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Introduction

HERSHEL SHANKS

This is a unique history of ancient Israel. Obviously, there are many other
histories of ancient Israel, some of them recent, but none like this one.
These are the features that make this one unique:

® It is short. The text itself—from Abraham to the Roman destruction
of the Temple—is only 235 pages, including pictures, charts and maps.
® The scholarship is absolutely first rate. This is because each of its eight
chapters has been written by a world-famous scholar treating his specialty.
® This history reflects the most recent developments and the latest
archaeological discoveries. While thinking about producing this book, 1
asked experts in the field to name a first-rate short history of ancient
Israel, and they invariably came up with something 25 or 30 years old
and therefore necessarily out-of-date.

® This book is intended for people of all faiths—and for skeptics, too.
It reflects no particular religious commitments—nor is it anti-religious.
The authors include Protestants, Catholics and Jews. They live in Israel,
France and the United States.

® This history of ancient Israel spans the centuries from her patriarchal
beginnings to 70 A.D., when the Romans burned Jerusalem and destroyed
the Temple. Almost all other histories of ancient Israel either begin later
(for example, with the settlement period) or end earlier (for example,
with the return to Jerusalem of the Babylonian exiles). By contrast, here
the reader will face the full impact of an unparalleled historical sweep.
® This text is highly readable—written to be understood, as we say at
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the Biblical Archaeology Society. It has been carefully edited, so that the
words of the text are an enticement, not an obstacle. All arcane
academese has been purged. I must add that the eminent scholars who
wrote the text have been most cooperative during the sometimes arduous
editing process; their aim, like the editor’s, has been maximum clarity
and maximum readability consistent with accuracy.

® Although it is short and readable, the text is fully annotated, so that
the interested student has the references with which to explore in greater
detail any matter of particular interest. Moreover, despite the brevity of
the text, we have tried to give the evidence, or at least examples of the
evidence, that lies behind the historical judgments. We hope we have
avoided the unsupported assertion: “Trust me; [ know the answer.” There
is enough evidence here to let the reader make his or her own judgment.
® Finally, the text is festooned with beautiful pictures—many of them
in full color—that enhance and illuminate the text.

For these reasons, [ believe this is the best book available for all those
who are taking their first serious look at the history of ancient Israel—
religious school students, college students, seminary students, adult study
groups and the intellectually curious of all ages. This book also provides
a short, but comprehensive and up-to-date refresher course for those who
have been here before.

There are many ways to use this book—as many ways as there are
teachers, students and interested readers. But for all, I would suggest an
initial quick-through reading. Read it like a novel from beginning to end.
If you begin to bog down in too many details for this kind of reading,
then skip—but keep going.

It is important to get the sweep of things, the big picture. This is a
remarkable story, an immensely moving passage through time—about
2,000 years of it, ending nearly 2,000 years ago. I don’t mean to suggest
that reading this book is like attending a Cecil B. DeMille saga. This
is a serious study. But beneath the details is a panorama of historical
movement that is spiritually elevating as well as intellectually stimulating.
No reader should miss this scope.

Moreover, a quick reading should make the reader comfortable with
the overarching structure of ancient Israel’s history. The major segments
in that history—patriarchal wanderings, the Egyptian sojourn and the
Exodus, the settlement of Canaan in the time of the Judges, the institution
and development of the monarchy under Saul, David and Solomon, the
split-up of the kingdom, the destruction of the northern kingdom by the
Assyrians, the destruction of Solomon’s Temple and the southern
kingdom by the Babylonians, exile in Babylonia and Egypt, the return
to the land, the rise of a new Jewish state under the Maccabees, the
Hellenization of the Jewish world, the tensions of Roman domination in
the Herodian period and, finally, the burning of Jerusalem and
destruction of the Second Temple that effectively ended the Jewish revolt
against Rome—will be firmly fixed in mind. Then details can be filled
in on a slower, more intensive second reading,
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A word of explanation may be appropriate to explain why we begin
and end where we do. Why we begin with Abraham is simple. According
to the Bible, he was the first Hebrew. The first 11 chapters of Genesis,
before the introduction of Abraham, are referred to as the Primeval
History. They do not purport to cover Israelite history.

Moreover, the first 11 chapters of the Bible, in the judgment of modern
critical scholars, are mythic, not historic. This does not diminish the
power or meaning of these stories, but it does mean that from a factual
viewpoint we must approach them differently. Of course, this judgment
sometimes collides with the religious faith of people who are committed
to the literal truth of Scripture. This issue, however, need not detain us
here because even in the Bible’s own terms, the history of Israel begins
only with Abraham, the first Hebrew.

For many scholars, the more difficult question will be why we begin
so early, rather than so late—with the patriarchs rather than, say, with
the Israelite settlement in Canaan. Some scholars will question whether
there is any discoverable history in the Bible’s stories about the patriarchs
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. There is obviously a historiographic problem
here, to which we shall return. Suffice it to say at this point that the
fact that the Bible recites the stories of the patriarchs as the earliest
chapters of Israelite history is enough to require a consideration of the
extent to which, if at all, these stories reflect or contain history of one
sort or another. We are not, a priori, committed to an answer, but we
are committed to asking the question.

At the other end of the time continuum, many scholars will question
our decision to end with the Roman destruction of the Temple in 70
A.D. In discussing this project with scholars, I was told several times that
it would be more appropriate to continue the story to 135 AD., when
the Romans finally suppressed the second Jewish Revolt, the so-called
Bar-Kokhba Revolt.

There is substance to this contention. I nevertheless rejected it for
several reasons. First, any cut-off is to some extent arbitrary. The world
always goes on, or at least it has until now. And past events always
influence the future. Second, the final destruction of the Jewish Temple
in Jerusalem in 70 AD. was such a cataclysmic event that it can lay
claim to marking a historic termination and a new beginning. Third, the
book was already long enough, especially as a short history. Fourth, and
perhaps decisive, we hope to produce a subsequent volume tracing the
parallel developments of Christianity and Judaism during the early
centuries of the Common Era; in that book, we will cover the events
both leading up to and following the Bar-Kokhba revolt.

I have mentioned the sweep of the story and the overarching structure
of the historical development. The reader will also notice another
development as the story moves along. This development relates to the
nature and reliability of the sources from which this history is constructed.

Let us consider the kinds of sources on which the recovery of our
history depends. From the patriarchal period through the Exile (chapters
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I through VI), the primary source is the Bible. The biblical account is
supplemented by what we loosely call archaeological discoveries. (They
may or may not have been recovered in a scientifically controlled
excavation.) These archaeological artifacts are of two kinds—the “word”
kind and the “non-word” kind. The “word” kind includes inscriptions
and texts. The “non-word” kind includes anything from a pollen sample,
to a pottery sherd, to the wall of an ancient palace. In addition to the
Bible and archaeological discoveries, we occasionally have a late copy
of an earlier book whose author refers to or makes use of ancient sources
now lost. But this last category is relatively rare.

The reader will notice that archaeological discoveries are more helpful
in uncovering the past as we move down the time line. They are least
helpful and least specific in the patriarchal period. Gradually they
become more helpful and more specific.

There is another kind of development—a development on the
continuum of reliability. We are least sure of what happened in the
patriarchal period. Gradually, we become more confident of the history
we are recounting as time moves on. Where we are least sure of what
happened, we are most reliant on the biblical text. This might be thought
to lead to the conclusion that archaeological discoveries are what really
give reliability to the biblical text. But this is not true. As between the
biblical text and archaeological discoveries, the biblical text is
overwhelmingly more important than the archaeological discoveries. We
would pretty much know what happened from the biblical text even
without the archaeological discoveries. The reverse is not at all true.

Why then is the early history of ancient Israel less reliable than the
later history? The answer relates not to the illumination archaeology
provides but to the nature of the biblical text. The traditional, etiological
stories of the patriarchal period present far different historiographic
problems than the account of, for example, the Divided Kingdom, which
the biblical writers took largely from royal annals.

As a result, the reader will notice another kind of development. In
the early chapters of this book, the authors devote major attention to
the reliability of the biblical account and to the ways they can penetrate
the text to discover what in fact happened. In the earlier periods, we
are more concerned with how to deal with the biblical text than with
how to interpret the history recounted. Gradually, the emphasis shifts.
By the time we reach the Divided Kingdom, we can pretty much rely
on the facts given in the Bible, and the historian’s task is chiefly to
present and interpret those facts to create a modern history. By contrast,
in the patriarchal age we confront a basic question of biblical historicity:
Were the patriarchs real people who lived at a particular time in history?

In the period of the Egyptian sojourn and the Exodus, we are still
at an early time when we must ask whether there was an Egyptian
enslavement and an Exodus, but it seems relatively clear that something
like that in fact occurred. We are more concerned with placing events
in a particular period and with assessing the reliability of details.
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By the time we reach the period of the settlement and the Judges,
we are on firm, datable historical ground. But here we are faced with
a fundamental question. Did the Israelites possess the land by military
conquest, by peaceful infiltration into uninhabited areas, or was there
perhaps an internal revolt of the underclass that led to Israel’s emergence
in Canaan? This is obviously a different kind of historiographic problem
than the authors of the previous chapters were required to face.

In the period of the United Kingdom, the question of factual historicity
begins to fade into the background. The major historical problem is to
redress the biases reflected in the text, so that we can arrive at a more
objective history of the period.

When we deal with the period of the Divided Kingdom, and the
Babylonian Exile and return, less attention is paid to historiography or
the question of reliability, although these questions never disappear.

For the history recounted in the last two chapters of the book, dealing
with the Hasmonean period and Roman rule, only a few late books of
the Bible are relevant. Equally, if not more important, is a host of classical
authors, especially the first-century Jewish historian Josephus. So-called
intertestamental texts, pseudepigrapha and apocrypha, such as
Maccabees, as well as later rabbinic writings and the New Testament also
provide evidence. The amount of archaeological materials that shed light
on this period is enormous. Pride of place, of course, goes to the famous
Dead Sea Scrolls, many of which are only now becoming available to
scholars. But scholars must also absorb a host of other religious and non-
religious texts, as well as archaeological artifacts ranging from buildings
to coins.

Another contrast: In the earlier period described in this book the
relevant evidence is sparse, and we must squeeze it in a dozen different
ways to get what we reliably can from it. In the later periods, on the
other hand, the amount of evidence is truly overwhelming, beyond the
capacity of any human being to command. Here the task is to find
meaningful strands, overarching trends in a sea of material.

The differences in the various chapters of the book reflect the
differences outlined above—in the nature and reliability of the sources;
in the historiographic problems; in the light archaeology sheds on the
particular period and in the sheer quantity of material that must be taken
into account. The result is a fascinating variety. Reading this story will
be a richer experience if these differences are kept in mind.

Ancient Israel was, in the end, defeated; but it was not destroyed. It
survived. And it continued to shape the world, as the Bible says, “to this
day.” To understand this history is to discern why its influence endured.
And only in terms of this history can we truly appreciate the scriptural
treasures it left us. It is a history that is at once intellectually penetrating
and spiritually uplifting. Now, in the words attributed to the great first-
century sage Hillel, “Go and study!”

June 1988, Washington, D.C. Hershel Shanks
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