[image: Cover Image]
[image: image]


To the followers of Hermes Trismegistus—those people, in different parts of the world, who never forgot the wisdom of ancient Egypt.
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My gratitude to Kayla Toher and Richard Smoley for their help in preparing the manuscript for publication.



THE EGYPTIAN ORIGINS OF KING DAVID AND THE TEMPLE of SOLOMON
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“No one since Sigmund Freud has done more to show the connection between ancient Egypt’s Amarna period and the biblical stories of Joseph, Moses, and the Exodus. Ahmed Osman now provides compelling new evidence showing the true roots behind the establishment of the kingdom of Israel and the building of the Temple of Solomon.”

ANDREW COLLINS, AUTHOR OF
THE CYGNUS KEY AND GÖBEKLI TEPE: GENESIS OF THE GODS

“Ahmed Osman has discovered an intriguing back door into 
biblical history. Walking the tightrope between skeptical archaeologists and true believers of the Bible, the author asks a compelling question: Did Hebrew scribes attribute the military victories of an Egyptian pharaoh to David, the famous slayer of Goliath?”

RAND AND ROSE FLEM-ATH, AUTHORS OF THE MURDER OF MOSES: HOW AN EGYPTIAN MAGICIAN ASSASSINATED MOSES, STOLE HIS IDENTITY, AND HIJACKED THE EXODUS



Israel is the illegitimate son of Egypt,

Who challenges his father to accept him.



INTRODUCTION

The History behind the Bible

THE BIBLE IS A BOOK OF RELIGIOUS FAITH that includes many miraculous events and supernatural characters, an account of the creation of the universe, Adam and Eve, and the Flood—all of which could be understood symbolically. But the Old Testament also mentions ordinary people living within an allegedly historical framework, such as Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, and Solomon.

In modern times, historians and archaeologists have found no evidence to confirm the biblical accounts of these characters and their stories. As a result, some have tried to force the evidence to agree with the biblical account; others have completely denied the historicity of the Bible stories, regarding the accounts of Moses, David, and Solomon as fiction.

I do not agree with either of these views. I believe that the core of the biblical account does describe historical characters and events. But the biblical editors, who wrote the stories, placed them, chronologically and geographically, in the wrong place.

The script originally used to write Hebrew only emerged sometime in the tenth century BCE, as a development of the Phoenician script, with which it is more or less identical. Consequently, the first books of the Bible could only have been written after this date, more than three centuries after the time of Moses, who supposedly lived in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BCE. One then wonders: if the Hebrew script had not yet been developed in Moses’s time, which script did God use to write the Ten Commandments?

After centuries of oral transmission, the biblical writers had available to them many different traditions, as well as written historical information, from neighboring countries such as Babylonia, Syria, and Egypt. To judge by the way they composed their stories, it seems that the scribes must have placed some accounts either in the wrong chronological time or in the wrong geographical location. In my view, this is the main reason why historians and archaeologists have failed to find verifying evidence. However, when we place the biblical stories into their correct historical settings, we do find confirmation.

As we shall see in this book, I believe that evidence for the principal biblical stories can be found not in Canaan but in Egypt, during the Eighteenth Dynasty, in the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries BCE. Although the Israelites were originally only one of many historically unknown Hebrew tribes, they became part of recorded history when they intermarried with the pharaonic house of Egypt.
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The Man of God

KING DAVID, ONE OF THE MOST FASCINATING CHARACTERS in the Bible, was a courageous and cunning man, a complex figure larger than life. Looked upon as “a man after God’s own heart,” David is believed to have been able to understand the mind of the divine being. He is thought to have lived in the tenth century BCE, to have reigned as king of Israel for forty years, and to have died at the age of seventy.

David was a shepherd, a descendant of Judah, one of Israel’s twelve sons. He lived in Bethlehem before he was anointed by the prophet Samuel to be the king of Israel. David is known for his diverse skills as a warrior and is said to have established a great empire extending between the river Euphrates in northern Syria and the river Nile in Egypt. He is also known to have been a musician and a poet, and seventy-three of the 150 Psalms in the Bible are attributed to him. David is also regarded by Islam as a prophet and messenger of God who received the divine revelation of the Psalms. We can see the beauty of his soul when we read his Psalms:

The LORD is my shepherd, I lack nothing. He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he refreshes my soul. (Psalm 23:1–2)

David is promised by God that even after his death, his descendants will continue to rule his great empire. His bloodline will become the only legitimate royal bloodline in Jewish history. As the Bible says: “The word of the 
LORD came to Nathan [the prophet], Go and tell my servant David, . . . When your days are fulfilled and you rest with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring after you, your own flesh and blood, and I will establish his kingdom. He is the one who will build a house for my Name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be his father, and he shall be my son” (2 Samuel 7:4–5; 12–14).

So, like the Egyptian pharaohs, David regarded himself as a son of God: “[The 
LORD] said to me, You are my son; today I have become your father” (Psalm 2:7). Ultimately, at the end of history, the Messiah will come from the line of David. We find several verses in the Bible relating to the future of the Davidic messiah: “The days are coming, declares the 
LORD, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land” (Jeremiah 23:5). While the Jews are still waiting for their messiah, Christians believe that this prophecy was fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

After their Exodus from Egypt and their settlement in the Promised Land, the Israelites formed a loose confederation under the leadership of judges. At the time of the prophet Samuel, the twelfth and last of these judges, the Israelites came under attack from the Philistines, whose five fortified cities, Ashdod, Gaza, Ashkelon, Gath, and Ekron, were on the southeastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, between modern-day Tel Aviv and the Gaza Strip. After the Israelites were defeated by the Philistines, the elders thought to bring the Ark of the Covenant from Shiloh (the modern Khirbet Seilun in Samaria) into their camp to help them in their fight. This is supposed to have been the Ark of the Covenant that Moses had placed in the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle he built in the wilderness after the Exodus, and in which he placed the Ten Commandments. Nevertheless, not only were the Israelites defeated again in battle, but the Philistines took the ark from them. At that point the people of Israel demanded to have a king to rule over them, like other nations, so they could face the threat of the Philistines. Under direction from God, Samuel anointed Saul, son of Kish the Benjaminite, as the first king over Israel, from his town, Gibeah, north of Jerusalem.

When King Saul needed someone to play the harp for him, he sent his messengers to Jesse of Judah in Bethlehem, asking for David, his youngest son, to come and see him. At the time, David was only a lad of about fifteen who loved music and who looked after his father’s sheep in the field. When Saul met David, he was pleased with him and kept him in his service as a musician.

As Saul and the Israelites came to the western edge of the Judah hills, facing the Philistines in the Valley of Elah, Goliath, the Philistine giant of Gath, challenged them to send out their champion so that the outcome could be decided in single combat. None of the Israelites dared to come forth, but when young David, who was bringing food to his elder brothers in the army, heard that Goliath had defied the armies of God, he amazed everybody by offering to confront the nine-foot-tall, bronze-armored Philistine giant. With God’s help, the challenge became easy for David. Invoking God’s name, he hurled a stone from his sling, which hit Goliath in the center of his forehead. Goliath fell on his face to the ground, and David quickly cut off his head. Seeing the fate of their great giant, the Philistines abandoned fighting and fled from the battlefield.

Saul admired the boy’s courage and appointed David as commander of his men. Soon, however, David became the people’s hero, and the king became jealous of him. Hoping that he might perish in fighting, Saul offered him the hand of his daughter, Michal, in exchange for the foreskins of a hundred Philistines as her bride-price. David slew two hundred Philistines and brought their foreskins to the king. Saul’s jealousy 
of David increased even more, and he decided to kill him. When he learned of the king’s plan, David fled from Saul with six hundred of his supporters and joined the service of Achish, the Philistine king of Gath, home of the dead Goliath (1 Sam 21:10).

After one year and four months in Gath, fighting broke out again between the Israelites and the Philistines, which resulted in the death of Saul and three of his sons. Hearing about Saul’s death, David left Gath and went with his six hundred men to Hebron in the territory of Judah, where the people anointed him as their king. David was thirty years of age when he began his reign.

At the same time, Saul’s son Ishbosheth was proclaimed king over Israel. Soon after, war broke out between Judah and Israel and only came to an end when Ishbosheth was killed by two of his captains. David united the two kingdoms and ruled over all the tribes of Israel, and then he conquered the fortress of Jerusalem, which was inhabited by a Canaanite tribe called the Jebusites.

Having conquered Jerusalem, David decided to build his house there, and Hiram, king of Tyre in Phoenicia, sent cedar trees, carpenters, and masons to build David’s fort, called the City of David. David then gathered together thirty thousand men of Israel and went to Gibeah (where the ark had been kept after being recovered from the Philistines) to bring the Ark of the Lord to Jerusalem. There he placed it in a tabernacle on Mount Moriah, north of the city.

Having established his capital in Jerusalem, David began fighting wars against Israel’s neighbors. He was able to subdue the Philistine cities and conquer the remaining Canaanite city-states. He defeated the nations east of the river Jordan: the Moabites, the Edomites, and the Ammonites, as well as the Arameans of Syria. He also defeated Hadadezer, king of Zobah (in southern Syria), “as he went to recover his border at the river Euphrates” (2 Samuel 8:3, King James Version). He took from them a thousand chariots, seven hundred horsemen, and twenty thousand foot soldiers. He also put garrisons in Edom, southeast of Judah. Thus, according to the biblical account, David’s empire extended between the river Euphrates in northern Syria to the northern Sinai in Egypt, including Syria, Canaan, and the territory east of the Jordan. In order to administer this large empire, David established civil and military administrations and divided the empire into twelve districts, each with its own civil, military, and religious institutions. He also put military garrisons in Syria.

David, the mighty king who ruled a great empire, was courageous on the battlefield, a passionate poet and lover, and a man of God, yet he had his own personal weakness—a destructive passion.

During the second year of his siege of Rabbah, east of the river Jordan, David stayed in Jerusalem. He arose one evening from his bed and from the roof of his palace saw a beautiful woman bathing. David learned that her name was Bathsheba and that she was the wife of Uriah the Hittite. As her husband was one of his men fighting at Rabbah, David sent messengers to bring Bathsheba to him, and he slept with her.

When Bathsheba informed him that she was pregnant, David, in an attempt to conceal his relations with the woman, recalled Uriah from the battlefront and encouraged him to go home and sleep with his wife. But Uriah, feeling it was not right to go to his house while the rest of the army was still in the fields, slept among David’s servants instead.

When his plan failed, David ordered Uriah to be placed in the forefront of the battle so he would be killed. David then married Bathsheba, who became the mother of Solomon, the most important of his sons, who followed him on the throne.

We can see another contrast in David’s character in his confrontation with his son Absalom. As a young lad of fifteen, David faced Goliath, the armored Philistine giant, but as a mighty conqueror who established a large empire, he was afraid to face his son Absalom when he decided to overthrow his father and rule in his stead.

Absalom became upset when his sister, Tamar, was raped by their half brother, Amnon. Absalom decided to leave Jerusalem and go to Hebron, where he declared himself king with the support of all Israel and Judah. When he learned that his son was coming back to take power in Jerusalem, David fled from the city with his six hundred men, who followed him from Gath, seeking refuge east of the Jordan. So Absalom took over Jerusalem, the City of David, without any challenge and ruled David’s empire. Absalom then crossed the Jordan with his army in pursuit of his father, but when the two sides confronted each other in a final battle, Absalom’s army was defeated and Absalom himself was killed.

David went back to Jerusalem and resumed his reign over the empire until he was seventy years old. While David was still alive, Adonijah, his eldest surviving son, conspired to declare himself king. Adonijah was only stopped when Bathsheba persuaded David to appoint her son, Solomon, as his successor instead.

According to the Bible, King Solomon inherited his father’s great empire, extending from the Euphrates in the north to the Sinai in the south: “Solomon ruled over all kingdoms from the Euphrates River to the land of the Philistines, as far as the border of Egypt. These countries brought tribute and were Solomon’s subjects all his life” (1 Kings 4:21). Solomon also had a mighty army including two thousand horses with horsemen and fourteen hundred war chariots. But this empire completely disappeared after Solomon’s death. And despite the widespread belief in the greatness of David and his empire, no historical or archaeological evidence has been found to confirm this story.

Were King David and his great empire just a fantasy, a fiction created by biblical scribes? Or was it a real historical story that had been mixed up by the scribes, who relied on different accounts from separate sources, causing the apparent contradictions in his character?
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The Two Davids

THE BIBLICAL ACCOUNT OF DAVID presents him as a figure with many contradictions, which has suggested to modern scholars that his story came from more than one source. According to Israeli biblical scholar Moshe Garsiel, “The studies of the development of the story cycles created the impression that the book of Samuel is a product of the combination of sequential story cycles.”1

That is why twentieth-century biblical scholars have characterized David in two contradictory ways: one, as a pious shepherd who rises to become the king of Israel; the other, as a cunning usurper who murders and schemes his way to a throne that is not rightfully his. The story of David begins with him being chosen by God, anointed by Samuel (1 Samuel 16:13), and hired as a court musician for King Saul (1 Samuel 16:17–23). Later, after David killed Goliath and returned from his successful battle with the Philistines, people loved him and women came from all the towns of Israel dancing and singing: “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his tens of thousands” 
(1 Samuel 18:7; compare with verse 21:12). It was then that King Saul became 
worried of David’s intentions, suspecting that he was trying to usurp the 
throne, and tried to kill him. However, David escaped by going to the 
Philistines, enemies of Israel, and assembled an army with the aim of fighting 
Saul. The conflict ended when both Saul and his son were killed in battle against the Philistines.

It was then that Abner, Saul’s army commander, brought Ishbosheth, Saul’s other son, and made him king of Israel (2 Samuel. 2:8–9). David, at the same time, went to Hebron, where he was anointed as king of Judah, and war between the two kings started (2 Samuel 3:1) Their war came to an end only with the assassination of Ishbosheth, which allowed David to unite Judah and Israel and move to Jerusalem.

Accordingly, various theories have been suggested regarding David’s story as it appears in 1 and 2 Samuel. Julius Wellhausen, the prominent German biblical scholar, believed that the David story had two interwoven parallel sources, which were combined to make up most of the books of Samuel. He argued that the first and earlier main source was more realistic, while the second main source contained additional schematic and theological components.

A second attempt to explain the contradictions in the story of David was presented by the fragments theory. According to this theory, in their first stages, the books of 1 and 2 Samuel were a collection of fragmentary pieces of information, such as oral traditions, local sagas, and archival documents. Moreover, the scribes who put together the final product were primarily interested in David not as a historical figure but as a religious model.

The next stage in examining David’s story came as a result of modern archaeological excavation in the Middle East. Since the mid-nineteenth century, thousands of ancient documents from different sites have been unearthed, providing information about the history, politics, religion, laws, customs, and almost every other aspect of life in the ancient world. At the top of their list, archaeologists excavating Syria and Palestine (ancient Canaan) looked for evidence to support the existence of David’s empire in the tenth century BCE, as described in the Bible. In addition to David’s house in Jerusalem, archaeologists sought artifacts related to Solomon, who is said to have conducted a great deal of building activity both in Jerusalem and in other parts of the empire. But no single piece of evidence has been found anywhere relating to the empire of David and Solomon. Not one goblet, not one brick, has ever been found to indicate that such an empire existed.

Moshe Garsiel comments: “The Land of Israel has been the object of intensive archaeological research since the late nineteenth century. In terms of settlements and archaeological finding in Jerusalem, the Judean Region, and other regions of the country are rather scanty. Some scholars believe that the urban infrastructure for a polity such as the great kingdom and Solomon as depicted in the books of Samuel and Kings was completely lacking.”2

Furthermore, if David and Solomon ruled a large empire during the tenth century BCE, archaeologists could expect to find their names mentioned in the diplomatic correspondence of other nations of the day, such as Egypt and Mesopotamia; yet once again the record is silent.

We would expect that a famous king like David would have left some archaeological remains of his existence, or that he would be mentioned in the records of the ancient countries he conquered. However, no single piece of evidence has come to show that he ever existed; the Bible is our only source of information about David and his empire. The absence of outside evidence has persuaded modern scholars to take a critical stand against the biblical story, and some of them have even denied the existence of King David.

King David and King Solomon in all his splendour, never existed, a 15-year study of archaeological evidence has concluded.

The study—by Professor Thomas Thompson, one of the world’s foremost authorities of biblical archaeology—says that the first 10 books of the Old Testament are almost certainly fiction, written between 500 and 1,500 years after the events they purport to describe.

Thompson’s claims, outlined in a new book, The Early History of the Israelite People, are being taken seriously by scholars. The British Museum’s leading expert on the archaeology of the Holy Land, Jonathan Tubb, said last week: “Professor Thompson may well be right in many of his arguments. His book is a work of tremendous scholarship.”3

As Philip R. Davies, a prominent Welsh scholar, admitted, “I am not the only scholar who suspects that the figure of King David is about as historical as King Arthur.”4

Even otherwise, the story of a tribal chief’s founding of an empire stretching from the Nile to the Euphrates has posed problems for scholars. It does not equate with the fact that he is known to have had an army of just six hundred men. Furthermore, no such empire is known to have been created between the time of Tuthmosis III in the fifteenth century BCE and the second half of the sixth century BCE, when Cyrus of Persia conquered both Mesopotamia and Egypt. Nowadays the main argument among scholars is between those who hold that David was a local chieftain living in Judea south of Jerusalem, whose authority extended only a few miles in any direction, and those who completely deny his existence.

The task of identifying the historical David is complicated by the fact that the Old Testament provides us with two contrasting characters who cannot have been the same person. One is a mighty warrior who has lost his northern borders at the Euphrates and goes out fighting to regain his land. In the process, he recovers a large empire, including the whole land of Canaan down to the Egyptian border, the lands east of the Jordan, and all of the Syrian territory east of the Euphrates. He has a great army with thousands of chariots and horsemen, unlike the other David, who has only six hundred followers.

Nevertheless, the biblical narrative indicates that the original story was related to the tribal David only, and that the account of King David’s empire was added to it in order to exalt him from a tribal chief to a mighty king. To make this contradiction believable, the narrator(s) used an additional account, introducing the story of David’s confrontation with Goliath. Then again, to allow for Solomon to be his successor, the biblical scribe used yet another source, describing the story of David’s passion with a married woman, Bathsheba.
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The Evidence of Archaeology

FOR MORE THAN TWO THOUSAND YEARS, when our knowledge of ancient history was derived only from the Bible, the Qur’an, and classical writers, the story of King David was taken to represent historical reality. During this period, many works of art and literature represented David as a hero who, starting as a young shepherd, became a mighty king, ruling a great empire between the Nile and the Euphrates in the tenth century BCE. With the start of archaeological excavation in the Holy Land in the middle of the nineteenth century, however, the situation changed dramatically, as the information uncovered has given a completely different picture about him.

When we examine David’s story, we realize that in his time the conflict between the Israelites and the Philistines had erupted into continuous fighting. We also realize that while the Israelites, following their Exodus from Egypt, were entering Canaan from the east, the Philistines were arriving from the sea at the Mediterranean coast on the west. Only after establishing themselves in coastal cities did the Philistines decide to extend their domination to the east.


THE ISRAELITES’ ENTRY INTO THE PROMISED LAND

The Old Testament, again, provides us with two contradictory accounts of the arrival of the Israelites in the Promised Land of Canaan. The version that has gained most popular acceptance is that Canaan was conquered by Joshua, Moses’s successor, in a swift military campaign during the latter part of the thirteenth century BCE. On the other hand, according to the book of Judges, the Israelites’ occupation was a fragmentary process involving individual tribes in various local conflicts and taking place over a long period of time. This latter view has been confirmed by modern archaeology.

Following the Exodus, the Israelites first dwelt for a long time in the area of Mount Seir in Edom, stretching between the Dead Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba in the south. Memory of those days can be seen in the Song of Deborah: “When you, 
LORD, went out from Seir, when you marched from the land of Edom, the earth shook, the heavens poured, the clouds poured down water. The mountains quaked before the 
LORD, the One of Sinai, before the LORD, the God of Israel” (Judges 5:4–5).

This indicates that during the second decade of the thirteenth century BCE, the Israelites—evidently still seminomadic—had left Egypt but were located in the area of Mount Seir in Edom, between the south end of the Dead Sea and Elath, at the head of the Gulf of Aqaba. It was only when Egypt had lost control over Canaan in the second half of the twelfth century BCE that the Israelites started to infiltrate the land from Dan (in upper Galilee, near the source of the river Jordan) in the north to Beersheba in the Negev Desert to the south, where archaeological excavation has shown evidence of new settlement during the twelfth century BCE. At that time the Israelites were still living in the ruins of ancient cities or among other Canaanite inhabitants.
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The land of Canaan at the time of the Israelites’ entry into the Holy Land, ca. 1200 BCE




THE ARRIVAL OF THE PHILISTINES

The land of Canaan remained firmly under Egyptian control when Ramses III (ca. 1182–1151 BCE), the second ruler of Egypt’s Twentieth Dynasty, came to the throne. A papyrus found in Thebes—known as the Papyrus Harris and now in the British Museum—relates that at this comparatively late date, Ramses III built a temple of Amun in the land of Canaan, and the “foreigners of Retenu come to it, bearing their tributes before it.” Furthermore, an ivory pen case found at the Canaanite city of Megiddo and belonging to an Egyptian envoy to foreign countries bears the name of Ramses III.1

When the reign of Ramses III came to an end, Egypt lost control over Canaan. The main reason for Egypt’s loss was the mass invasion of Canaan by the “peoples of the sea.” This invasion had begun around 1174 BCE, year 8 of Ramses III (about the same time that, according to Greek tradition, the Trojan War was taking place). The invaders’ story is recorded in the best-preserved inscriptions and reliefs on the walls of Ramses III’s funerary temple in western Thebes. The reliefs depict people who were seeking permanent settlement, with whole families on the move, traveling by oxcart with women, children, and household possessions: “Their confederation consisted of Peleset, Tjekker, Shklesh, Danu and Weshesh, united lands.”2

The invading Peleset are recognized as the Philistines, who later gave their name to the land of Canaan—Palestine. The Hittite empire of Asia Minor, as well as northern Syria, was also swept away by the invaders, and the Hittite capital, Hattushash, was burned to the ground. Although Ramses III was able to defeat the Sea Peoples when they attacked Egypt, archaeological evidence shows that they had been settled in the coastal area of Canaan before the end of his reign in the mid-twelfth century BCE. The archaeological evidence consists of a class of painted Mycenaean pottery that has been found in southwest Canaan, dating from the first half of the twelfth century BCE. Although this pottery follows the long-established Mycenaean Greek tradition in color, shape, and painted motifs, chemical and physical analyses indicate that it was made locally. This suggests that the Sea Peoples’ original homeland was in the Aegean or western Asia Minor, which agrees with the Bible in naming the original homeland of the Philistines as “Caphtor” in Crete (Amos 9:7; Jeremiah 47:4).

According to the British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon:

It was in the second half of the twelfth century BCE that the Philistines really established themselves by building older towns and founding new ones, often no doubt in close association with the Canaanite population they now ruled. Ashdod was remodelled to a new layout and strongly fortified. At Tel Qasile, in the northern suburbs of modern Tel Aviv on the Yarkon river, a new maritime settlement was established. Elsewhere there is a varied archaeological record of urban recession, as at Aphek and Lachish, or of richly equipped cemeteries, as at Azor, where the contemporary settlement remains unknown.3

The story of David starts when the Philistines had already established their city-states in southwestern Canaan and were attempting to expand east toward the Dead Sea and the river Jordan. At the same time the Israelites too were trying to establish themselves in the area. Thus conflict between these two new arrivals became the main preoccupation both of Saul and of the tribal David.




THE CAPTURE OF JERUSALEM

According to the Bible, after the death of Saul, when David became king of the united Israelite tribes, he began his wars outside the land of Israel. His first campaign after becoming sole ruler over the Israelites is described in 2 Samuel:

The king and his men marched to Jerusalem to attack the Jebusites, who lived there. The Jebusites said to David, “You will not get in here.” . . . Nevertheless, David captured the fortress of Zion—which is the City of David. On that day David had said, “Anyone who conquers the Jebusites will have to use the water shaft.” David then took up residence in the fortress and called it the City of David. He built up the area around it, from the terraces inward. . . . Now Hiram king of Tyre sent envoys to David, along with cedar logs and carpenters and stonemasons, and they built a palace for David. (2 Samuel 5:6–11)



The reference to “the king and his men” indicates that it was the ruler and his bodyguard, not his entire army, who were involved. As for the “water shaft” by which they obtained entry to the fortress, this is thought to have been a shaft dug to ensure supplies of water from a spring known as the Gihon—the Christian Virgin Fountain—that lay in the valley some 325 meters below Jerusalem.

Israel Finkelstein, professor of archaeology at Tel Aviv University, gives an account of modern excavation work in Jerusalem:

As archaeological research in Jerusalem continued and expanded, it became clear that the best location for finding archaeological remains from the time of David and Solomon was not on the Temple Mount or among the close-packed buildings within the walled Ottoman city, but on a narrow, steep ridge that extended South of the Temple Mount, beyond the walls. This area was identified as . . . the “Ophel,” or the “City of David” mentioned repeatedly in the biblical text. Indeed, this is the tell, or ancient mound, containing layers of accumulation and structures from Bronze and Iron Age Jerusalem. This ridge became the scene of large-scale excavations throughout the twentieth century.

The ancient remains uncovered here have always been quite fragmentary. Each of the major excavators in this part of Jerusalem . . . argued that because of the steepness of the slope and destructive force of continuous erosion, the full extent of the Davidic city had been lost. Still, here and there among the various excavation areas, they found deposits of pottery or isolated architectural elements that they connected to the time of David, in the tenth century BCE However, these claims were based on a kind of circular reasoning. Beginning with the assumption that the biblical narratives were reliable historical sources, the researchers identified these ruins as features mentioned in the Bible. And they used the hypothetical identifications as archaeological “proof” that the biblical descriptions were true.4

Finkelstein’s conclusion is supported by archaeologist Philip R. Davies: “Jerusalem, and despite extensive excavation, had not yield [sic] the kind of evidence that would suggest the capital of a powerful kingdom at this time. There is plenty of pottery from earlier and later periods, but not much for Iron I or IIa.”5 (Iron Age I and IIa correspond to 1200–700 BCE.)

The Bible tells us that Hiram, king of Tyre, sent his men to David in Jerusalem to build him a house. Although modern archaeologists have tried their best to find David’s house in Jerusalem, they have found no indication of it. It is true that in 2005 Eilat Mazar, an Israeli archaeologist, announced that she had unearthed David’s palace. She identified it as a large stone structure south of the Old City of Jerusalem, which she dated to his time in the tenth century BCE.

However, “a senior Israeli archaeologist rejected Mazar’s claim: ‘She knew what she was doing,’ says fellow archaeologist David Ilan of the Hebrew Union College. ‘She waded into the fray purposefully, wanting to make a statement.’ Ilan himself doubts that Mazar has found King David’s palace. ‘My gut tells me this is an eighth- or ninth-century building,’ he says, constructed a hundred years or more after Solomon died in 930 BCE.”6

Critics also question Mazar’s motives. Robert Draper writes in National 
Geographic magazine:

They note that her excavation work was underwritten by two organizations—the City of David Foundation and the Shalem Center, [both organizations that are] dedicated to the assertion of Israel’s territorial rights. And they scoff at Mazar’s allegiance to the antiquated methods of her archaeological forebears, such as her grandfather, who unapologetically worked with a trowel in one hand and a Bible in the other.

The once common practice of using the Bible as an archaeological guide has been widely contested as an unscientific case of circular reasoning—and with particular relish by Tel Aviv University’s contrarian-in-residence Israel Finkelstein, who has made a career out of merrily demolishing such assumptions. He . . . says that the weight of archaeological evidence in and around Israel suggests that the dates posited by biblical scholars are a century off. The “Solomonic” buildings excavated by biblical archaeologists over the past several decades at Hazor, Gezer, and Megiddo were not constructed in David and Solomon’s time. . . .

During David’s time, as Finkelstein casts it, Jerusalem was little more than a “hill-county village,” David himself a ragged upstart akin to Pancho Villa, and his legion of followers more like “500 people with sticks in their hands shouting and cursing and spitting—not the stuff of great armies of chariots described in the text.”7




WARS OF EMPIRE

According to the biblical account, David, having established his residence in Jerusalem, went out to conquer the rest of Canaan, including the Philistine cities. We are told that as soon as the Philistines heard of David’s appointment as king of Israel, they set out to do battle with him and “spread out in the valley of Rephaim” to the northwest of Bethlehem. This resulted in two encounters, in the second of which David “struck down the Philistines all the way from Gibeon to Gezer,” one of the coastal cities north of Ashdod (2 Samuel 5:18–25).

Following this victory, David is reported to have conquered Moab on the east side of the Dead Sea (2 Samuel 8:2) and Zobah in northern Syria (2 Samuel 8:3), and to have “gat him a name” (erected a stele) by the Euphrates, in southern Asia Minor. He also put garrisons in Damascus and conquered Edom in south Canaan (2 Samuel 8:13), bordering the Egyptian Sinai, as well as defeated the Ammonites and conquered their city, Rabbah (modern Amman in Jordan; 2 Samuel 11:1).

After excavating Jerusalem, scholarly attention shifted to the sites of three important ancient cities—Megiddo, Hazor, and Gezer—that are specifically mentioned in the Bible in connection with King Solomon’s ambitious building activities (1 Kings 9:15).

Megiddo, also known as Tell el-Mutesellim, was the first of these three cities to become the scene of intensive archaeological excavations. It commanded the “Way of the Sea,” which branched off the main coastal “Way of the Land” of the Philistines, which started at Zarw, the border city of Egypt in northern Sinai, and led to upper Galilee and northern Syria. Its strategic situation made it important for both trade and military purposes. Megiddo is said to have been destroyed by the Israelites and rebuilt by Solomon.

Since the start of the last century, the excavations carried out at Megiddo at various times have been the most extensive in Palestine’s history. In the 1920s, in the course of excavations by the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, remains were found that were identified as representing the time of Solomon. Later, Yigael Yadin, the Israeli archaeologist and military general, confirmed that Megiddo was the Canaanite city burned by King David.

Nevertheless, Philip R. Davies concluded that “the cause of the burning of this city (Megiddo) must be attributed to something or someone else (other than David). The other major candidate is the Egyptian pharaoh Sheshonq, whom 1 Kings 11:40 dates to the reign of Solomon. Sheshonq left a stele in Egypt on which he claimed to have conquered 180 places in Palestine, and . . . 1 Kings 14:25 says that he did come against the city, and the traditional view therefore concluded that Sheshonq brought an end to Solomon’s empire.”8

Davies’s conclusion is supported by the Bible, which says that Pharaoh Shishak (Sheshonq) campaigned in Israel and Judah right after the death of King Solomon; furthermore, Solomon’s city at Megiddo was destroyed in an intense conflagration, and a stele of Sheshonq was found at the site. From that point on, the entire construct of the history and material culture of the Solomonic state rested on these finds.

Hazor, the second city in the list, is the largest ancient mound in Israel, located north of the Sea of Galilee, with layers of occupation stretching back to the Early Bronze Age. Gezer, the third city mentioned, is a large site strategically located in the Valley of Aijalon, guarding the road from the coast to Jerusalem. Archaeological evidence shows that Hazor, Gezer, and the other Canaanite cities were not destroyed by the Israelites in the tenth century BCE but had been destroyed two centuries earlier by the Philistines. The destruction of these cities “occurred at the same time as the destruction of Hazor and other Syrian and Canaanite cities by the Philistines, the ‘people of the Sea.’”9

Rabbah, present-day Amman, is the capital of the Hashemite kingdom of Jordan. Excavation work there after the Second World War revealed remains including a temple and the residue of an ancient wall dating from the ninth century BCE, a century later than the time of David. Most of the other buildings and tombs unearthed belonged to the period between the ninth century BCE and Roman times. Therefore archaeology has not offered any evidence to justify the biblical claim that David conquered Rabbah in the first half of the tenth century BCE. No walls dating from this period have been found, and it would seem to have been a minor settlement then.

As for Zobah, it has been identified as Qadesh, once a northern Syrian stronghold on the river Orontes. The archaeological evidence here again shows no evidence of destruction at the time of David. Moreover, the city was unfortified—thus not needing a siege to subdue it—in the first half of the tenth century BCE.

The result of excavation work in the sites mentioned in the Bible as being conquered by David showed no evidence to support this account. Philip Davies writes, “Neither David nor Solomon exists outside the biblical texts, and it is not at all clear that without the literary portrait any archaeologist would be able to infer such figures. That a single kingdom in central Palestine can be inferred at this time is unlikely, and the existence of a kingdom of the biblical dimensions is definitely out of the question.”10

Modern excavation work has challenged the historical reliability of the Bible. In recent years, scholars have been locked in a battle over the historicity of the biblical account of David in the Bible. The debate started in the 1990s, when Finkelstein challenged the traditional idea of a great United Monarchy of Israel, established in the course of the military exploits of King David and stabilized in the days of his son Solomon, who ruled a glamorous, rich, and prosperous state.

But can we believe that the biblical narrators simply invented King David and his empire without having any ancient source to rely on? Or could they have had information about a historical king who did establish the empire between the Nile and Euphrates that they could have used as a model for David?
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