnesses (eight are listed on this particular document). 
The man purchasing the land for 1 mina of silver was 
Marduk-bela-uṣur.

The other document is from the spring of 664 b.c.e., 
and it details the granting of a loan. The names on the 
tablets are not Israelite. Rather, they are names from 
the lands listed in verse 24. “The individuals mentioned 
in both documents have Akkadian (perhaps Babylonian) 
and Aramean names,” wrote Professor Koch. “No names 
with Yahwistic components (names formed on the 
divine name Yahweh) appear in the text.” These people 
had been relocated from the Assyrian Empire and were 
conducting business the Mesopotamian way.

The deportees were clearly from the land of Babylon 
and its vicinity, just as verse 24 says. Renowned Israeli 

archaeologist and historian Nadav Na’aman wrote, “All 
five places mentioned [in 2 Kings 17:24] are located 
either in the center of Babylonia (namely, Babylon and 
Cutha) or in peripheral areas southeast of Babylonia. … 
The deportees from the named places were settled in 
both the capital city of Samaria and its rural villages.” 
Tel Hadid was one of these villages.

Similar Finds at Other Sites
Tel Hadid is not the only site to yield Assyrian finds 
pointing to the origin of the Samaritan people. Tel Gezer 
has produced numerous similar finds. “Two cuneiform 
sale contracts have been discovered in the excavations 
of Gezer,” Professor Na’aman wrote. “The juridical pro-
cedures and language used in the tablets from Gezer 
and Tel Hadid are Assyrian. … The Babylonian character 
of the personal names from the Tel Hadid and Gezer 
tablets is self-evident.”

A Neo-Assyrian tablet was also found from this 
period at Khirbet Kusiya, which is 31 miles north of Tel 
Hadid near the Via Maris from Jezreel to Gaza. The 
tablet documents another land sale. A seal impression 
on the tablet also belies its Babylonian origin. “The 
three sites where cuneiform tablets have been discov-
ered are among the places where Sargon settled the 
Babylonians and Elamites he deported in his late years,” 
wrote Na’aman. Fragmentary Assyrian stelae were also 
discovered at two other sites: Qaqun and Ben Shemen.

The existence of cuneiform script at Gezer and 
Khusiya indicates that these deportees were clinging 
to their own cultures rather than yielding to the more 
functional alphabetic script. “The Babylonian deportees 
to the province of Samaria arrived from the ancient AIB
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and most respected centers of learning and culture of 
Mesopotamia and, being proud of their origin, kept the 
cultural tradition of their ancestors,” Na’aman wrote.

Chronology of Deportation
The relocation process did not happen immediately 
after Israel’s fall; it was a mass effort that would have 
taken some time. Also, it was generally rebellious 
peoples who were deported to other lands, meaning 
that Israel would have been reoccupied by whomever 
rebelled next. The Bible says that polity was Babylon.

Babylon was reconquered three times in the eighth 
and seventh centuries: in 709 b.c.e. by Sargon  ii, 
in 689  b.c.e. by Sennacherib, and in 648  b.c.e by 
Ashurbanipal. The discovery of Babylonian text in 
Hadid from 698 b.c.e. shows 
that it was the earliest of 
these three kings who sent 
deportees to Samaria. “It 
is probable, although not 
certain, that the northern 
Babylonian people settled 
in Samaria were taken as 
a consequence of Sargon’s 
recapture of the region 
between 710 and 708 b.c.e.,” 
wrote Assyriologist Karen 
Radner. Sargon himself 
wrote about this on two 
separate inscriptions—the 
Khorsabad annals and the 
Nimrud prism—saying, “I again settled Samaria, more 
than (it had) previously (been settled)” (translation from 
Prof. Shawn Zelig Aster).

Ezra 4:2 is a unique scripture that shows this depor-
tation process occurred over a long period. There, the 
Samaritans recount their own history to the returning 
Jews: “Now when the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin 
heard that the children of the captivity were building a 
temple unto the Lord, the God of Israel; then they drew 
near to Zerubbabel, and to the heads of fathers’ houses, 
and said unto them: ‘Let us build with you; for we seek 
your God, as ye do; and we do sacrifice unto Him since 
the days of Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us 
up hither’” (Ezra 4:1-2).

Who were these adversaries? “While any attempt 
to uncover the historical identity of the ‘adversaries’ is 
necessarily complex, within the narrative itself it makes 
most sense to interpret them as Samaritans,” theologian 
Edward Green wrote. These Samaritans believed they 
had been in their lands and worshiping Yahweh since 
the times of Esarhaddon, who the Bible describes as 
one of Sennacherib’s sons (2 Kings 19:37). Esarhaddon 

claimed the throne of Assyria in 681 b.c.e. after his 
brothers slew their father and tried to claim the throne 
for themselves.

That year, 681 b.c.e., was 18 years after the bill-of-
sale document found at Hadid. This could indicate two 
things. First, deportation was a gradual process. Israeli 
Assyriologist Hayim Tadmor wrote, “The statement in 
Ezra 4:2 implies that the process of transplantation 
of exiles into Samaria still continued at the time of 
Esarhaddon” (“The Campaigns of Sargon II of Assur”). 
These Babylonians may not have been moved to Samaria 
until 681 b.c.e. or later, though they were conquered by 
Sennacherib in 689 b.c.e. or by Sargon ii in 709 b.c.e.

Secondly, in Ezra 4:2, the Samaritans are saying 
that the days of Esarhaddon are when they began to 

sacrifice to Yahweh. The existence 
of a Marduk-based name on the 
698 b.c.e. tablet is, therefore, not 
surprising. The mixing of cultures 
is also a long, gradual process. Only 
after 18 years or more in the land 
did the Assyrians start to seek the 
God of the land, the God of Israel.

All of this matches the account in 
2 Kings 17 extremely well: “And so it 
was, at the beginning of their dwell-
ing there, that they feared not the 
Lord; therefore the Lord sent lions 
among them, which killed some of 
them. Wherefore they spoke to the 
king of Assyria, saying: ‘The nations 

which thou hast carried away, and placed in the cities of 
Samaria, know not the manner of the God of the land; 
therefore He hath sent lions among them, and, behold, 
they slay them, because they know not the manner of 
the God of the land’” (verses 25-26).

Notice that the Samaritans did not seek the God of 
Israel at the beginning of their dwelling in Samaria—
only after wild animals attacked them did they begin 
to turn. The abundance of lions—which indeed existed 
in the region (see ArmstrongInstitute.org/156)—may 
also suggest that after the land’s inhabitants had been 
deported, it took a while for new people to arrive—
allowing animals to occupy towns and villages. “So 
one of the priests whom they had carried away from 
Samaria came and dwelt in Beth-el, and taught them 
how they should fear the Lord. Howbeit every nation 
made gods of their own, and put them in the houses of 
the high places which the Samaritans had made, every 
nation in their cities wherein they dwelt” (verses 28-29).

These details match perfectly the discoveries at Tel 
Hadid and other sites yielding seventh-century b.c.e. 
Assyrian artifacts. � n

Cuneiform bill of sale 
tablet, dated to 698 B.C.E.
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O ne of the most shocking events in the his-
tory of the biblical nation of Judah was the 
untimely death of one of its most righteous 

leaders: King Josiah. After assuming the throne at 
8 years old in 640 b.c.e., he began leading the people in 
a revolution against the idolatrous worship practices of 
his father. In 622 b.c.e., those repairing and cleaning the 
temple discovered a copy of the law. Josiah was struck 
by the importance of its discovery and doubled down 
on the national repentance. In response, the Prophetess 
Huldah said the nation would not fall while the king was 
alive. This would have been welcome news considering 
Josiah was only 26 years of age and no doubt decades of 
peace remained ahead.

And yet, less than 15 years later, Josiah was dead in 
what seemed to be the most unnecessary of circum-
stances: battling the Egyptians at Megiddo, a location 
far outside the territory of Judah.

Now, thanks to a new archaeological discovery in Tel 
Megiddo, new evidence has surfaced supporting the 
biblical context for Josiah’s demise.

Megiddo’s Area X
Tel Megiddo is eye-catching. A massive raised city mound, 
it stands out in the middle of the vast, flat expanse of 
the Jezreel Valley. It is one of the largest ancient cities 
within Israel, with an extended city expanse beyond the 
mound itself, giving a total size of about 505 dunams (125 
acres). Located along a vital trade route that cut through 
the Carmel Ridge, Megiddo controlled whatever passed 
through from Egypt to Mesopotamia or back the other 
way. It is the only site within Israel referred to by every 
single ancient major power in the Near East.

The city’s 26 different layers of occupation lead many 
to believe it has witnessed more battles than any other 
city in history. And so it was in King Josiah’s time that 
Megiddo once again saw a fateful skirmish: “In his days 
Pharaoh Necho king of Egypt went to the aid of the 
king of Assyria, to the River Euphrates; and King Josiah 
went against him. And Pharaoh Necho killed him at 
Megiddo when he confronted him. Then his servants 
moved his body in a chariot from Megiddo, brought 
him to Jerusalem, and buried him in his own tomb …” 
(2 Kings 23:29-30; New King James Version).

Until very recently, excavations at Megiddo had 
not yielded a single structure that could be conclu-
sively dated to the time of the epic last stand of Josiah 
described in the Bible—the late seventh century b.c.e.

Excavators from the Megiddo expedition went to 
the northwestern sector of the mound and opened 

“Area X” in hopes of finding the elusive period rep-
resented. Excavations took place in this area in 2016, 
2018 and 2022 under the supervision of Assaf Kleiman 
of Ben Gurion University of the Negev. The excava-
tion directors were Prof. Israel Finkelstein and Dr. 
Matthew J. Adams. Results were recently published 
in part in an article titled “Josiah at Megiddo: New 
Evidence From the Field” (Scandinavian Journal of 
the Old Testament).

According to the report, six layers were revealed in 
this area that date to the late phase of Iron iib to early 
Iron iic (late eighth to sixth centuries b.c.e.). The earli-
est of these layers belonged to the Assyrian destruction 
of Israelite Megiddo that took place in 732 b.c.e. The 
next two layers featured domestic remains dating from 
the late eighth/seventh century b.c.e. Following this, a 

New excavations reveal  
Egyptian army’s presence at 
Megiddo.  By Brent Nagtegaal
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new building (named Building 16) was constructed in 
the late seventh century, correlating to the time of King 
Josiah’s reign over Judah.

The fact that the team found a new building con-
structed at the time was important in itself, as it was 
documented evidence of a continuation of habitation at 
Megiddo through this period. But this is hardly surpris-
ing given Megiddo’s strategic importance.

What was surprising was the type of material culture 
found in Building 16, particularly the types of pottery.

Although there was a continuation of the forms 
produced locally, excavators found an overwhelming 
amount of vessels imported from Egypt. All totaled, 
they collected over 100 indicative pieces (such as rims), 
which amounts to the largest collection of Egyptian 
pottery ever discovered in the region. “No other site 
in the region has produced such a large quantity of 
Egyptian forms; in fact, the number of Egyptian items 
in seventh-century context in the southern Levant is 
negligible,” wrote Finkelstein and others.  

And it just happens to be at the very site and at 
the very time of the confrontation of Josiah and the 
Egyptian army at Megiddo described in the Bible.

The excavators described the vessels as greenish 
in color and crude in design, rather than an exotic or 
expensive ware. Petrographic analysis of the Megiddo 
vessels show that they were made in Egypt, on both 
sides of the Nile River, from the edges of the Nile Delta 
as well as the area of Thebes in southern Egypt.

“When we opened the boxes of finds from the dig at my 
lab in Ben-Gurion University, I told my students to put the 
Egyptian pottery on the tables, and table after table got 
filled,” Dr. Assaf Keiman told Haaretz after their discovery. 

“The number of Egyptian vessels is double or even triple 
the amount found in the entire Levant for that period.”

According to Kleiman and Finkelstein, the low qual-
ity of the vessels indicates that they weren’t the subject 
of trade to a local but rather an indication of the pres-
ence of Egyptians themselves at Megiddo.

“This is not decorated fine tableware, so it’s very 
hard to argue that someone at Megiddo, a deportee or 
a surviving Israelite, all of a sudden acquired a taste for 
sub-par Egyptian pottery and decided to import it into 
his house,” Kleiman said. Finkelstein summarized: “The 
finds point instead to a steady stream of supplies from 
Egypt, most likely for Necho’s army.”

In the scientific paper, the authors opine that the 
best guess is that Building X was part of an “Egyptian 
administrative center with a garrison unit in the days of 
the 26th dynasty,” which includes Pharaoh Necho (who 
ruled from 610-595 b.c.e.).

The pottery, then, shows the Egyptians had a brief 
stint at Megiddo during the late seventh century b.c.e. 

The excavators also found numerous examples of 
imports from Greece, which they believe could indicate 
the use of Greek mercenaries in the Egyptian army, 
something in line with historical texts.

But curiously, there was also another outlier shard 
among the pottery in Building 16 from this period, 
which is perhaps indicative of a connection to Josiah’s 
kingdom. “Also noteworthy is a small fragment of a 
ridged Judahite-style cooking jug made of Moza clay 
[clay found almost exclusively in the area in and around 
Jerusalem], attesting to at least limited contact with 
seventh century b.c.e. Judah” (ibid).

So it’s all there in the archaeology of Building 16 of 
Area X in Megiddo. The Egyptians were dominant, but 
there was also a splash of evidence of Judah’s presence. 

To get the larger context of those sherds, and per-
haps the reason for Josiah’s presence so far north in the 
land of Israel, we turn to the Bible.

The Biblical Backstory
To understand the context of Josiah’s unexpected 
presence in Megiddo, we need to consider events of a 
century earlier.

In the mid-to-late eighth century b.c.e., the armies 
of the skin-shredding Assyrian Empire began to 
creep westward from their home base in northern 
Mesopotamia toward the Mediterranean and the 
Promised Land. Two centuries before that, the United 
Monarchy of Israel had split into two nations, with the 
northern territory retaining the name Israel and even-
tually building a new capital in Samaria. The southern 
kingdom retained Jerusalem as its capital city, and 
along with it, the Davidic dynasty of kings ruling over 
it. It would become known as the kingdom of Judah.

Thus, when Assyria ventured into the area, the 
nations of both Israel and Judah were confronted. The 
northern kingdom of Israel was first to suffer defeat 
after several waves of warfare led by Assyrian emperors 
Tiglath-pileser iii, Shalmaneser v and Sargon ii. This 
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culminated in the three-year siege 
of Samaria in 721–718 b.c.e. and 
the deportation of the 10 northern 
tribes of Israel (2 Kings 18:9-11).

The next emperor, Sennacherib, 
ve n t u re d  f u r t h e r  s o ut h  a n d 
attempted to take over Judah. His 
own annals describe the almost 
total destruction and subjugation 
of Judah. As the Bible relates, but 
for miraculous intervention by God, 
Jerusalem would have fallen; Judah 
would have gone into Assyrian cap-
tivity with her sister, Israel. Instead, 
the Davidic dynasty continued to 
rule from Jerusalem for almost 
another 150 years.

But  wh at  h ap p e n e d  to  th e 
former Israelite territory? The 
book of Kings tells us: “… So Israel was carried away out 
of their own land to Assyria, unto this day. And the king 
of Assyria brought men from Babylon, and from Cuthah, 
and from Avva, and from Hamath and Sepharvaim, and 
placed them in the cities of Samaria instead of the chil-
dren of Israel; and they possessed Samaria, and dwelt 
in the cities thereof” (2 Kings 17:23-24).

These new imports—ethnic Babylonians and 
others who themselves had been conquered by the 
Assyrians—brought with them their own customs 
and their own religious beliefs. And since they were 
in the land of Israel, they wanted to learn about (and 
thus appease) the god of the land of Israel. To accom-
plish this, these foreigners retrieved a priest from the 
ranks of the corrupted religious system of the Israelite 
tribes who taught them a corrupted version of the God 
of Israel—yet they retained many of their Babylonian 
customs. Centuries later, these people became known 
as the Samaritans. (More archaeological evidence of the 
Assyrian policy of importing foreigners to the region can 
be found in “Assyrian Deportation Policy at Tel Hadid,” 
page 31.) The Bible records that when King Josiah came 
to power in Judah, at least three or four generations of 
Samaritans were already living in the territory that was 
once held by Israel (Ezra 4:2).

What is interesting about the biblical account is 
that there is every indication that King Josiah was not 
satisfied with controlling just the territory of Judah, 
with its northern border about 20 kilometers north 
of Jerusalem. He began to encroach into Samaritan 
territory, otherwise known as the former territory of 
the northern kingdom of Israel. This was done as part 
of Josiah’s religious revival, routing pagan idolatry from 
the whole land of Judah, and then venturing north.

B o t h  a c c o u n t s  i n  K i n g s 
and Chronicles confirm this. 
2 Kings 23:19-20 state: “And all the 
houses also of the high places that 
were in the cities of Samaria, which 
the kings of Israel had made to 
provoke the Lord, Josiah took away, 
and did to them according to all the 
acts that he had done in Beth-el. 
And he slew all the priests of the 
high places that were there, upon 
the altars, and burned men’s bones 
upon them; and he returned to 
Jerusalem.” These altars and high 
places of the cities of Samaria were 
not in the southern kingdom, nor 
even under the control of Israelites 
at this time. Nevertheless, Josiah 
went to work removing them.

The Chronicles account is even more specific about 
how far north Josiah went in his purge: “And he burnt 
the bones of the priests upon their altars, and purged 
Judah and Jerusalem. And so did he in the cities of 
Manasseh and Ephraim and Simeon, even unto Naphtali, 
with their axes [or regions] round about. And he broke 
down the altars, and beat the Asherim and the graven 
images into powder, and hewed down all the sun-im-
ages throughout all the land of Israel, and returned to 
Jerusalem” (2 Chronicles 34:5-7). Again, at the time this 
took place, in the late seventh century, the northern 
kingdom of Israel was long gone. Yet the chronicler 
states that Josiah exerted his dominance all the way to 
Naphtali, whose tribal lands went northward past the 
Jezreel valley and through to the Upper Galilee. If we 
are to believe the biblical text, this means Josiah was 
exerting dominance over almost the entire region of 
Israel and Judah west of the Jordan River—from Dan 
in the north to Beersheba in the south.

To some, it might sound fanciful for a late-seventh 
century Judean king to control most of the territory 
that the Bible ascribed to King David over 300 years 
earlier. But consider that Josiah’s reign coincided with 
he demise of the great Assyrian Empire. After dominat-
ing the area of Israel from the time of Shalmaneser v 
in the late eighth century b.c.e., Assyria had to with-
draw from the region in the early years of Josiah’s 
reign as the burgeoning Babylonian powerhouse 
revolted against the Assyrians further east. By around 
630 b.c.e., Assyria had fully exited the former territory 
of Israel, creating a power vacuum that it seems Josiah 
was all too ready to fill.

It is in this geographic context that the concluding 
act of Josiah at Megiddo takes place.
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Your work is truly remarkable, and 
I greatly appreciate the quality and 
depth of each issue. I always look 
forward to receiving the magazine 
in my mailbox, and I’ve been 
collecting every issue with much joy.
israel

Thank you for the wonderful work 
you do and the free magazines I 
received. I cannot put the magazine 
down once I start reading it, and 
I would like to one day visit all the 
sites that are mentioned in your 
magazine. It inspires me to do 
more independent Bible study.
south africa

The extraordinary intellectual 
investments in this (March-April 
2025) and previous issues reward 
your readers with a wealth of 
esoteric learning beyond any 
measure. You have delivered to 
me personally hours filled with the 
exciting richness of your efforts.
israel

We just received your latest issue 
of Let the Stones Speak. To our 
surprise and delight it features 
articles on David. We are planning 
to return to Israel to do a film on the 
evidence for David. Your publication 
has added to our knowledge, and 
we will be adding that to the film.
united kingdom

Maga zine feedbackIt wasn’t just the Assyrians who were worried about 
the Babylonians. Both secular and biblical history show 
that the Egyptians were also deeply concerned, to 
the point of sending troops to help the Assyrians fend 
off the Babylonian advance. Under the command of 
Pharaoh Necho, the Egyptian army ventured through the 
Promised Land to help Assyria in battle. This most likely 
meant that Necho brought his troops along the coastal 
plain of Israel and then followed the main route to north-
ern Israel and on into Syria. This meant passing through 
Megiddo. At which point King Josiah tried to head him off.

“After all this, when Josiah had prepared the temple, 
Neco king of Egypt went up to fight against Carchemish 
by the Euphrates; and Josiah went out against him. But 
he sent ambassadors to him, saying: ‘What have I to do 
with thee, thou king of Judah? I come not against thee 
this day, but against the house wherewith I have war; 
and God hath given command to speed me; forbear 
thee from meddling with God, who is with me, that He 
destroy thee not’” (2 Chronicles 35:20-21).

In this account, Necho says that his army doesn’t 
intend to disturb the kingdom of Judah. This is almost 
an acknowledgment that the area of Megiddo doesn’t 
belong to Judah, so there is no need for Josiah to join 
the fray. Nevertheless, considering how far afield Josiah 
had gone into the former territory of Israel to exert his 
religious dominance, perhaps he thought it was also 
his responsibility to dominate the territory politi-
cally. Whatever the case, Josiah attempted to stop the 
Egyptian army from proceeding and picked a fight with 
the Egyptians. 

“Nevertheless Josiah would not turn his face from 
him, but disguised himself, that he might fight with him, 
and hearkened not unto the words of Neco, from the 
mouth of God, and came to fight in the valley of Megiddo. 
And the archers shot at king Josiah; and the king said 
to his servants: ‘Have me away; for I am sore wounded.’ 
So his servants took him out of the chariot, and put 
him in the second chariot that he had, and brought 
him to Jerusalem; and he died, and was buried in the 
sepulchres of his fathers. And all Judah and Jerusalem 
mourned for Josiah” (verses 22-24).

And that mourning was justified. 
As the chronicler wrote, Jeremiah the prophet then 

wrote a lament about Josiah’s death (verse 25). He 
wasn’t mourning only the loss of a righteous king but 
also what Josiah’s sudden death meant for the demise 
of the entire Judahite kingdom and for his beloved city 
of Jerusalem. That same year, the mighty Babylonians 
would conquer both the Assyrians and Egyptians in 
battle. A few years later, Babylonians would pass by 
Megiddo en route to besiege that lone city on a hill—far 
sooner than any had expected.� n
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Let the Stones Speak  
brings you archaeology from a 
biblical perspective. Our program 
gives you the most important 
developments happening on the 
ground in Israel—and emerging 
from beneath it.


