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Abstract 
 

The judges were the pre-monarchic rulers in Israel. Dating the events of that era, 
though, is difficult. This is because the periods of oppression and rulership in the 
book of Judges, when added together, exceed the chronological space available by 
several decades. That space falls within the longer period of 1 Kings 6:1, which 
states that Solomon’s temple was founded in the 480th year after the Exodus.  
 
Because the time periods do not fit consecutively, those who accept the historical 
accuracy of both 1 Kings 6:1 and the judges era data conclude that overlapping 
oppressions and / or rulerships occurred. However, no consensus exists on which 
oppressors / rulers overlapped and by how much. A chronology of the era is there-
fore considered by many to be unattainable.  
 
This study proposes a solution based on two guiding principles. First, the six cycles 
of oppression and deliverance that characterize the era follow consecutively without 
significant gaps (each cycle heroes a “major judge”). Second, the other leaders in 
those six cycles (the “minor judges,” Abimelech, Eli, and Samuel) all ruled during 
periods of oppression.  
 
The six cycles therefore fix the chronology of the era. 
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General Abbreviations 
 
BC  ................  Before Christ (same as BCE : Before Common Era) 
ca.  ................  circa, approximately 
cf.  ................  confer, compare 
Ch(s).  ................  Chapter(s) 
ed(s).  ................  editor(s) / edition 
e.g.  ................  exempli gratia, for example 
esp.  ................  especially 
et al.  ................  et alii, and others 
etc.  ................  et cetera, and other similar things / and so forth 
fn.  ................  footnote 
ibid.  ................  ibidem, in the same textual reference 
i.e.  ................  id est, that is 
p(p).  ................  page(s) 
v(v).  ................  verse(s) 
vol(s).  ................  volumes(s) 
vs.  ................  versus 
 
 

Bible Translations 
 
KJV  ....................  King James Version  
LITV  ...................  Literal Translation of the Bible 
NIV  ....................  New International Version 
YLT  ....................  Young’s Literal Translation 
 
 

Bibliographical Abbreviations 
 
AASOR  ............  Annual of the American Schools of Oriental Research 
AOAT ................  Alter Orient und Altes Testament  
AUSS  .................  Andrews University Seminary Studies 
BA  .....................  Biblical Archaeologist 
BAR  ...................  Biblical Archaeology Review 
BASOR  ..............  Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 
BETS  .................  Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 
Bib Sac  ..............  Bibliotheca Sacra 
BJRL  .................  Bulletin of the John Rylands Library  
CBQ  ..................  Catholic Biblical Quarterly  
CSMS–J  ............  The Canadian Society for Mesopotamian Studies – Journal 
EA  .....................  El-Amarna (designates an Amarna Letter, e.g. EA 227)  
HUCA  ...............  Hebrew Union College Annual 
IEJ .....................  Israel Exploration Journal 
JACF  .................  Journal of the Ancient Chronology Forum 
JAOS  .................  Journal of the American Oriental Society 
JARCE  ..............  Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt 
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JBL  ....................  Journal of Biblical Literature  
JBQ  ...................  Jewish Bible Quarterly 
JEH  ...................  Journal of Egyptian History 
JETS  ..................  Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society  
JMA ...................  Journal of Mediterranean Archaeology 
JNES  .................  Journal of Near Eastern Studies  
JSOT  .................  Journal for the Study of the Old Testament  
JSOTSup  ...........  Journal for the Study of the Old Testament: Supplement Series  
NEASB ...............  Near East Archaeological Society Bulletin 
OTE  ..................  Old Testament Essays 
SAOC  ...............  Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilization 
TMSJ  .................  The Master’s Seminary Journal 
TynBul  ..............  Tyndale Bulletin 
VT  .....................  Vetus Testamentum  
VTSup  ..............  Vetus Testamentum, Supplements 
 
 

Reference Works 
 
ABD  ..................  David N. Freedman, ed. The Anchor Bible Dictionary. 6 vols. New York: 

Doubleday, 1992. 
 
COS  ..................  William W. Hallo and K. Lawson Younger Jr., eds. The Context of Scrip-

ture. 3 vols. Leiden: Brill, 2003.  
 
NIDOTTE  .........  Willem A. VanGemeren, ed. New International Dictionary of Old Testa-

ment Theology and Exegesis. 5 vols. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997. 
 
 

Notes 
 
• Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotes are from the King James Version (KJV). This 

study treats the KJV as a reliable historical source, except for isolated cases where the text 
is disrupted (e.g. 1 Sam 13:1) or shows evidence of mistranslation (e.g. Acts 13:20).  

 
• I refer in this study to my book Redating the Hebrew Kings, hereafter Kolberg 2010. It 

can be downloaded from www.academia.edu/35405380/Redating_the_Hebrew_Kings. 
 
• Because this study centers on chronology, I do not discuss the judges’ accounts in close 

detail. Enough of their stories are told, however, to appreciate their impact on the era.  
 
• In quotes from other sources, insertions in square brackets are mine, to aid understanding.  

 
 

http://www.academia.edu/35405380/Redating_the_Hebrew_Kings
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Era of the Judges 
 
The judges were the pre-monarchic rulers of Israel in Canaan. Traditionally, the “judges era” 
spans the time from Joshua’s death to Saul becoming king under the judgeship of Samuel. For 
purposes of this study, though, I define the judges era as the time from Israel’s first episode of 
oppression (under Cushan-Rishathaim) to Saul becoming king.  
 
Israel’s judges were tribal rulers who engaged in one or more of the following activities: 
defeat or weaken an oppressor, defend their area of rule, preserve the peace, administer justice 
(e.g. arbitrate disputes), promote faithfulness to the Lord. Their number included warriors, 
prophets, unlikely heroes, and wealthy men.  
 
The judges appear in two books: Judges and 1 Samuel. The rulers named in them are: 

 
JUDGES 1 SAMUEL 

Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah, 
Gideon, Abimelech, Tola, Jair, Jephthah, 
Ibzan, Elon, Abdon, and Samson. 

Eli, Samuel, and Samuel’s two sons, Joel 
and Abiah (who ruled concurrently with 
Samuel).  

 

Of the 17 people named in the two books, I treat only 13 as judges. The four whom I discount 
are Abimelech (an oppressor), Eli (who “judged” in his role as high priest), and Samuel’s errant 
sons, Joel and Abiah.  
 
By convention, the judges divide into two groups: major and minor. There are six major judges 
in the book of Judges: Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson. To those six, 
I add Samuel, whom I consider to be a major judge. The six minor judges are Shamgar, Tola, 
Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon.  
 
The book of Judges divides into three sections: 
 

1. a double introduction that comprises the prologue (1:1–2:5 & 2:6–3:6) 
2. the main section characterized by cycles of oppression and deliverance (3:7–16:31) 
3. a double conclusion that comprises the epilogue (17.1–18:31 & 19:1–21:25)  

 
 

 
A Chronology Problem 
 
The judges era lies within an important time-bridge in the Bible, recorded in 1 Kings 6:1: 
 

And it came to pass in the four hundred and eightieth year after the children of Israel were 
come out of the land of Egypt, in the fourth year of Solomon’s reign over Israel, in the month 
Zif, which is the second month, that he began to build the house of the LORD. 
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This verse states that Solomon began to build the temple in his fourth year, which was the 
480th year after the Exodus. During this elapsed interval of 479 years (“480th” is an ordinal 
not cardinal number1), the following events occurred: 
 
• the Exodus from Egypt 
• Israel’s 40-year wilderness sojourn (Num 14:33–34) 

 
• entrance into Canaan under Joshua, and subsequent conquest wars 
• division of the land in the seventh year2 
• the Israelites serve the Lord all the days of Joshua who dies at 110 
• Joshua’s generation passes away 
• a new generation arises who neglects the Lord 

In my opinion, 
all these events 
need at least 30 
years in which to 
take place.  

 
• the judges era begins with Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppression; it ends with Saul as king  
• Saul rules for 40 years (Acts 13:21) 
• David succeeds Saul and rules for 40 years (2 Sam 5:4; 1 Kgs 2:11) 
• Solomon succeeds David, and the temple foundation is laid in his fourth year (I Kgs 6:1) 

 
Knowing this outline for the 479 years, we can roughly estimate the duration of the judges era. 
From 479 years, we subtract: 
 
• Israel’s 40-year wilderness sojourn after the Exodus from Egypt 
• Israel spends at least 30 years in Canaan before the judges era begins 
• Saul is made king and rules for 40 years 
• David succeeds Saul and rules for 40 years 
• Solomon succeeds David, and the temple foundation is laid in his fourth year  

 
These events total 154 years, which means the judges era lasted roughly 325 years (= 479 – 
154). I emphasize this is an estimate. I will be more precise with figures as the study unfolds 
(my total for the judges era is 312 years3).  
 
How does the estimate of ca. 325 years compare with the data in the book of Judges? As shown 
below, when we add all the time notices of oppression and rulership in Judges, the total comes 

                                                 
1 On this commonly misunderstood point, see Young 2003 (602). A related issue in this study is the 

use of both exclusive and inclusive counting of years. To illustrate the difference, consider Jephthah’s 
time notice of 300 years (Judg 11:26), which I consider to be an exact figure, not a rounded estimate. 
It can be viewed in one of two ways: (1) counting years exclusively it spans 300 years, from Year 1 to 
Year 301; or (2) counting years inclusively it spans 299 years, from Year 1 to Year 300.  

2 Joshua 14:7–13 reports that Caleb was 85 years old when the land was divided, which was 45 
years after he went out from Kadesh-Barnea in the Desert of Paran to explore Canaan. Since Canaan 
was explored in the second year after the Exodus (Num 10:11; 13:2; cf. Deut 2:14; 1:3), its conquest 
and division occurred in the 47th year after the Exodus. This was the seventh year of Israel’s occupation 
of the land. The conquest therefore occurred over an elapsed interval of six years, from Year 1 to 
Year 7 (the land was divided soon after its conquest in Year 7). 

3 The figures disagree (325 vs. 312 years) because three variables have been ignored at this early 
stage: (1) the actual length of time that Israel spent in Canaan before Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppression; 
(2) the method of counting regnal years for Saul, David, and Solomon; (3) the duration of the coregency 
between David and Solomon.  
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to 390 years. (I have excluded Samson’s 20-year term because he ruled during the 40-year 
Philistine oppression – Judg 15:20.) 
 

Judg 3:8 ....... Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel ................................... 8 years 
3:11 ............. Land rests after deliverance by Othniel ............................... 40 years 
3:14 ............. Moab oppresses Israel .......................................................... 18 years 
3:30 ............. Land rests after deliverance by Ehud ................................... 80 years 
4:3 ............... Jabin and Sisera oppress Israel ............................................ 20 years 
5:31 ............. Land rests after deliverance by Deborah and Barak ............ 40 years 
6:1 ............... Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel ................... 7 years 
8:28 ............. Land rests after deliverance by Gideon................................ 40 years 
9:22 ............. Abimelech rules as king ....................................................... 3 years 
10:2 ............. Tola judges........................................................................... 23 years 
10:3 ............. Jair judges ............................................................................ 22 years 
10:7–8 ......... Philistines and Ammonites oppress Israel ........................... 18 years 
12:7 ............. Jephthah judges after defeating the Ammonites .................. 6 years 
12:9 ............. Ibzan judges ......................................................................... 7 years 
12:11 ........... Elon judges .......................................................................... 10 years 
12:14 ........... Abdon judges ....................................................................... 8 years 
13:1 ............. Philistines oppress Israel ...................................................... 40 years 
__________________________________________________________________ 

  390 years 
 

This total of 390 years, plus the time from the end of the Philistine oppression to the accession 
of Saul, is at least 65 years longer than our estimate of 325 years for the era. Clearly, the time 
notices in Judges are not all consecutive. Most scholars therefore accept overlapping rulerships 
and / or oppressions.  
 
Unfortunately, no consensus exists on which rulers / oppressors overlapped and by how much. 
While many consider the problem unsolvable, I propose that the chronology of the era is 
fixed by its six oppression-deliverance cycles. Chapter 2 elaborates.  
  

 
 
Outline of the Study 
 
The period from Israel entering Canaan to Saul becoming king can be divided, for convenience, 
into three blocks of time (Blocks B + C is the duration of the judges era): 
 
 

Block A Block B Block C 

From Israel’s entry into 
Canaan to the start of 
Cushan-Rishathaim’s 
oppression (Judg 3:7–8).  

From Cushan-Rishathaim to 
Samuel ending the Philistine 
oppression (1 Sam 7:7–13). 

From the end of the 
Philistine oppression to 
Saul being made king 
(1 Sam 11:15).  
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The study proceeds as follows: 
 
• The sequencing of oppressions and rulerships in Block B is the core of the chronology 

problem. I propose that the six cycles of the era delineate Block B, and that it lasted 306 
years, from Year 1 to Year 307. This is developed in Chapters 2 to 10.  

 
• Chapter 11 discusses the origin of the Philistines. Chapter 12 reviews the dramatic 

“collapse of civilizations” that began in the 12th century BC. It affected great swaths of 
territory, from Greece to Babylonia. The effect on Israel of this pivotal event is discussed.  

 
• Chapters 13 to 15 elaborate, respectively, on the timelines of Samson, Eli, and Samuel. 

Because the Bible does not disclose the chronological relationship between these three 
rulers, opinions differ on the matter.  

 
• We do not know the start and end dates of Block B. In Chapter 16, I use Jephthah’s time 

notice of 300 years in Judges 11:26 to date them. Subtracting the start date of Block B 
from that of Block A (Israel’s entry into Canaan) shows that Block A lasted 44 years.  

 
• We do not know how long Block C lasted. Something less than ten years is likely, given 

the peoples’ strong desire for a king. To determine that figure, one must work back from 
Solomon to date the reign of Saul. In Chapter 17, I propose Block C lasted six years.  

 
• Chapter 18 shows the main dates from the Exodus to Solomon’s fourth year. Two calen-

dars are offered based on different datums. Dates in Calendar 1 are based on Solomon’s 
death in 942 BC (Chapter 17 refers). Dates in Calendar 2 are based on the conventional 
date of 931 BC for Solomon’s death. Except where noted, absolute dates in this study 
follow the Calendar 1 chronology. (Calendar 2 dates are all eleven years later than those 
in Calendar 1.) 

 
• The last three chapters examine key issues related to the judges era. Chapter 19 discusses 

Jephthah’s interval of 300 years in Judges 11:26. Chapter 20 reviews Paul’s interval of 
450 years in Acts 13:20. Chapter 21 ties the “Merneptah Stela,” a stone slab inscription 
from Egypt that mentions Israel, to our chronology.  

 
The study has five appendices: 
 
• Appendix A supplements Chapter 3. It discusses the history of the “forgotten kingdom” 

of Mittani, which was based in northern Mesopotamia. As Chapter 3 concludes, Israel’s 
first oppressor during the judges era, Cushan-Rishathaim, was a Mittanian king.  

 
• Appendix B supplements Chapter 5. It discusses the history of Hazor, especially during 

the Late Bronze Age when it was burned by the Israelites on two separate occasions.  
 
• Appendix C supplements Chapter 17. It examines the likelihood of a coregency between 

Ahaz and Hezekiah. This is one of a handful of solutions offered to harmonize the 
Assyrian record with the Bible for Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah (2 Kgs 18:13).  

 
• Appendix D supplements Chapter 21. It reviews the war reliefs of Merneptah in the 

Karnak Temple Complex in Egypt. Are the Israelites depicted in one of those reliefs? 
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• Appendix E shows the chronology of the judges era in a graphical, vertical line depiction. 
Two calendars are offered. Calendar 1 is based on Solomon’s death in 942 BC, while 
Calendar 2 is based on his death in 931 BC. 

 
 

 
Egyptian Chronology 
 
For the reigns of Egyptian kings in this study, I use the dates below proposed by David Aston 
(2012/13: 307). Of the two schemes he presents, high and ultra-high, I have chosen the ultra-
high option.4 This option has higher dates only for the first three kings in the list. The 
remaining kings have the same dates in both option tables.  
 
 

EIGHTEENTH DYNASTY 
Thutmose III 1504–1451 BC 
Amenhotep II 1453–1420 BC 
Thutmose IV 1420–1382 BC 
Amenhotep III 1382–1344 BC 
Amenhotep IV (= Akhenaten) 1344–1328 BC 
Smenkhare / Neferneferuaten 1329–1326 BC 
Ankhetkheperure 1326–1325 BC 
Tutankhamun 1325–1316 BC 
Aye 1316–1313 BC 
Horemheb 1313–1299 BC 
NINETEENTH DYNASTY 
Ramesses I 1299–1298 BC 
Seti I 1298–1290 BC 
Ramesses II 1290–1224 BC 

  
 
Outside this table, kings after Ramesses II are dated from the UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptol-
ogy “Preferred Chronology” link (https://uee.cdh.ucla.edu/chronology/), as at 2019. For kings 
before Thutmose III, I use the dates in Merrill et al. 2011 (25).  

                                                 
4 Aston’s ultra-high date of 1504 BC for the accession of Thutmose III is the highest (i.e. earliest) 

accepted date in conventional Egyptology. It is one of a handful of possible accession years drawn 
from analysis of two new moon observations made during his reign (Huber 2011: 191–95; see also 
Parker 1957). While dates higher than 1504 BC can be presented, they are considered to be historically 
unlikely. Nevertheless, future evidence may emerge supporting a date higher than 1504 BC for Thut-
mose III’s accession.  

https://uee.cdh.ucla.edu/chronology/
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Chapter 2 – Six Cycles of Oppression and 
Deliverance 

Judges 3:7–16:31 reports the exploits of Israel’s judges. They occur in cycles, as described in 
the book’s introduction: 
 
And the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the LORD . . . and followed other gods, of 
the gods of the people that were round about them, and bowed themselves unto them, and 
provoked the LORD to anger . . . Whithersoever they went out, the hand of the LORD was 
against them for evil, as the LORD had said, and as the LORD had sworn unto them: and they 
were greatly distressed. Nevertheless the LORD raised up judges, which delivered them out of 
the hand of those that spoiled them . . . And when the LORD raised them up judges, then the 
LORD was with the judge, and delivered them out of the hand of their enemies all the days of 
the judge: for it repented the LORD because of their groanings by reason of them that 
oppressed them and vexed them. And it came to pass, when the judge was dead, that they 
returned, and corrupted themselves more than their fathers, in following other gods to serve 
them, and to bow down unto them; they ceased not from their own doings, nor from their 
stubborn way. (Judg 2:11–12, 15–16, 18–19) 
 
The judges era features recurring cycles of disobedience, oppression, then deliverance by a 
major judge (after the Israelites cry for help). There are six such cycles, the first four of which 
end with a time of “rest” (or no war) in the land. Each cycle begins with the signature phrase, 
“the children of Israel did evil (again) in the sight of the LORD” (Judg 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 
13:1).  
 
In this study, I propose that the six cycles follow consecutively, as shown below: 
 
 

CYCLE CONSECUTIVE OPPRESSION–DELIVERANCE EPISODES 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years (3:8) 
Othniel delivers Israel; the land rests for 40 years during his rule (3:11) 

2 Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years (3:14) 
Ehud delivers Israel; the land rests for 80 years during his rule (3:30) 

3 Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years (4:3) 
Deborah delivers Israel; the land rests for 40 years afterward (5:31) 

4 Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel for 7 years (6:1) 
Gideon delivers Israel; the land rests for 40 years during his rule (8:28) 

5 Philistines oppress, and Ammonites oppress for 18 years (10:7–8) 
Jephthah defeats the Ammonites then judges for 6 years (12:7) 

6 Philistines continue to oppress for a further 40 years (13:1) 
Samson dies then Samuel defeats the Philistines (16:29–30; 1 Sam 7:7–13) 
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In the first four cycles, oppression and deliverance occurs, then rest in the land follows. In the 
fifth cycle, two entities oppress Israel. In the southwest, the Philistines begin an oppression 
from which there is no deliverance in this cycle. In the east, the Ammonites begin an oppres-
sion that lasts for 18 years. Although Jephthah defeated the Ammonites, there is no mention of 
rest in the land because the Philistines were still oppressing Israel during Jephthah’s rule. In 
the sixth cycle, the Philistine oppression worsens; it ends 40 years later.  
 
I further propose that the duration of Israel’s rebellion between a major judge’s death and the 
start of the next oppression was short. Note that, even during the rule of a judge, the Israelites 
“would not hearken unto their judges, but they went a whoring after other gods, and bowed 
themselves unto them” (Judg 2:17). So, the Israelites were primed for rebellion even before the 
judge died. Therefore, it may have been only a few months between the death of a judge (after 
which rebellion quickly blossomed – cf. 8:33; 2:19) and the start of the next oppression. 
 
Another issue is how to count the time notices in Judges. In this study, I assume the last year 
of one event is also the first year of the next event. For example, Cushan-Rishathaim oppressed 
Israel for eight years. Partway during that final, eighth year, Othniel defeated him and then 
judged Israel for 40 years. Since Cushan-Rishathaim’s eighth year is also Othniel’s first year, 
their total time is 8 + 39 = 47 years (not 48). Otherwise, we would be counting the same year 
twice. This “partial years” method is akin to non-accession year dating, which some ancient 
kingdoms used to record the reign lengths of their kings.5  
 
Without adjustments for partial years, the six cycles in Judges add to 317 years: 
 

8 + 40 + 18 + 80 + 20 + 40 + 7 + 40 + 18 + 6 + 40 = 317 years 
 
Applying partial years methodology, the six cycles add to 307 years: 
 

8 + 39 + 17 + 79 + 19 + 39 + 6 + 39 + 17 + 5 + 39 = 307 years 
 
Based on the preceding discussion, I propose the following principles for the chronology of the 
judges: 
 

1. The six cycles follow consecutively without significant gaps.  
 

2. Using partial years methodology, the six cycles occupy 307 years. This is an elapsed 
interval of 306 years when you subtract the start date (Year 1) from the end date (Year 
307). 

 
3. Because the six cycles are consecutive, the oppressions and major judges associated 

with them fix the chronology of the era. Those major judges are Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, 
Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson.6 The other seven people named in Judges ruled within 

                                                 
5 The term “partial years” derives from Steinmann 2011 (93–94).  
6 Samson began to deliver Israel when he collapsed the temple in Gaza, killing himself and about 

3,000 Philistines (Judg 13:5; 16:27–30). In Chapter 13, I propose that Samuel, whom I also consider 
to be a major judge, finished the deliverance shortly afterward (1 Sam 7:7–13). This means the Philis-
tine oppression ended in the same year that Samson died. In other words, Samson’s 20-year judgeship 
coincides with the last 20 years of Philistine oppression. 
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the cycles. They are: Shamgar, Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon (the so-called minor 
judges) and the wicked ruler Abimelech (whom I do not treat as a judge).7 Evidence for 
their rules occurring during periods of oppression will be reviewed in Chapter 4.  

 
4. First Samuel names four judges: Eli, Samuel, and Samuel’s two sons, Joel and Abiah. 

As discussed in Chapter 14, I uphold that Eli “judged” Israel for 40 years in his role as 
high priest. His tenure therefore does not affect the chronology of the era. For Samuel 
and his two sons, the Bible gives no specific chronological data.  

 
 

 
Relative and Absolute Chronologies 
 
A relative chronology dates events according to its own timeline. An absolute chronology 
assigns “BC” or “AD” dates to that timeline.  
 
In Chapters 3 to 10, I outline a relative chronology for the six cycles. To convert this to an 
absolute chronology, we must tie an event in the relative timeline to a known BC date in 
Biblical history. This is done in Chapter 16, but I will present an overview of the method here 
as an introduction. 
 
There are no proven BC dates for Biblical events before Solomon. This is due to the lack of 
trustworthy chronological records for the ancient Near East before the late 10th century BC.8 
Therefore, to assign BC dates to the judges, we must proceed as follows.  
 
First, we need a synchronism to tie the judges’ relative chronology to a BC date. For the whole 
judges era, there is only one synchronism, recorded in Judges 11:26. The context is Jephthah’s 
reply to the king of Ammon’s wrongful claim that Israel robbed him of his land: 
 

While Israel dwelt in Heshbon and her towns, and in Aroer and her towns, and in all the cities 
that be along by the coasts of Arnon, three hundred years? why therefore did ye not recover them 
within that time? 

 
In his reply, Jephthah points out that Israel had occupied cities in the Transjordan for 300 years. 
As discussed in Chapter 19, I consider this to be an exact figure. Since Jephthah defeated the 
king of Ammon soon after that exchange, his first year as judge began that same Hebrew year.  
 
Like all the other time notices in Judges, I count Jephthah’s 300 years inclusively, in keeping 
with the “partial years” method described above. This means they cover an elapsed interval of 
299 years, from Year 1 to Year 300. The beginning point for this 300-year interval is debated. 
Some say it began not long before Israel entered Canaan. Others say it began after the division  
of the land in the seventh year. In Chapter 19, I propose that Jephthah counted his 300 years 
from the eighth year of Israel’s occupation of Canaan. This is when the Israelites first controlled 

                                                 
7 To avoid confusion, when I mention Abimelech with any minor judges, I will refer to the whole 

group as minor rulers. 
8 Chapter 17 presents evidence of a gap in the Assyrian Eponym List between 770 and 769 BC. In 

my opinion, because of this gap, there are no trustworthy chronological records for the ancient Near 
East before 769 BC. 
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agriculture in the land for a full year, marking the start of the Sabbath-Jubilee calendar. (Full 
years of agricultural activity are implied for Sabbath year counting in Leviticus 25:3.) So, the 
eighth year was the logical datum from which to count years of land ownership. Those years 
could be readily counted using the Sabbath-Jubilee calendar, which was especially useful for 
long periods of time such as Jephthah’s.  
 
All we need now is the date of Israel’s entry into Canaan. Subtracting seven years from that 
date gives us the eighth year of Israel’s occupation. Subtracting 299 years from that eighth 
year gives us the BC date for the start of Jephthah’s judgeship.  
 
Unfortunately, various dates are on offer for Israel’s entry into Canaan. One favored by many 
evangelical scholars is 1406 BC.9 This derives from Edwin Thiele’s date of 931 BC for 
Solomon’s death (see Thiele 1944; 1983). We calculate 1406 BC as follows: 
 

Solomon’s death in his 40th year of rule .........................................................931 BC 
Second month of Solomon’s 4th year (temple foundation is laid) ............... 967 BC10 
The Exodus (479 years before Solomon’s 4th year – 1 Kings 6:1) ...............1446 BC 
Entry into Canaan (40 years after the Exodus) ..............................................1406 BC 

 
With 1406 BC for Israel’s entry into Canaan, we can date the start of Jephthah’s six-year term 
to 1100 BC (by subtracting 299 years from Israel’s eighth year, 1399 BC). Calendar 2 in 
Chapter 18 and Appendix E uses this 1100 BC synchronism. 
 
My preferred date for Solomon’s death is 942 BC (Chapter 17 refers). This leads to the follow-
ing dates, which are all eleven years earlier than the ones above:  

 
Solomon’s death in his 40th year of rule .........................................................942 BC 
Second month of Solomon’s 4th year (temple foundation is laid) ..................978 BC 
The Exodus (479 years before Solomon’s 4th year – 1 Kings 6:1) ...............1457 BC 
Entry into Canaan (40 years after the Exodus) ..............................................1417 BC 

 
With 1417 BC for Israel’s entry into Canaan, we can date the start of Jephthah’s six-year term 
to 1111 BC (by subtracting 299 years from Israel’s eighth year, 1410 BC). Calendar 1 in 
Chapter 18 and Appendix E uses this 1111 BC synchronism. 

                                                 
9 See, for example: Andrew E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (2nd ed.; 

Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 147 also 83–87; Tremper Longman III and Raymond B. Dillard, An 
Introduction to the Old Testament (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 124; Steinmann 2011 
(46); Wood 2005; Young 2003. For a defence of the historical accuracy of 1 Kings 6:1, see Young and 
Wood 2008 (225–39). 

10 Based on two synchronisms with Assyria, Thiele dated Solomon’s death and the start of the 
divided kingdom to the Nisan year 931/30 BC (i.e. between 1 Nisan 931 BC and the day before 1 Nisan 
930 BC). This results in the founding of the temple—in the second month of Solomon’s fourth year—
being dated to either the spring of 967 BC or the spring of 966 BC. The choice comes about because 
Thiele’s chronology uses Tishri-year dating for Judah’s kings. Solomon’s death in the Nisan year of 
931/30 BC therefore overlaps parts of two Tishri years (being the last half of the Tishri year 932/31 
BC and the first half of the next Tishri year 931/30 BC). By narrowing Solomon’s death to the six-
month period between 1 Nisan 931 BC and the day before 1 Tishri 931 BC, Rodger Young (2003) 
isolated the founding of the temple to 967 BC. 
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Chapter 3 – Cushan-Rishathaim and Othniel 
(Cycle 1) 

The oppression by Cushan-Rishathaim begins the first cycle of the judges era. Before this, 
the following events in Canaan took place for Israel: 
 
• the conquest wars and division of the land in the seventh year (Josh 14:7–10) 
• the Israelites serve the Lord all the days of Joshua (Judg 2:7) 
• Joshua dies at 110 (Judg 2:8) – the Israelites remain faithful 
• the generation that outlives Joshua passes away (Judg 2:10; Josh 24:31) 
• a new generation arises “which knew not the Lord” (Judg 2:10–13; 3:5–7) 

 
 

 
And the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the LORD, and forgat the LORD their 
God, and served Baalim and the groves [Asheroth]. Therefore the anger of the LORD was 
hot against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of Chushanrishathaim king of Mesopota-
mia [Aram-Naharaim]: and the children of Israel served Chushanrishathaim eight years. 
And when the children of Israel cried unto the LORD, the LORD raised up a deliverer to 
the children of Israel, who delivered them, even Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger 
brother [or “relative” or “kinsman”]. And the Spirit of the LORD came upon him, and he 
judged Israel, and went out to war: and the LORD delivered Chushanrishathaim king of 
Mesopotamia into his hand; and his hand prevailed against Chushanrishathaim. And the 
land had rest forty years. And Othniel the son of Kenaz died. (Judg 3:7–11) 
 
For their disobedience in serving local gods, the Lord sold the Israelites into the hand of 
Cushan-Rishathaim. He was king of Aram-Naharaim, which is located in northern Mesopo-
tamia.  
 
As discussed in Appendix A, Aram-Naharaim was the homeland of the kingdom of Mittani 
(or Mitanni). An enigmatic kingdom—few of its own records have been found—Mittani was 
a major Near Eastern power between the late 16th to mid-14th centuries BC. My dating for 
Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppression, 1373 to 1366 BC, falls within that period.  
 
Note that a Mittanian king coming to Israel is only possible if he did so before the kingdom’s 
decline in the latter half of the 14th century BC. This lends support to the “early-date” theory 
of the Exodus. On this, Clyde Billington writes (2005: 124):  
 

The Late Date Theory dates the Exodus at ca. 1270 BC. According to the Late Date Theory, 
the Israelites were not even in the Land of Israel during the period of time that the Kingdom 
of Mitanni existed as an independent state.  

By way of contrast, the Early Date of the Exodus does allow Othniel to have fought 
against a Mitanni king. The Early Date Theory of the Exodus has the Israelites leaving Egypt 
in ca. 1446 BC and arriving in the Land of Canaan in ca. 1406 BC . . . [Othniel] probably 
defeated Cushan in ca. 1370 BC. 
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The name Cushan-Rishathaim means “dark, doubly wicked” (Younger 2002: 104). Unlikely 
to be his personal name, Cushan-Rishathaim appears to be a mocking nickname based on a 
Hebrew word play (Rishathaim rhymes with Naharaim). Evidently, he was the most sinister 
of the era’s oppressors.  
 
The name Cushan-Rishathaim does not appear in any historical document other than the 
Bible. His identity is therefore debated. Accepting a 15th century BC Exodus date, Cushan-
Rishathaim is most likely one of the following Mittanian kings: Shuttarna II, Artashumara, 
or Tushratta. (These are throne names, not personal names.) See Appendix A for speculation 
on Shuttarna II being Cushan-Rishathaim.  
 
When Israel cried for help, the Lord raised a deliverer: Othniel the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s 
younger relative. Othniel was from the tribe of Judah. He had earlier defeated the Canaan-
ites at Debir, as recorded in Joshua 15:15–17. Repetition of that victory in Judges 1:11–13, 
almost word for word, serves to introduce Othniel—a strong figure—as Israel’s first judge 
in the post-Joshua era.  
 
The Othniel account is short but purposeful. It establishes the formula used by the editor in 
the other five cycles. The formula comprises the key elements in Judges 2:11–19 as well as 
new ones. Opinion varies on the total number of elements in the formula. I offer the 
following breakdown:  
 

1. Israel does evil in the sight of the Lord (by serving other gods) 
2. the Lord’s anger is kindled 
3. the Lord sells them into oppression for X years 
4. Israel cries out 
5. the Lord raises a deliverer 
6. the Spirit of the Lord is upon the deliverer  
7. the oppressor is defeated 
8. the land has rest from war for X years (ending when that major judge died) 

 
Only Othniel has all eight elements, suggesting he is the ideal deliverer. The elements in the 
remaining cycles vary in number, order, and narrative length.  
 
Othniel lived in Israel’s south. Cushan-Rishathaim invaded from the north, implying he took 
control of all Israel west of the Jordan, and possibly the Transjordan tribes as well. If so, 
this is the greatest extent of control by any oppressor during the judges era.  
 
Coming from Aram-Naharaim, Cushan-Rishathaim also travelled the greatest distance of 
any oppressor. This suggests he was the most powerful of all the enemies named in Judges. 
As Block observes (1999: 152), he was a “world-class emperor.” That the Israelites were 
eventually delivered from this powerful emperor attests to the ability of the Lord to deliver 
them from any foe.  
 
Undoubtedly, Cushan-Rishathaim disarmed Israel during his invasion (cf. Judg 5:8), and 
took much booty. For the next eight years, it is likely the Israelites were saddled with burdens 
such as tribute payments, undertaking forced labor, and surrendering livestock, crops, and 
goods. It is no wonder “the children of Israel cried unto the LORD.” 
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Some think it unlikely that an oppressor came such a long way to invade Israel.11 However, 
as suggested in Appendix A, Cushan-Rishathaim had at least two motivations: 
 
• It would enlarge his empire and allow him to rob Israel’s resources. 

• Important trade routes passed through the territory controlled by Hazor, the largest city 
in Canaan. Located about ten miles north of the Sea of Galilee, Hazor was burned by 
Joshua about 38 years earlier during Israel’s conquest wars (Josh 11:10–11). The gap 
in occupation that followed at Hazor would have disrupted trade in the region for some 
time. Subduing Israel would ensure the security of Hazor and the vital trade routes it 
controlled. Those trade routes were used by both Egypt and Mittani. 

 
Although distance was a problem for Cushan-Rishathaim, it was manageable. Since he had 
vassal states in Syria (and Hazor may have been in Mittani’s orbit), he probably tasked those 
nearer entities with supervising the ongoing oppression of Israel.  
 
It is intriguing that Israel’s first oppressor was an aggressive king who came from afar. As 
prophesied in Deuteronomy, another Mesopotamian nation with a fierce reputation would 
invade the land. It was the Babylonians. Their mighty king, Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed 
Jerusalem in the 6th century BC, so ending the era of the Hebrew kings: 
 

Because thou servedst not the LORD thy God with joyfulness . . . Therefore shalt thou serve 
thine enemies which the LORD shall send against thee . . . The LORD shall bring a nation 
against thee from far, from the end of the earth, as swift as the eagle flieth; a nation whose 
tongue thou shalt not understand . . . A nation of fierce countenance, which shall not regard 
the person of the old, nor shew favour to the young. (Deut 28:47–50; cf. Jer 5:15) 

 
No details are given on how Othniel delivered Israel, which tribes helped him, or the duration 
or location of his campaign. (Presumably, the battle occurred within Israel’s borders.) After 
Othniel’s victory—the text does not say if Cushan-Rishathaim was killed, captured, or 
withdrew—the land rested for 40 years. Othniel ruled the entire time until his death (cf. 
Judg 2:18–19), which marked the end of Cycle 1.  
 
Because the chronology at this point is relative, I will use years expressed as “JE” (Judges 
Era). They are counted by the “partial years” method, as explained in Chapter 2. This means 
the duration of this cycle (47 years) is less than the time notices suggest (48 years).  
 
The relative chronology of the first cycle is as follows (see also Appendix E): 
 

 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years............................. JE001–JE008 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel ................................ JE008–JE047 

                                                 
11 For example, Soggin (1987: 46) reads “Edom” for Aram because it places the oppressor closer 

to Israel.  
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Chapter 4 – Eglon and Ehud (Cycle 2) 

And the children of Israel did evil again in the sight of the LORD: and the LORD strength-
ened Eglon the king of Moab against Israel, because they had done evil in the sight of the 
LORD. And he gathered unto him the children of Ammon and Amalek, and went and smote 
Israel, and possessed the city of palm trees. So the children of Israel served Eglon the king 
of Moab eighteen years. But when the children of Israel cried unto the LORD, the LORD 
raised them up a deliverer, Ehud the son of Gera, a Benjamite . . . And Ehud put forth his 
left hand, and took the dagger from his right thigh, and thrust it into his [Eglon’s] belly . . .  

And Ehud escaped while they tarried . . . he blew a trumpet in the mountain of Ephraim, 
and the children of Israel went down with him . . . And they slew of Moab at that time about 
ten thousand men . . . And the land had rest fourscore years. And after him was Shamgar 
the son of Anath, which slew of the Philistines six hundred men with an ox goad: and he 
also delivered Israel. And the children of Israel again did evil in the sight of the LORD, 
when Ehud was dead. (Judg 3:12–15, 21, 26–27, 29–31; 4:1) 
 

The Israelites did evil again by serving other gods after Othniel died. In response, the Lord 
allowed Moab, located east of the Dead Sea, to attack Israel. The Moabites were led by their 
king, Eglon. Also joining them in the assault were the Ammonites (who lived north of Moab) 
and Amalekites (a nomadic people in the desert regions south of Israel).  
 
After their successful attack, Moab oppressed Israel for 18 years. But the people cried out 
and the Lord raised a deliverer: Ehud the son of Gera from the tribe of Benjamin. He killed 
Eglon with a dagger while alone together in the king’s palace. (Adept at using his left hand, 
Ehud fastened his dagger to his right side, not left side as right-handed people do. Evidently, 
Eglon’s guards did not check him thoroughly enough.)  
 
After Ehud escaped from the palace to Seirath (exact location unknown), he “blew a trumpet 
in the mountain of Ephraim” to rally the children of Israel. Presumably, the troops involved 
came mainly from Benjamin and Ephraim. With Ehud as their leader, they killed about 
10,000 Moabites.12 The land then rested for 80 years under the judgeship of Ehud. He ruled 
all those years until his death (cf. Judg 2:18–19; 3:11; 8:28), which marked the end of 
Cycle 2. Assuming Ehud was at least 20 years old when he killed Eglon (cf. Num 1:3), he 
was at least 99 when he died.  

                                                 
12 The accuracy of large numbers in the Old Testament is often questioned. Two examples are the 

42,000 Ephraimites who died in Jephthah’s civil war with them (Judg 12:6), and David’s census 
count of 1,570,000 men of military age (1 Chron 21:5). The answer may lie in the interpretation of 
the Hebrew word ’eleph, which is usually translated “thousand(s).” On this, see the following Q&A 
response from Bryant Wood. While his answer specifically refers to the Exodus population, it also 
applies wherever ’eleph is used for numbering: https://biblearchaeology.org/research/exodus-from-
egypt/3943-the-number-of-israelites-in-the-exodus. Similarly, see Boyd V. Seevers, Warfare in the 
Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2013), 53–56. An alternative view is that large numbers 
represent literary hyperbole. On this, see David M. Fouts, “A Defense of the Hyperbolic Interpre-
tation of Large Numbers in the Old Testament,” JETS 40 (1997): 377–87. 

https://biblearchaeology.org/research/exodus-from-egypt/3943-the-number-of-israelites-in-the-exodus
https://biblearchaeology.org/research/exodus-from-egypt/3943-the-number-of-israelites-in-the-exodus
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Shamgar and the Minor Rulers 
 
After Ehud came Shamgar, the son of Anath. He is the first minor judge and, curiously, 
may have been a non-Israelite.13 He rescued Israel by killing 600 Philistines, probably in a 
single encounter (although multiple encounters cannot be ruled out). His weapon was 
unusual. It was an “ox-goad,” which implies a pole-like device (metal-tipped?) for prodding 
livestock. Shamgar’s feat is the first recorded military clash between Israel and Philistia for 
the judges era.14 Since he killed Philistines, he most likely lived in the southwest. 
 
The account of Shamgar is brief, and seems out of place. Also, if he followed Ehud in this 
cycle, one would expect Jabin’s oppression to begin after Shamgar’s death, not Ehud’s as 
reported in Judges 4:1–2. These anomalies have prompted the following types of comments 
from expositors: 
 

This mini-narrative does not participate in the major judge paradigm and though Shamgar 
evidences no anti-Yahwist action, the judgeships of Ehud and Shamgar are held to be merged. 
This is supported by the substitution of ‘Ehud’ for ‘Shamgar’ in the death reported in 4:1. 
(Klein 1988: 39) 
 
Why did the author present this notice [about Shamgar] between Ehud and Deborah? . . . 
perhaps the author wanted to stress the remarkable variety in God’s choices of deliverers in 
these early stories in order to show that no single model of leadership does justice to the 
creativity of Yahweh. (Stone et al. 2012: 249) 
 
the brevity of the note on Shamgar and the author’s eschewal of the conventional formulae 
and structure found in the rest of his narratives may reflect the fact that he was formally 
employed by the Egyptian Pharaoh. Since he was not an Israelite, he may have had no more 
information on this man, who appears out of nowhere, accomplishes his task, and immediately 
disappears from view. (Block 1999: 175) 
 
Shamgar . . . gets only one verse. Since the notice of Ehud’s death does not occur until 4:1, 
it would appear that Shamgar and Ehud overlapped. But the editors of the book of Judges 
were not interested in chronology or historical accuracy. (McCann 2011: 47) 

 
In contrast to these comments, I believe Shamgar’s inclusion is key to understanding the 
judges era chronology. As proposed in Chapter 2, the six cycles of the era follow consecu-
tively, meaning the minor rulers do not affect the chronology. This is clearly evident for 
Shamgar. Judges 3:31 states, “And after him [Ehud] was Shamgar the son of Anath.” The 
term “after him” implies that Shamgar became judge after Ehud died. Since Cycle 3 also 
begins after Ehud died (Judg 4:1–3), Shamgar’s rule was concurrent with Jabin’s oppres-
sion. To ensure that we do not count Shamgar’s rule in the chronology, the editor of Judges 
purposely gives no timespan for this first minor ruler.  
 
Because of the way Shamgar is introduced, I propose that he is the editor’s exemplar of 
how to deal with all the minor rulers. Significantly, the term “after him” introduces not 

                                                 
13 On this, see: Block 1999 (173–74); Butler 2009 (74); Soggin 1987 (57–59). 
14 See Chapter 11 for discussion on where the Philistines came from and when. 
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only Shamgar (Judg 3:31) but also Jair (10:3), Ibzan (12:8), Elon (12:11), and Abdon (12:13). 
Similarly, Tola ruled “after Abimelech” (10:1). This leads to the following conclusions:  
 
• The term “after him,” or “after Abimelech” in the case of Tola, introduces a minor 

judge. Like Shamgar, the minor judges all ruled during periods of oppression.15  
 
• Abimelech was a self-proclaimed king. Since he was neither righteous nor a deliverer, 

he does not qualify as a judge. His rule probably began shortly after his father Gideon 
died (cf. Judg 8:30–32; 9:1–2). In my scheme, Gideon’s death, which ended Cycle 4, 
occurred in the same year that the double oppression of Cycle 5 started. Therefore, 
Abimelech ruled during a period of oppression.  

 
• Because all seven minor rulers—the six minor judges plus Abimelech—ruled during 

periods of oppression (i.e. within the cycles), none of them affects the chronology of 
the era.16  

 
The minor judges share another literary feature apart from the “after him” introduction. 
Their stories are markedly succinct. By contrast, Abimelech’s story (Judg 8:30–9:57) is the 
third longest in the main section of the book. Clearly, the editor thought it important to 
recount his story (Chapter 7 refers). At the very least, it is a cautionary tale. It shows what 
can happen if a king is appointed in Israel without considering God’s will (cf. Deut. 17:14–
20).  
  
Significantly, we do not read that “the LORD raised up” any minor judge. That language 
specifically applies to the deliverers in the oppression-deliverance cycles, who are the major 
judges: 
 

And the anger of the LORD was hot against Israel, and he delivered them into the hands of 
spoilers that spoiled them . . . Nevertheless the LORD raised up judges, which delivered them 
out of the hand of those that spoiled them . . . And when the LORD raised them up judges, 
then the LORD was with the judge, and delivered them out of the hand of their enemies all 
the days of the judge . . . And it came to pass, when the judge was dead, that they returned, and 
corrupted themselves more than their fathers. (Judg 2:14, 16, 18– 19) 

 
The Lord engages with all the major judges. Whether He raises them directly (Othniel, Ehud, 
and Samson), or delivers their enemies to them (Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samuel), 
there is a stated divine connection in their stories. This is not so for any of the minor judges. 
I therefore submit that they were either self-appointed or locally elected or chosen. While 
their number included deliverers (e.g. Shamgar and Tola), personal ambition drove them. 
This may be why the reports of the minor judges are brief and formulaic, to distinguish 
them from the judges directly raised or helped by the Lord.  
 

                                                 
15 The editor of Judges gives durations of rule for all the minor rulers after Shamgar. This is 

valuable. As Appendix E shows, it allows us to map their timelines and overlaps. 
16 Discounting minor rulers from the judges era chronology is not a new idea. For example, 

Wellhausen (1885: 230) discounted the six minor judges to make his chronology fit. More recently, 
Galil (2004: 413–21) proposed that the six minor judges were not included in the deuteronomistic 
edition of the book of Judges. Therefore, they are not part of the time notice of 1 Kings 6:1.  
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We have seen that Shamgar ruled in the next (third) cycle, concurrently with Jabin’s oppres-
sion. Therefore, the relative chronology of the first two cycles presents as follows: 

 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years............................. JE001–JE008 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel ................................ JE008–JE047 

2 Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years .................................. JE047–JE064 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud .................................. JE064–JE143 

 
 

 
“The Land had Rest” and Egyptian Imperialism in Syria-Palestine 
 
The 80-year period of rest in this cycle is the longest in Judges. Note that all the rest periods 
in the book are multiples of 20 years. Most expositors therefore assume either:  
 
• they are rounded off numbers due to the author not knowing their true lengths, or 
• they denote a “generation” (i.e. 40 years for one generation, 80 years for two)  

 
I consider all the rest periods in Judges to be exact, correct figures. For this cycle, while 80 
years is long, it is not unlikely. Such rest periods were made possible by Egypt’s involvement 
in Syria-Palestine during the New Kingdom era (18th–20th Dynasties). Early in that era, 
Egypt expanded its borders to create an empire. For the next 300 years, from the 15th to the 
12th century BC, Egypt dominated the diverse city-states in Canaan, but with fluctuations 
in the range of territory it controlled, depending on the political situation. 
 
Because of Egypt’s dominance, a reasonable degree of stability existed in Canaan. This does 
not mean that Canaan’s city-states were always at peace with each other. The pharaohs 
allowed local warfare so long as the victor observed his obligations as an Egyptian vassal 
(Murnane 1990: 2–3).  
 
The general stability in Canaan achieved by the Egyptians would have extended to the tribes 
of Israel,17 who lived mainly in the highlands. This stability was undoubtedly a factor in the 
first three rest periods of the judges era: Othniel’s 40 years, Ehud’s 80 years, and Deborah’s 
40 years.  
 
The next rest period, the final one for the era, began after Gideon defeated the Midianites 
(Chapter 6 refers). It lasted for 40 years. However, unlike the preceding three rest periods, 
Gideon’s 40 years cannot be attributed to stability through Egyptian imperialism. This is 

                                                 
17 In contrast to Canaan’s city-states, pre-monarchic Israel comprised a loose confederation of 

tribes. Israel’s unity suffered after the land was divided because each person returned to their own 
tribe (Josh 24:28). After that, authority was exercised, apart from judges, by the elders of family, 
clan, and tribe, and to some degree priests. Because there was no centralized political or religious 
leadership, the Israelites lacked a sense of national unity. As a result, inter-tribal rivalries and hostil-
ities occurred (e.g. Judg 12:1–6), along with diversity in religious practices, with deviant behaviors. 
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because an extraordinary collapse of civilizations occurred early in the 12th century BC. 
Seemingly overnight, advanced civilizations fell across a huge swathe, from Greece to 
Babylonia (Chapter 12 refers). Egypt survived, but was no longer dominant in the region. 
In all likelihood, therefore, Gideon’s 40-year rest period was made possible by potential 
oppressors looking to stabilize and protect themselves rather than to project themselves 
militarily.  
 

 
 
Israel in Canaan: Why the Textual and Archaeological Silence? 
 
The Bible is silent on relations between Israel and Egypt until the reign of Solomon (1 Kgs 
3:1; 9:16). Similarly, there is no clear mention of Israel in Egyptian inscriptions until the 
reign of Merneptah (1224–1214 BC; see Chapter 21). Many scholars believe this absence of 
mention, especially from the Egyptians, confirms the Israelites were not resident in Canaan 
in the 15th and 14th centuries BC. On this, Wood counters (2007: 254): 
 

During the 18th Dynasty, Egypt was primarily interested in controlling the trade routes and 
fertile agricultural areas of the lowlands of Canaan and had little interest in the highlands, 
other than to maintain the peace. The Israelites, on the other hand, settled in the highlands 
and the cities they could not conquer, with the exception of Jerusalem, were precisely in the 
lowlands where Egypt maintained a presence. Since the Israelites did not venture into the 
lowlands, and the Egyptians did not campaign in the highlands, the two entities had no contact 
and thus no mention by one of the other. 

 
Another issue is the archaeological record, which shows no trace of Israelites in Canaan 
before the Iron Age (i.e. before ca. 1200 BC). Wood offers the following explanation for 
this (from his online Q&A article “Egyptian Domination of Canaan during Joshua / Judges”): 
 

When the Israelites arrived in Canaan in 1406 BC they had no material culture of their own 
since they had been living in the Sinai as nomads for the previous 40 years. What is more, 
those with craft skills learned in Egypt had died in the wilderness. As a result, the Israelites 
purchased their pottery, tools and weapons from the Canaanites making it difficult to distin-
guish Israelites from Canaanites until the Israelites began making their own material items ca. 
1200 BC. 
https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/3868-egyptian-domination-of-
canaan-during-joshuajudges.aspx 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/3868-egyptian-domination-of-canaan-during-joshuajudges.aspx
https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/3868-egyptian-domination-of-canaan-during-joshuajudges.aspx
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Chapter 5 – Jabin and Deborah / Shamgar (Cycle 3) 

And the children of Israel again did evil in the sight of the LORD, when Ehud was dead. And 
the LORD sold them into the hand of Jabin king of Canaan, that reigned in Hazor; the 
captain of whose host was Sisera, which dwelt in Harosheth of the Gentiles. And the children 
of Israel cried unto the LORD: for he had nine hundred chariots of iron; and twenty years he 
mightily oppressed the children of Israel. And Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, 
she judged Israel at that time . . . And she sent and called Barak the son of Abinoam out of 
Kedeshnaphtali, and said unto him, Hath not the LORD God of Israel commanded, saying, 
Go and draw toward mount Tabor, and take with thee ten thousand men of the children of 
Naphtali and of the children of Zebulun . . . And the LORD discomfited Sisera, and all his 
chariots, and all his host, with the edge of the sword before Barak . . . Howbeit Sisera fled away 
on his feet to the tent of Jael the wife of Heber the Kenite . . . Then Jael Heber’s wife took a 
nail of the tent, and took an hammer in her hand, and went softly unto him, and smote the nail 
into his temples, and fastened it into the ground: for he was fast asleep and weary. So he died 
. . . And the hand of the children of Israel prospered, and prevailed against Jabin the king of 
Canaan . . . And the land had rest forty years. (Judges 4:1–4, 6, 15, 17, 21, 24; 5:31) 
 

After Ehud died, the Israelites rebelled again. The Lord responded by giving them into the hand 
of Jabin, king of Canaan. Jabin lived in the region’s largest city, Hazor, which was located about 
ten miles north of the Sea of Galilee. Jabin’s oppression was severe and lasted for 20 years. 
During that time, it is likely that Israel was also ransacked by other Canaanite cities (cf. Judg 
5:19). The commander of Jabin’s army was Sisera, who lived in Harosheth (location unknown). 
He was in charge of oppressing Israel (1 Sam 12:9).  
 
Deborah is an outstanding figure in the Old Testament. Not only was she a prophetess, but also 
the only female judge. Her becoming a judge may have been prompted by the turmoil in the 
land caused by Jabin’s oppression. Although she lived in the hill country of Ephraim, she may 
not have been an Ephraimite (no mention is made of her tribal association). Possibly, Deborah 
judged for several years before she “arose a mother in Israel” (Judg 5:7) to supervise the cam-
paign against the Canaanites.  
 
Judges 4 is the prose version of Deborah’s story. Judges 5 tells the story as a poetic victory 
hymn often called the Song of Deborah. This song is one of only two narrative poems in the 
Old Testament that follows a prose account. The other is the Song of Moses and Miriam in 
Exodus 15. It celebrates how the Lord saved the Israelites from pharaoh and his army when 
they fled from Egypt (Exod 14). Both songs share a common liberation: a chariot army being 
overcome by water (Exod 15:19; Judg 5:21). Also, both songs memorialize key events in 
Israel’s history. In Deborah’s case, Sisera’s defeat allowed Israel to dominate the region. 
 
Judges 4 and 5 pose challenges in understanding topography, tactics, and sequencing, especially 
when compared together. As a result, the downfall of Sisera and the other Canaanite kings 
involved is not easy to reconstruct. Problems include: 
 
• Judges 5 contains details missing in Judges 4 and vice versa. For example, Deborah lists 

six tribes that took part in the overall campaign (5:14–18). Judges 4 mentions only two 
tribes, Zebulun and Naphtali, whose troops totalled 10,000. No troop numbers are given 
in Judges 5. 
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• Judges 5:19 records a related but separate military action against the “kings of Canaan in 
Taanach by the waters of Megiddo.” This probably involved the other four participating 
tribes not named in Judges 4 (i.e. Ephraim, Benjamin, Manasseh = Machir, and Issachar). 

 
Judges 4 focuses on Jabin’s commander, Sisera, whose army and 900 chariots were the pillar 
of Canaanite strength in the region. But they suffered a crushing defeat after a flash flood at 
the Kishon River—evidently caused by an unseasonal storm (5:20)—overcame their chariots 
(5:21). Barak then attacked Sisera’s army (4:14–15). He chased the retreating troops and every 
single one was killed (4:16). Sisera abandoned his chariot early in the fray. He fled to the tent 
of Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite, because “there was peace between Jabin the king of Hazor 
and the house of Heber” (4:17). Sisera asked for a drink of water. Jael gave him milk, then 
covered him with a blanket because he was weary (4:17–20; 5:25). After Sisera fell asleep, Jael 
hammered a tent peg into his temple and he died (4:21).  
 
While there are key human participants in the story, the editor credits God for subduing the 
enemy (4:23), undoubtedly through the river deluge event. Judges 4 concludes:  
 

And the hand of the sons of Israel went on, going on and pressing hard on Jabin the king of 
Canaan, until they had cut off Jabin the king of Canaan. ( Judg 4:24 LITV )  

 
As proposed in Appendix B, the Israelites “pressed hard” on Jabin with attacks on allied cities 
that needed to be neutralized first before attacking Hazor. Finally, a few months later, the Israel-
ites invaded Hazor, killed Jabin, and burned the city for a second time. (In Appendix B, I date 
Hazor’s destruction to 1212 BC. This agrees with the archaeological evidence, which indicates 
that Hazor was put to the torch between the latter 13th and early 12th centuries BC.) The land 
then rested for 40 years (Judg 5:31). Presumably, Deborah judged throughout that time (cf. 
2:18–19).  
 
Shamgar also features in this cycle. His rule, which was concurrent with Jabin’s oppression, 
began after Ehud died (Chapter 4 refers). The Bible does not disclose the duration of his rule. 
However, as the next section discusses, the Song of Deborah refers to “the days of Shamgar” 
(Judg 5:6). This implies that Shamgar was well-known, and that he probably ruled for more 
than a year.18 I have assumed four years for Shamgar in Appendix E (JE143–146).  
 
The relative chronology of the first three cycles is as follows: 

 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years ............................. JE001–JE008 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel ................................ JE008–JE047 

2 Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years .................................. JE047–JE064 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud .................................. JE064–JE143 

3 Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years .................................................. JE143–JE162 
Land rests for 40 years after deliverance by Deborah ..................... JE162–JE201 

 

                                                 
18 Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, claims that Shamgar died in the first year of his rule 

(Antiquities 5.4.3). But Burney (1920: 76, fn. 2) is surely correct in his conclusion that Josephus’ state-
ment “is clearly intended to explain the absence of the usual chronological note.”  
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Shamgar and Jael in the Song of Deborah 
 
Shamgar’s mention in the Song of Deborah is unexpected, prompting differing views on his 
inclusion: 
 

In the days of Shamgar the son of Anath, in the days of Jael, the highways were unoccupied, and 
the travellers walked through byways. The inhabitants of the villages ceased, they ceased in 
Israel, until that I Deborah arose, that I arose a mother in Israel. (Judg 5:6–7) 

 
This passage describes conditions in Israel owing to Jabin’s oppression. “The highways were 
unoccupied, and the travellers walked through byways.” People did not travel on main roads, 
presumably because of enemy garrisons and bands of thieves. Also, “the inhabitants of the 
villages ceased, they ceased in Israel.” We can speculate that marauders swept through the 
unwalled villages, entering houses and plundering them. The residents sought refuge in safer 
locations, leaving villages empty and in ruin.  
 
This was the case “in the days of Shamgar” and “in the days of Jael.” Jael’s mention is under-
standable, but why include Shamgar here? And why is he named first?  
 
Shamgar was a minor judge who began to rule after Ehud died. So, he was on the scene around 
the start of Jabin’s oppression. Jael’s killing of Sisera ensured the oppression ended. Therefore, 
naming Shamgar and Jael in Judges 5:6 confirms that village life was disrupted for the entire 
duration of Jabin’s oppression. From Shamgar at the start to Jael at the end, there was no let 
up. Judges 4:3 rightly states: “And the children of Israel cried unto the LORD . . . and twenty 
years he mightily oppressed the children of Israel.”  
 
Note also that Shamgar judged in the southwest while Jael lived in the north (cf. Judg 4:11, 17). 
Their geographical separation highlights the extent of Jabin’s oppression. As “king of Canaan” 
(4:2, 23–24), Jabin had a number of city-state allies (cf. 5:19). They would have helped him 
oppress Israel, even in the southwest. This is probably why Shamgar slaughtered 600 Philis-
tines with an “ox-goad” (3:31). In Judges 5:8, Deborah asks, “was there a shield or spear seen 
among forty thousand in Israel?” Clearly, Israel had been disarmed (by order of Jabin), forcing 
Shamgar to use a cattle prod as a weapon. Wielding such an implement supports the idea that 
Shamgar (like the other minor judges) ruled during a period of oppression.  
 

 
 
Psalm 83: Sisera and Endor 
 
The context of Psalm 83 is a threatened invasion of Israel by combined armies. It is the last of 
twelve “Psalms of Asaph,” which appear to be connected to the Asaphite guild of Levitical 
prophet-musicians. Apparently, in times of foreign invasion, the guild called on the Lord in a 
ritual plea for help. Psalm 83 was possibly written in Jehoshaphat’s day but its ultimate intent 
may be eschatological.19 In his plea, the Asaphite author recalls two occasions when the Lord 
directly intervened to save Israel: 

                                                 
19 On this, see David C. Mitchell, The Message of the Psalter: An Eschatological Programme in the 

Book of Psalms (JSOTSup 252; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 90–107.  
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A Song or Psalm of Asaph. Keep not thou silence, O God: hold not thy peace, and be not still, 
O God. For, lo, thine enemies make a tumult . . . For they have consulted together with one 
consent: they are confederate against thee . . . Do unto them as unto the Midianites; as to Sisera, 
as to Jabin, at the brook of Kison: Which perished at Endor: they became as dung for the earth. 
Make their nobles like Oreb, and like Zeeb: yea, all their princes as Zebah, and as Zalmunna. 
(Ps 83:1–2, 5, 9–11) 

 
The Psalmist recalls two episodes of oppression and deliverance from the judges era. Both 
involve multiple enemies against Israel, as in Psalm 83: 
 
• the Midianite-led coalition and Gideon’s victory (Cycle 4, next chapter)  
• the Jabin / Sisera-led coalition and the Kishon River deliverance (this cycle) 

 
Regarding Jabin / Sisera, the psalm reveals a fact not recorded in the book of Judges. Recall 
that the Kishon flash flood overwhelmed Sisera’s chariots (Judg 5:21). Presumably, many men 
drowned or were slain at that location, which Psalm 83 identifies as Endor (or its vicinity). The 
fallen bodies there became “as dung for the earth,” meaning they were left to rot, unburied, to 
fertilize the earth. The troops who escaped from Endor, aside from Sisera who fled to Jael’s 
tent, were chased by Barak all the way back to their base at Harosheth (Judg 4:16). None 
survived. Like Harosheth, the exact location of Endor is unknown.20  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
20 This is the same Endor where Saul consulted a spiritual medium on the evening before the Battle 

of Gilboa in which he died (1 Sam 28:7). Perhaps Saul took it as a good luck omen that the medium 
lived in Endor, the site of a great military victory for Israel.  
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Chapter 6 – Midian and Gideon (Cycle 4) 

And the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the LORD: and the LORD delivered them 
into the hand of Midian seven years. And the hand of Midian prevailed against Israel: 
and because of the Midianites the children of Israel made them the dens which are in the 
mountains, and caves, and strong holds. And so it was, when Israel had sown, that the 
Midianites came up, and the Amalekites, and the children of the east, even they came up 
against them . . . And it came to pass, when the children of Israel cried unto the LORD 
because of the Midianites, that the LORD sent a prophet unto the children of Israel, which 
said unto them, Thus saith the LORD God of Israel, I brought you up from Egypt, and 
brought you forth out of the house of bondage . . . and the LORD said unto Gideon, By the 
three hundred men that lapped will I save you, and deliver the Midianites into thine hand 
. . . Thus was Midian subdued before the children of Israel, so that they lifted up their 
heads no more. And the country was in quietness forty years in the days of Gideon. (Judg 
6:1–3, 7–8; 7:7; 8:28) 
 

The Israelites did evil in the sight of the Lord presumably soon after Deborah died (cf. Judg 
2:18–19; 8:33). In punishment, the Lord gave them into the hand of the Midianites, a semi-
nomadic people who lived in the south (in the Sinai peninsula and western Arabia). Joining 
the Midianites, opportunistically, were the Amalekites (a nomadic people in the desert 
regions south of Israel) and “children of the east” (probably other Bedouin tribes from the 
east). This confederation of desert peoples oppressed the Israelites severely, destroying their 
crops and carrying off their livestock every year for seven years (6:3–6).21  
 
Cycle 4 marks a change in the Lord’s response to Israel’s evildoings. In the first three cycles, 
He responds to the cries of His people either by sending a deliverer (Judg 3:9, 15) or taking 
steps for deliverance (4:4–7). Here, the Lord first sends a prophet (unnamed) to rebuke them 
(6:7–10). Effectively, the prophet cautions the Israelites not to automatically assume the 
Lord will respond to their cries for help. Eventually, Gideon delivers them, and the land 
rests for 40 years afterward. Gideon was from the tribe of Manasseh and lived in Ophrah. 
His victory was long remembered (Ps 83:9, 11; Isa 9:4; 10:26; Heb 11:32–34).  
 
The relative chronology of the first four cycles is as follows: 

 

 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years............................. JE001–JE008 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel ................................ JE008–JE047 

2 Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years .................................. JE047–JE064 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud .................................. JE064–JE143 

                                                 
21 It is likely the invaders pillaged crops first before destroying them, to feed themselves and their 

cattle. Also, if the Israelites kept a Sabbath year during the seven-year oppression—Sabbath years 
were not always kept (cf. 2 Chr 36:21)—crops would still be targeted by the invaders that year. 
Those crops would be part of the produce “which groweth of its own accord” (Lev 25:5–7). 
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3 Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years .................................................. JE143–JE162 
Land rests for 40 years after deliverance by Deborah ..................... JE162–JE201 

4 Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel for 7 years ............ JE201–JE207 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Gideon ................................ JE207–JE246 

 

 
 
The Gideon Narrative: A Turning Point 
 
On the basic structure of Judges, the work of Gooding (1982) has been influential. He sees 
the two-part introduction matching the two-part epilogue. For the stories in between, he 
arranges them in chiastic fashion with Gideon (the hero of this cycle) at the center: 

 
A Introduction, Part I (1:1–2:5)  

B Introduction, Part II (2:6–3:6)  
C Othniel (3:7–11)  

D Ehud (3:12–31)  
E Deborah, Barak (4:1–5:31)  

F Gideon (6:1–8:32)  
E’ Abimelech (8:33–10:5)  

D’ Jephthah (10:6–12:15)  
C’ Samson (13:1–16:31)  

B’ Epilogue, Part I (17:1–18:31)  
A’ Epilogue, Part II (19:1–21:25)  

 
Gooding’s paper outlines the symmetries associated with the above chiastic pairs (p. 77–78). 
He also upholds that one person compiled the various stories in Judges. This contrasts with 
the popular theory that “a multiplicity of redactors” compiled the book (p. 70), resulting in 
a lack of overall unity. Against that theory, Gooding states (p. 77): 
 

that this was the work of one mind which saw the significance of the history recorded in the 
sources, perceived the trends it exhibited and carefully selected and positioned each piece of 
source material so that the symmetrical structure of the whole would make those trends 
apparent to the reader.22 

 
For Gooding, “Gideon’s story is the centre-piece of the symmetry” (p. 74). This makes him 
a focal point, even a turning point, as Tanner noted (1992: 152–53): 
 

Gideon receives attention as the focal point because he represents a significant shift in the 
“quality” of the judges that served Israel . . . With Gideon, the accounts of the judges become 

                                                 
22 Similarly, Spronk (2009: 149) writes that “the book of Judges in its present form is the product 

of one writer / editor who filled in the gap between the books of Samuel and Joshua.” While not all 
scholars believe that a single editor presided over the whole book, there is growing acceptance that 
it displays redactional unity from beginning to end. See, for example: Klein 1988 (11–12); Webb 
2012 (20–32). 
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more complex. Whereas the Othniel account is very brief, the next two (Ehud and Deborah-
Barak) are progressively longer. In comparison, the Gideon narrative is significantly longer, 
and this remains the governing principle for the rest of Judges. The Gideon narrative also 
reflects greater complexity in that there is more elaboration on him as a person and more 
negative notes in the account. 

 
At first, Gideon was hesitant to trust the Lord, and needed much assurance (he was the only 
judge to whom the Lord spoke directly). Nevertheless, he eventually trusted the Lord and 
defeated the oppressor (Judg 7:9–25). The story then shifts to show a darker side of Gideon. 
He punished his own people at Succoth and Penuel (8:4–17). He also made an idolatrous 
ephod and placed it in his city of Ophrah, so that “all Israel went thither a whoring after it” 
(8:24–27). Commendably, though, when the Israelites asked Gideon to be their king, he 
declined both for himself and his dynasty. Instead, he insisted that “the LORD shall rule 
over you” (8:22–23).  
 
Scholars often remark on the worsening leadership of the major judges from Gideon onward, 
given the increasing attention to their mistakes and misdeeds. On the other hand, the Bible 
also considers Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson to be heroes of faith: 
 

And what shall I more say? for the time would fail me to tell of Gedeon, and of Barak, and 
of Samson, and of Jephthae; of David also, and Samuel, and of the prophets: Who through 
faith subdued kingdoms. (Heb 11:32–33a) 

 
Undoubtedly, the judges were a product of their times, and their increasing flaws mirrored 
the worsening condition of the nation. Nevertheless, to gauge the true measure of a judge, I 
believe we should also consider that person’s faith in God. 
 

 
 
The Omission of “again” in Judges 6:1 
 
Four of the six cycles begin by adding the word again to their introductions: “the children 
of Israel did evil again in the sight of the Lord” (Judg 3:12; 4:1; 10:6; 13:1). Obviously, the 
introduction to the first cycle (3:7) does not use the word again ( 5s'y: ), but neither does this 
fourth cycle (6:1). On the omission, Chisholm proposes (2009: 251):  
 

Given the striking absence of 5s'y: , it is possible that Judg 6:1 is not to be understood as chron-
ologically successive to 4:1. Perhaps the stories of the central section are arranged in two 
panels that are chronologically concurrent. 

 
Contrary to Chisholm, I uphold that all the cycles followed consecutively. Other explana-
tions for omitting 5s'y: exist. For example, it clearly draws attention to the first cycle. This 
may be a literary device to confirm that Israel had not learned her lesson, despite three cycles 
of unconditional response by the Lord to her deliverance pleas. As noted above, the fourth 
cycle marks a change in the Lord’s reaction to Israel’s disobedience; it is a turning point. 
 
For a critique of Chisholm’s article, see Steinmann 2010. For other opinions on the omission 
of “again” in Judges 6:1 see: Brensinger 1999 (78–80); Stone et al. 2012 (272 Notes 6:1–
10); Webb 2012 (222, fn. 5). 
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Chapter 7 – Abimelech, Tola, and Jair 

The year that Gideon died (end of Cycle 4) was also the same year in which the Philistine 
and Ammonite oppression began (Cycle 5). But before narrating that next cycle, the Bible 
recounts the violent events of Gideon’s son, Abimelech. After he died, two judges followed 
in succession: Tola and Jair.  
 
Abimelech, Tola, and Jair were all minor rulers. As this study proposes, minor rulers do not 
affect the chronology of the era because they governed during periods of oppression. On this, 
see Chapter 4, “Shamgar and the Minor Rulers.”  
 

 
 
Abimelech: A Self-Proclaimed King  
 
Gideon had threescore and ten sons of his body begotten: for he had many wives. And his 

concubine that was in Shechem, she also bare him a son, whose name he called Abimelech 
. . . And Abimelech the son of Jerubbaal [i.e. Gideon] went to Shechem unto his mother’s 
brethren, and communed with them, and with all the family of the house of his mother’s 
father, saying, Speak, I pray you, in the ears of all the men of Shechem, Whether is better for 
you, either that all the sons of Jerubbaal, which are threescore and ten persons, reign over 
you, or that one reign over you? . . . And he went unto his father’s house at Ophrah, and 
slew his brethren the sons of Jerubbaal, being threescore and ten persons, upon one stone: 
notwithstanding yet Jotham the youngest son of Jerubbaal was left; for he hid himself. And 
all the men of Shechem gathered together, and all the house of Millo, and went, and made 
Abimelech king . . .  

When Abimelech had reigned three years over Israel, Then God sent an evil spirit 
between Abimelech and the men of Shechem; and the men of Shechem dealt treacherously 
with Abimelech . . . And when the men of Israel saw that Abimelech was dead, they 
departed every man unto his place. (Judg 8:30–31; 9:1–2, 5–6, 22–23, 55) 
 

According to Judges 8:30, Gideon—also called Jerubbaal (6:32)—had 70 sons from his many 
wives. Presumably, that figure of 70 came from a source written during Gideon’s tenure as 
judge before Jotham was born (cf. 9:5). He therefore had 71 sons from his wives. (The total 
number of Gideon’s sons is a point of confusion in the story.)  
 
Besides his 71 sons, Gideon had another son, Abimelech, from his mistress in Shechem. 
Because Abimelech was born outside of Gideon’s harem, he would have had a lower status 
in the family than his brothers. Nevertheless, Abimelech aspired to be king. But he obviously 
feared that his brothers would be favored over him for any rulership positions after Gideon 
died (cf. Judg 8:22–23). His brothers possibly exerted some control over the area already (cf. 
9:2). 
 
After Gideon’s death, Abimelech went to Shechem to converse with his mother’s relatives. 
He asked them to persuade the men of Shechem to make him their ruler. After all, he had 
family ties with them (Judg 9:2–3). Abimelech did not talk to the men of Shechem himself 
because his influence there was minimal.  
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In the conversation with his family, Abimelech mentions “all the sons of Jerubbaal, which 
are threescore and ten persons” (Judg 9:2). The context is Gideon’s sons ruling over Shechem, 
which Abimelech counts as 70 contenders. If we assume that the 71st son, Jotham, was a 
teenager at the time, Abimelech probably discounted him as a ruler during that meeting 
because he was too young. This would explain his figure of 70 sons rather than 71. 
 
The men of Shechem were persuaded, which encouraged Abimelech to kill all 71 of his 
brothers. He hired “vain and light persons” to help him (Judg 9:4), and he succeeded in kill-
ing 70 brothers (9:5, 18, 24, 56). Jotham escaped by hiding.  
 
After that, “all the men of Shechem gathered together . . . and made Abimelech king” (Judg 
9:6). Although he was the first Israelite king, his rule was over a limited area. And he was not 
a king in the traditional sense. Living outside of Shechem (Judg 9:41, 31), he was more like 
a “hired defense minister in charge of protecting the city in times of crisis” (Brensinger 1999: 
109). 
 
Abimelech’s three-year rule is the shortest recorded for the era, and he died a humiliating 
death (Judg 9:50–57). Was he a judge? Some expositors include him as one, or at least as part 
of the chronology. Because he was an oppressor and mass murderer, I treat him as a minor 
ruler, not a minor judge. He came to power soon after Gideon died. This is the same year in 
which Cycle 5 began.  
 

 
 
The Third Longest Story 
 
Up to this point in the book of Judges, the reader has become familiar with the oppression-
deliverance theme that characterizes the era. From Cushan-Rishathaim to Gideon, events 
accord with that theme. However, the different nature of Abimelech’s story makes it harder 
to classify. Scholars therefore debate its composition history and contribution to the book.  
 
Abimelech’s story (Judg 8:30–9:57) is the third longest in the main section of Judges (3:7–
16:31). Only the accounts of Gideon and Samson are longer. I offer the following reasons for 
the editor devoting so much attention to him: 
 
• As discussed in Chapter 6, Gideon’s story is a turning point in the book. From Gideon 

onward, character flaws in the judges are showcased. These flaws mirror the worsening 
condition of the nation. The account of Abimelech, which is the sequel to Gideon’s 
story, confirms this worsening condition. Undoubtedly, Abimelech was influenced by 
certain events in Gideon’s career (his punishment of opponents, his syncretism, his 
Schechemite concubine). 

 
• Abimelech’s rule was characterized by violence. One may therefore view Israel as 

having three oppressors in the first three years of Cycle 5: Ammonites, Philistines, and 
Abimelech.  

 
• Abimelech murdered 70 of Gideon’s sons to secure his position as king. While heathen 

despots engaged in fratricide to secure succession, this is the Bible’s first mention of 
an Israelite doing so (but not the last mention). It did not go unpunished. The editor was 



 33 

explicit in saying that God avenged the cruelty done to Gideon’s sons by Abimelech and 
the mercenaries who aided him (Judg 9:23–24; 56–57).  

 
• The story of Abimelech is a cautionary tale. It shows what can happen if a king arises 

who is not chosen by God, as required by the Mosaic Law:  
When thou art come unto the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee, and shalt possess 
it, and shalt dwell therein, and shalt say, I will set a king over me, like as all the nations 
that are about me; Thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee, whom the LORD thy God 
shall choose. (Deut 17:14–15a) 

 
 

 
Tola the Son of Puah  
 
And after Abimelech there arose to defend Israel Tola the son of Puah, the son of Dodo, a 
man of Issachar; and he dwelt in Shamir in mount Ephraim. And he judged Israel twenty 
and three years, and died, and was buried in Shamir. (Judg 10:1–2) 
 
After Abimelech died, Tola arose. He was the second of six minor judges. Interestingly, all 
the minor judges from Tola onward ruled in a short 43-year period from JE248 to JE291. 
Their timelines fall into two overlapping courses of consecutive rules: Tola + Jair and Ibzan 
+ Elon + Abdon. On reasons for their emergence, see Chapter 12, “Initial Impact on Israel.”  
 
Tola was from the tribe of Issachar but he was not based there. He lived further south in the 
hill country of Ephraim, in Shamir (exact location unknown). His rule of 23 years is the 
longest of all the minor judges.  
 
Tola’s depth of ancestry back to a third generation is shared by no other judge: Tola, the son 
of Puah, the son of Dodo. On this, Younger remarks (2002: 238): “Often in the Old Testament 
such a genealogical statement is an evidence of high social standing.” The remaining four 
minor judges—Jair, Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon—are also portrayed (directly, or indirectly like 
Tola) as men of high standing.  
 
As Appendix E shows, Tola judged Israel during most of Cycle 5 and the first few years of 
Cycle 6. While we are told that he “arose to defend Israel,” the enemy is not identified. 
Possibly, in his early years as judge, Tola defended the region from marauders who took 
advantage of the chaos that resulted after Abimelech’s death. They may have been emboldened 
by Israel having to deal with two oppressors at once: Ammonites and Philistines.  
 
The Ammonites crossed the Jordan to attack Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim (Judg 10:9) 
most likely in the last few years of the Ammonite oppression (Chapter 8 refers). If so, Tola 
was ruling then. Recall that he was based in Shamir, in the hill country of Ephraim. Since 
Shamir’s location is unknown, we do not know if the Ammonite invasion extended to its 
vicinity. If it did, we do not know what actions Tola took against the Ammonites, if any.  
 
The latter part of Tola’s rule overlapped Jephthah’s six-year tenure, with Tola ruling west of 
the Jordan and Jephthah to the east. Tola’s rule also overlapped the early years of Ibzan, who 
was probably based in the north, in Zebulun (Chapter 9 refers). 
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Jair the Gileadite 
 
And after him arose Jair, a Gileadite, and judged Israel twenty and two years. And he had 
thirty sons that rode on thirty ass colts, and they had thirty cities, which are called 
Havothjair unto this day, which are in the land of Gilead. And Jair died, and was buried 
in Camon. (Judg 10:3–5) 
 
After Tola died, Jair ruled for 22 years. He was from Gilead, being the central region east of 
the Jordan. He was probably connected to the tribe of Manasseh given that “Havothjair” 
(Towns of Jair) links to earlier conquests in the region by another person named Jair, who 
was also associated with Manasseh (Num 32:41; cf. 1 Chr 2:21–22).  
 
As Appendix E shows, Jair began to rule two years after Jephthah died. Because of Jephthah’s 
victory over the Ammonites, conditions in the east were most likely stable in Jair’s day. (The 
Philistine oppression continued in the southwest, though.)  
 
Jair’s rule of 22 years was the second longest of the minor judges. His rule (in the east) was 
contemporaneous with the three minor judges who governed in succession after Jephthah 
died: Ibzan (probably in the north), Elon (in the north), and Abdon (in central Israel). 
 
Jair had “thirty sons that rode on thirty ass colts.” Like Ibzan and Abdon, Jair had many 
offspring, which is a sign of high status (cf. Judg 8:30; 2 Kgs 10:1). Similarly, the donkeys of 
Jair and Abdon indicate wealth and nobility; they rode donkeys while most people walked. 
On this, Nelson observes (2007: 355): 
 

Donkey riding was a high status activity and a sign of wealth (Judg. 5.10; perhaps 1 Sam. 
25.20). It was also an indication of royal leadership (David’s household, 2 Sam. 13.29; 16.2; 
Solomon’s accession, 1 Kgs 1.33, 38; Zion’s coming king, Zech 9.9). The list uses a somewhat 
unusual word for ‘donkeys’ in order to create wordplay between Jair’s donkeys (עידים) and his 
cities (also עידים). NJPS captures this pun with ‘rode thirty burros and owned thirty boroughs’.  

 
While Jair’s report confirms the privileged circumstance of his family, it also implies peace 
and prosperity in the land. (Peace is implied by the unhindered donkey riding.) This stands in 
contrast to the unsafe days of Shamgar and Jael (Judg 5:6–7). Perhaps Jair’s 30 sons helped 
him to govern successfully using their network of eponymous towns.  
 
Jair was buried in Camon. While its exact location is uncertain, it is believed to be near 
modern Qam, which is about twelve miles south-east of the Sea of Galilee.  
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Chapter 8 – Philistines / Ammonites and 
Jephthah (Cycle 5) 

And the children of Israel did evil again in the sight of the LORD, and served Baalim, and 
Ashtaroth, and the gods of Syria, and the gods of Zidon . . . And the anger of the LORD was 
hot against Israel, and he sold them into the hands of the Philistines, and into the hands 
of the children of Ammon. And that year they vexed and oppressed the children of Israel: 
eighteen years, all the children of Israel that were on the other side Jordan in the land of 
the Amorites, which is in Gilead. Moreover the children of Ammon passed over Jordan to 
fight also against Judah, and against Benjamin, and against the house of Ephraim; so that 
Israel was sore distressed. And the children of Israel cried unto the LORD, saying, We have 
sinned against thee, both because we have forsaken our God, and also served Baalim . . . 
So Jephthah passed over unto the children of Ammon to fight against them; and the 
LORD delivered them into his hands . . . And Jephthah judged Israel six years. (Judg 
10:6–10; 11:32; 12:7a) 
 

As soon as Gideon died, the Israelites did evil again in the sight of the LORD (Judg 8:33). 
Their rebellion reached new heights, as confirmed by the expanded list of gods they 
worshipped (seven in total). Increasingly, Israel was being seduced by the religious practices 
of the Gentile peoples around them. As a result, and for the first time, the Lord sold Israel 
into the hands of two nations: the Philistines to the southwest, and the Ammonites to the 
east of the Jordan. 
 
After introducing the double oppression, Cycle 5 elaborates no further on the Philistines. 
This change in focus to the Ammonite oppression alone explains the odd syntax of Judges 
10:8, which literally reads: 
 

and they shattered and smashed the Israelites in that year, eighteen years all the Israelites 
who were beyond the Jordan in the land of the Amorites, which is Gilead. 

 
The phrase “in that year” stands apart from “eighteen years.” Scholars have differing views 
on why that is, and how “in that year” relates to verses 7 and 8b onward. In my opinion, “in 
that year” most logically refers to the Lord’s actions in verse 7. It tells us that the pincerlike 
double oppression was especially harsh for Israel that first year.23 Because the editor then 
wanted to focus on the 18-year Ammonite oppression and Jephthah’s deliverance, he began 
the next part of the sentence with “eighteen years.” The implication is that the Philistine 
oppression continued unabated and without deliverance in this cycle. (Recall the cycles are 
defined by oppression then deliverance. Since the Philistine oppression is not resolved until 
Cycle 6, the editor makes no further mention of it in this cycle.) 
 
At first, the Ammonites oppressed only those Israelites living in Gilead, east of the Jordan. 
(Israel took that land from the Amorites before entering Canaan – Judg 11:23.) However, at 
some point during their 18-year oppression of Israel, the Ammonites crossed the Jordan to 

                                                 
23 This agrees with the Lord’s anger being “hot against Israel,” a term used only in Cycles 1 and 5. 
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attack Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim. This escalation in hostilities caused great distress in 
Israel. Because it triggered the rise of Jephthah, the escalation most likely took place in the 
last few years of the Ammonite oppression, possibly even in its final, 18th year.  
 
With the Philistines against them in the southwest, and the Ammonites oppressing them on 
both sides of the Jordan, the people cried out for deliverance. This is the only time in the 
book of Judges that the Israelites confess their sin (Judg 10:10, 15–16), as opposed to a 
straight cry for help (3:9, 15; 4:3; 6:6–7). They confess their sin once more in Cycle 6 (1 Sam 
7:6).  
 
The Ammonites were defeated by Jephthah, a Gileadite. A civil war then erupted between 
the armies of Jephthah and Ephraim (see next section). After the civil war, the Transjordan 
region most likely experienced peace during the remainder of Jephthah’s rule. However, 
because the Philistine oppression was still ongoing in the southwest, the Bible does not say 
that “the land had rest” (nationally) as occurred in the first four cycles.24  
 
Cycle 5 began soon after Gideon died. This means all the events in Judges 9:1 to 10:5 (which 
involve Abimelech, Tola, and Jair) do not count in fixing the chronology of the era. Rather, 
they occurred in overlap with the events of Cycles 5 and 6.  
 
Jephthah ruled for six years. His death marked the end of Cycle 5. The relative chronology 
of the first five cycles is as follows: 

 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years............................. JE001–JE008 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel ................................ JE008–JE047 

2 Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years .................................. JE047–JE064 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud .................................. JE064–JE143 

3 Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years .................................................. JE143–JE162 
Land rests for 40 years after deliverance by Deborah ..................... JE162–JE201 

4 Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel for 7 years ............ JE201–JE207 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Gideon ................................ JE207–JE246 

5 Philistines oppress, and Ammonites oppress for 18 years .............. JE246–JE263 
Jephthah defeats the Ammonites then judges for 6 years ............... JE263–JE268 

                                                 
24 Judges 2:18 states: “And when the LORD raised them up judges, then the LORD was with the 

judge, and delivered them out of the hand of their enemies all the days of the judge.” I suggest this 
statement holds true for Jephthah on a regional level. This stands in contrast to the rest achieved 
nationally by Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, and Gideon. As those four judges had done, Jephthah deliv-
ered Israel from a major oppressor, being the Ammonites. During his rule after the civil war with 
Ephraim, it appears that Israelites east of the Jordan had rest in the land. Undoubtedly, that rest 
extended to northern Israel as well. The Philistine oppression to the southwest, though, was a 
separate issue, requiring separate deliverance. 
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Outline of Jephthah’s Story  
 
The Bible remembers Jephthah as a successful deliverer (1 Sam 12:11) and a hero of faith 
(Heb 11:32–33). However, Christians struggle to understand his good status in Scripture 
given the negative events in his story. It does not help that scholars have polar opinions on 
him. For example, Exum states (1990: 421, fn. 22): “In my view, Jephthah is the worst of 
the lot, though not merely through a fault of his own.” By contrast, Boling’s opinion (1975: 
214) is that “within his anxious limitations . . . Jephthah was a good judge, the best since 
Othniel.” 
 
Below is a summary of Jephthah’s story, with a closing viewpoint.  
 
Because Jephthah’s mother was a prostitute, his brothers had earlier driven him out of their 
father’s house, to ensure he received no inheritance. Jephthah settled in the land of Tob. He 
was a “mighty man of valour” and evidently a natural leader. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that men banded with him, though they were of questionable character (Judg 11:1–3).  
 
With a battle looming, the elders of Gilead went to Jephthah and asked if he would lead the 
attack against the Ammonites. At first reluctant, he secured an agreement to be not only 
their military chief, but also the civilian head of all Gilead (Judg 11:4–11).  
 
Before resorting to military action, Jephthah tried diplomacy. He learned through his 
messengers that the king of Ammon wanted to recover some land from Israel. Jephthah 
explained through his messengers how Israel came to own that land, and how Ammon had 
no legal claim over it (Judg 11:12–27). 
 
The king of Ammon did not listen, so Jephthah prepared for war. Before the battle, he 
made his infamous vow. If the Lord gave him victory over the Ammonites, he would make 
a burnt offering of the first thing that came from the doors of his house to meet him on his 
return home (Judg 11:29–31). Jephthah was victorious. But when he returned home, his 
young daughter, his only child, came out first. Jephthah broke into mourning, tearing his 
clothes in grief and despair. In one of the most poignant stories in the Bible, Jephthah kept 
his vow to the Lord and sacrificed his daughter (11:32–40).  
 
After this, men from Ephraim threatened to burn down Jephthah’s house because they had 
not been invited to join the war against the Ammonites (so were denied the triumph and 
spoils). Recall the Ephraimites had suffered under the Ammonites as well (Judg 10:9). 
Although Jephthah tried to explain his actions to them—the editor does not record their 
response—a civil war erupted in which Jephthah’s army killed 42,000 Ephraimites (12:1–6). 
Inter-tribal jealousies played a large part in this war, and the Ephraimites had a history of 
pride and self-centeredness (e.g. 8:1–3). 
 
In my opinion, although Jephthah acted unwisely at times (e.g. his vow), he was a man of 
faith. For an assessment of his character, see the comments by Rev. William Blaikie at 
http://biblehub.com/sermons/auth/blaikie/jephthah.htm. 
 
 
 

http://biblehub.com/sermons/auth/blaikie/jephthah.htm
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Chapter 9 – Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon 

After Jephthah died, the Israelites rebelled again. The Lord responded by intensifying the 
existing Philistine oppression (Judg 12:7; 13:1). Thus begins Cycle 6, the final cycle. There 
are two heroes in that cycle: Samson and Samuel. However, before telling the Samson story, 
the Bible recounts the tenures of Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon. These three minor judges ruled 
consecutively during Cycle 6, with Ibzan’s rule beginning in the year that Jephthah died. 
Like Tola and Jair, these three men occupied a place of prominence in society (assumed for 
Elon). 
 

 
  
Ibzan of Bethlehem 
 
Then died Jephthah the Gileadite, and was buried in one of the cities of Gilead. And after 
him Ibzan of Bethlehem judged Israel. And he had thirty sons, and thirty daughters, whom 
he sent abroad, and took in thirty daughters from abroad for his sons. And he judged 
Israel seven years. Then died Ibzan, and was buried at Bethlehem. (Judg 12:7–10) 
 
Ibzan ruled from Bethlehem, which is probably the Bethlehem in Zebulun not Judah (cf. 
Josh 19:15).25 Ibzan had 30 sons, and 30 daughters whom he sent away to marry. He also 
brought in 30 daughters for his sons to marry. Most likely, the marriages were arranged to 
widen Ibzan’s territorial influence, gain prestige, and consolidate his position as judge.  
 

 
 
Elon the Zebulonite 
 
And after him Elon, a Zebulonite, judged Israel; and he judged Israel ten years. And Elon 
the Zebulonite died, and was buried in Aijalon in the country of Zebulun. (Judg 12:11–
12) 
 
Elon has the barest details of any judge. Since he was from Zebulun, he may have been 
related to Ibzan.  
 
The notices for Ibzan and Abdon state that they “judged Israel,” followed by a comment on 
their social status, followed by “and he judged Israel X years.” By contrast, the notice for 
Elon states, awkwardly, that he “judged Israel; and he judged Israel ten years.” It is as if 
Elon had a status comment also recorded for him, but it was subsequently deleted. Either 
that, or the editor had nothing to add for Elon (who was perhaps childless) but he adhered, 
rigidly, to his formula for these three minor judges. 
 

                                                 
25 On the identification of Bethlehem, see: Boling, “Ibzan,” ABD 3:356; Lewis 1979 (70); 

Moskowitz 2015 (154–57). 
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Elon was buried in Aijalon, not to be confused with the Valley of Aijalon in the Shephelah 
(Josh 10:12; 1 Sam 14:31). Presumably, he also ruled from there. While the location of 
Aijalon is uncertain, of note is the Hebrew wordplay between Elon and Aijalon. While both 
names have the same consonants ( לוןיא ), the vowel points, for pronunciation, are different. 
This suggests that the town assumed Elon’s name like the eponymous “Towns of Jair” in 
Judges 10:4. On the correlation between Aijalon and Elon, Webb writes (2012: 345): 
 

Interestingly, it [Aijalon] is very similar in Hebrew to the name Elon, the judge, and may 
have been named after him. If so, it is an indication of the high esteem he was held in — 
especially in the north — but unfortunately no further information about him has survived.  

 
 

 
Abdon of Pirathon 
 
And after him Abdon the son of Hillel, a Pirathonite, judged Israel. And he had forty 
sons and thirty nephews, that rode on threescore and ten ass colts: and he judged Israel 
eight years. And Abdon the son of Hillel the Pirathonite died, and was buried in Pirathon 
in the land of Ephraim, in the mount of the Amalekites. (Judg 12:13–15) 
 
Abdon was from Pirathon in Ephraim, believed to be modern Farata, located about six miles 
southwest of Shechem. He had 40 sons and 30 nephews who rode on 70 male donkeys. His 
was clearly a prosperous family. (See Chapter 7, “Jair the Gileadite,” on large families and 
donkey riding.) Overall, we are left with the impression that Abdon’s tenure was a time of 
peace and prosperity, at least regionally. 
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Chapter 10 – Philistine Oppression (Cycle 6) 

CYCLE 6 BEGINS: Then died Jephthah the Gileadite, and was buried in one of the cities of 
Gilead . . . And the children of Israel did evil again in the sight of the LORD; and the 
LORD delivered them into the hand of the Philistines forty years. (Judg 12:7; 13:1) 
 
CYCLE 6 ENDS: And the children of Israel said to Samuel, Cease not to cry unto the LORD 
our God for us, that he will save us out of the hand of the Philistines . . . And as Samuel was 
offering up the burnt offering, the Philistines drew near to battle against Israel: but the 
LORD thundered with a great thunder . . . So the Philistines were subdued, and they came 
no more into the coast of Israel: and the hand of the LORD was against the Philistines 
all the days of Samuel. And the cities which the Philistines had taken from Israel were 
restored to Israel, from Ekron even unto Gath; and the coasts thereof did Israel deliver out 
of the hands of the Philistines. (1 Sam 7:8, 10, 13–14) 
 

The children of Israel did evil again after Jephthah died. Presumably, the Israelites mainly 
in view here are those who suffered under the Ammonite oppression west of the Jordan, in 
Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim (Judg 10:9). After their deliverer judge died, they did what 
the cyclic formula said they would:  
 

And it came to pass, when the judge was dead, that they returned, and corrupted themselves 
more than their fathers, in following other gods to serve them, and to bow down unto them; 
they ceased not from their own doings, nor from their stubborn way. (Judg 2:19) 

 
After Jephthah died, the Israelites—particularly those west of the Jordan—returned to their 
old ways, serving other gods. No doubt, this included the gods of the Philistines, with whom 
they were in close contact (cf. Judg 10:6). In response, the Lord intensified the existing 
Philistine oppression, presumably by allowing them to control more territory (cf. 1 Sam 
7:14). This greater Philistine hold over southern Israel lasted for 40 years. It ended with 
Samuel’s deliverance. In total, the Philistines oppressed Israel for 61 years, from JE246 to 
JE307.  
 
This is a complicated cycle with overlapping events involving Samson (judge), Eli (priest), 
and Samuel (prophet and judge). The timelines of these three rulers are unclear. They will 
be discussed, respectively, in Chapters 13 to 15. 
 
Shown below is the chronology of the six cycles of the era, represented by my “Block B” in 
Chapter 1 (p. 9). Subtracting the start date (JE001) from the end date (JE307) indicates that 
Block B lasted for 306 years. Discussion of an absolute chronology for the era begins in 
Chapter 16.  
 

 

1 Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years............................. JE001–JE008 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel ................................ JE008–JE047 

2 Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years .................................. JE047–JE064 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud .................................. JE064–JE143 
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3 Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years .................................................. JE143–JE162 
Land rests for 40 years after deliverance by Deborah ..................... JE162–JE201 

4 Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel for 7 years ............ JE201–JE207 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Gideon ................................ JE207–JE246 

5 Philistines oppress, and Ammonites oppress for 18 years .............. JE246–JE263 
Jephthah defeats the Ammonites then judges for 6 years ............... JE263–JE268 

6 Philistines continue to oppress for a further 40 years ..................... JE268–JE307 
Samson dies then Samuel defeats the Philistines ........................... JE307 

 

 
 
The Scope of “Israel” and the “Land Had Rest” in the Book of Judges 
 
As with the Philistine domination, the oppressions of the judges era did not extend to all 
the tribes of Israel. (The possible exception is Cushan-Rishathaim, whose rule may have 
affected all the tribes.) Yet the editor often uses the terms “children of Israel” and “Israel,” 
which imply that the era’s oppressors and judges ruled over the entire nation (e.g. Judg 2:11–
22). However, the individual stories, which are mainly regional in scope, argue against this. 
 
For example, although we read that “the children of Israel served Eglon the king of Moab 
eighteen years” (Judg 3:14), the story’s geographical details testify to a regional oppression. 
Similarly, we read that Jair “judged Israel twenty and two years” (10:3). It is unlikely that 
Jair ruled over all Israel given his firm ties to the Transjordan, with 30 sons and their 30 
cities in Gilead (10:4).  
 
If the scope of oppressions and judgeships was regional, why did the editor use terms that 
imply a pan-Israelite perspective? I offer two reasons. First, it is simpler to use “children of 
Israel” and “Israel” than to weigh down the text with multiple sentences describing the 
territory affected and tribes involved. (Tribes are still mentioned, though, when considered 
necessary.) Second, it underscores the editor’s desire to present Israel as a nation. On this 
editorial goal, Chisholm writes (2013: 30).  
 

By viewing regional developments as national in scope, the present structure of the book keeps 
before its readers the ideal of a unified Israel portrayed in Joshua. It also forces readers to 
consider the broader, theological ramifications of tribal incidents. For the editor(s), when one 
region suffered invasion, all Israel suffered invasion. Divine discipline may have impacted 
only some of the tribes directly, but it expressed God’s displeasure with the entire sinful 
nation.  

 
If the era’s oppressions and judgeships were mainly regional in scope, could the term “the 
land had rest” in the first four cycles be regional in scope as well? While some scholars 
suggest this (e.g. Chisholm 2013: 31), I contend that the land having rest (i.e. rest from war 
or oppression) applies to the whole nation. This is based on the contexts of Joshua 11:23 (cf. 
14:15; Judg 2:18) and 2 Chronicles 14:6.  
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Chapter 11 – Origin of the Philistines 

The chronology offered in this study shows the Philistines oppressed Israel during Cycles 5 
and 6 (see Chapters 8 and 10). The oppression lasted for 61 years, from JE246 to JE307, 
which is 1128 to 1067 BC based on Calendar 1 in Chapter 18 and Appendix E. 
 
The Philistines are first mentioned in Genesis, during the days of Abraham and Isaac. They 
lived in Gerar, thought to be near Gaza (Gen 26:1; 21:32; cf. 20:2). Apparently, their 
numbers remained small until a later migration of settlers boosted their population. By the 
time of Joshua’s conquest, the Philistines were a significant entity in the southern coastal 
plain of Palestine. They had formed a league of five city-states, each ruled by a “lord”: 
 

Now Joshua was old and stricken in years; and the LORD said unto him, Thou art old and 
stricken in years, and there remaineth yet very much land to be possessed. This is the land 
that yet remaineth: all the borders of the Philistines, and all Geshuri, From Sihor, which is 
before Egypt, even unto the borders of Ekron northward, which is counted to the Canaanite: 
five lords of the Philistines; the Gazathites, and the Ashdothites, the Eshkalonites, the Gittites, 
and the Ekronites; also the Avites. (Joshua 13:1–3) 

 
According to the Bible, the Philistines were well established in Canaan before Israel entered 
the land in the latter half of the 15th century BC (cf. Exod 13:17; Judg 3:1–3). The conven-
tional view differs. Egyptian inscriptions make no mention of the Philistines, called Peleset 
in their texts, until the reign of Ramesses III in the 12th century BC (1195–1164 BC). The 
Peleset were one of many tribes comprising the so-called “Sea Peoples,” who were a 
confederacy of seafaring raiders. They attacked cities and coastal towns around the Mediter-
ranean in the 13th and 12th centuries BC, concentrating their efforts on Egypt. The origins 
of the Peleset are unknown, but the Aegean is often suggested. 
 
The Sea Peoples attacked Egypt in Ramesses III’s eighth year (1188 BC). Based on Egyptian 
records, it is believed that Ramesses III totally defeated the Sea Peoples. He then settled the 
Peleset (and other Sea Peoples tribes) in southwest Canaan, exactly where the Bible locates 
them. Because Egyptian texts do not mention the Peleset before that battle, most scholars 
cite Ramesses III’s eighth year as the earliest date for them in the region. Therefore, the 
prevailing view is that any Biblical mention of Philistines living in Canaan before that year 
is anachronistic.  
 
In a well-researched article that reviews textual sources and archaeology, Bimson (1990/91) 
proposes that a wave of Philistine settlers (i.e. the Peleset) arrived in southern Palestine as 
early as the end of the Middle Bronze Age, around 1550 BC. (This is the “later migration” 
referred to above.) They came from Caphtor (Jer 47:4), which some scholars identify as 
Crete. Bimson identifies it as Cyprus. 
 
Some centuries later, in the eighth year of Ramesses III (1188 BC), a coalition of Sea Peoples 
came from distant coasts to attack Egypt. Among them was a new wave of Philistines from 
Cyprus. One of their invasion goals may have been to liberate their kinsmen from Egyptian 
control. If so, that goal was achieved. Despite his recorded boasts, Ramesses III was only 
able to protect Egypt. He lost control of part of southwest Canaan, allowing the new wave 
of Philistines to join the existing population.  
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In his “Summary and Conclusion,” Bimson writes (1990/91: 74–75):  
 

The usual assumption that the Philistines did not settle in southern Canaan until the reign of 
Ramesses III is erroneous. The biblical traditions, archaeology, and perhaps the Medinet Habu 
texts,[26] together suggest an earlier Philistine presence. The archaeological evidence indicates a 
date towards the end of the Middle Bronze Age for the settlement of Philistines from Cyprus.  

The Philistines who arrived among the ‘Sea-peoples’ in the 8th year of Ramesses III were 
thus a second wave of settlers. They strengthened the Philistine presence on the southern coastal 
plain and brought to an end centuries of Egyptian control in that region.  

 
Regarding the archaeological evidence, Bimson proposes that the Philistines came from 
Cyprus towards the end of the Middle Bronze Age (MB IIC = ca. 1650–1550 BC). If so, 
one would expect to see Cypriot pottery known as bichrome ware appearing in the southern 
coastal plain of Palestine not long after. This is indeed the case. In fact, it becomes a chief 
characteristic of the first phase of the Late Bronze Age in Palestine (LB I = ca. 1550–1400 
BC). However, the influx of Cypriot pottery could be due to trade and not migration. We 
must therefore look elsewhere for evidence of migration, which Bimson finds (1990/91: 65): 
 

During the MB IIC period (conv. c. 1650–1550 BC) bilobate chamber tombs and loculi tombs 
appear in the south of Palestine. Both types were developed in eastern Cyprus during the 
Middle Bronze Age. In Palestine they occur at Tell el-Farah South, Tell el-Ajjul, Lachish 
and Jerusalem. W. H. Stiebing concludes that they were probably ‘cut by Cypriots living in 
Palestine’ and that they therefore provide ‘compelling evidence for the settlement of Eastern 
Cypriot groups in southern Palestine’ in MB IIC (Stiebing, 1970, pp. 143, 141).27  

 
Accepting Bimson’s thesis that a wave of Philistines entered Canaan near the end of the 
Middle Bronze Age, I make the following observations: 
 
• The eighth year of Ramesses III occurred in Deborah’s rest period of 40 years (Judg 

5:31). This means the nearby conflicts in southwest Canaan between Egypt and the 
Sea Peoples did not involve Israel militarily.  

 
• Chapter 21 discusses the victory stela of Egypt’s king Merneptah. The stela celebrates 

his defeat of the Libyans and their allies who had gathered to invade Egypt in the fifth 
year of Merneptah’s reign (1220/19 BC). Libya’s allies included some Sea Peoples 
tribes but not the Peleset. The stela also recounts Merneptah’s invasion of Canaan 
earlier in his reign. One of the cities he reports to have defeated then is Ashkelon 
(which belonged to the Philistines – see next section). This implies that the Ashkelon-
ites had been staging revolts against Egyptian control. As proposed above, the 
Philistines finally threw off the Egyptian yoke just over 30 years later when the Sea 
Peoples invaded in Ramesses III’s eighth year (1188 BC). Evidently, in the decades 

                                                 
26 Medinet Habu is an archaeological location in the West Bank of Thebes (modern day Luxor). 

One of the largest memorial temples in Egypt is located there: the Mortuary Temple of Ramesses III, 
commonly called the “Medinet Habu temple.” Among the events celebrated on the temple’s walls is 
the defeat of the Sea Peoples, shown in both inscriptions and reliefs. Bimson’s “Medinet Habu texts” 
refer to the inscriptions. 

27 The paper Bimson cites here is: William H. Stiebing, Jr., “Another Look at the Origins of the 
Philistine Tombs at Tell el-Far‘ah (S),” American Journal of Archaeology 74 (1970): 139–43. 
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following, the new wave of Peleset settled and Philistia’s military might increased. 
Sixty years after achieving independence from Egypt, the Philistines themselves 
became the oppressor in 1128 BC when they placed neighboring regions of Israel 
under their control (at the start of Cycle 5).  

 
As for the Philistines living at Gerar in the days of Abraham and Isaac, Bimson suggests 
(1990/91: 65): 
 

The Philistines of Genesis may have been descended from an earlier and smaller group of 
immigrants for whom we have no archaeological evidence.  

 
 

 
Merneptah’s Karnak Reliefs and the Siege of Ashkelon  
 
Mentioned above was Merneptah’s invasion of Canaan and his defeat of Ashkelon in the 
late 13th century BC. That battle is also displayed in a wall relief belonging to Merneptah 
in the Karnak Temple Complex (Appendix D refers). In that relief, the Ashkelonites are 
depicted with the same dress as Canaanites in adjacent reliefs of the same campaign. For 
many scholars, this proves that Ashkelon was still a Canaanite city at the time, meaning the 
Philistines had not yet arrived in the region (e.g. Stager 1991: 33). 
 
Against that argument, if the Philistines arrived around 1550 BC, cultural assimilation over 
a few centuries would have been significant. On this, Kitchen (1973: 70) writes in support 
of his own conventional scheme: 
 

Thus, in many spheres, acculturation was so great as to replace the original culture of the 
Philistines and their relatives almost completely in two centuries. 

 
Thus, Bimson concludes (1990/91: 73):  
 

In connection with the phenomenon of acculturation . . . If Philistines first settled in Canaan 
towards the end of the Middle Bronze Age, there was more than enough time for them to have 
assimilated Canaanite culture, including modes of dress, before the reign of Merenptah. 

 
As well as modes of dress, the Philistines assimilated regional deities, as noted by Rohl 
(2008: 186): 
 

Such an Indo-European (Philistine) to Canaanite (Amorite) ‘acculturation’ would also explain 
why every Philistine deity mentioned in the Bible was well rooted in the indigenous West 
Semitic pantheon. Baal, Dagon, Anat and Astarte were all Syro-Canaanite deities with no 
obvious Indo-European links.  

 
The Philistines were not the only ethnic entity in Canaan to adopt regional deities. So, too, 
did the Israelites:  
 

And they forsook the LORD God of their fathers, which brought them out of the land of 
Egypt, and followed other gods, of the gods of the people that were round about them, and 
bowed themselves unto them, and provoked the LORD to anger. (Judg 2:12) 
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Chapter 12 – The Collapse of Civilizations 

Chapter 11 discussed the origin of the Philistines, and the attack on Egypt by the Sea Peoples 
in the eighth year of Ramesses III (1188 BC).  
 
The Sea Peoples attack on Egypt was part of a wider event that reshaped nations from Greece 
in the west to Babylonia in the east. In the 12th century BC, large empires and small king-
doms, which had taken centuries to develop, collapsed rapidly.  
 
In his book, 1177 B.C. The Year Civilization Collapsed, Eric Cline writes (2014: 9):28  
 

In the end, it was as if civilization itself had been wiped away in much of this region. Many, 
if not all, of the advances of the previous centuries vanished across great swaths of territory, 
from Greece to Mesopotamia. A new transitional era began: an age that was to last for at least 
one century and perhaps as many as three in some areas.  

 
Traditionally, scholars viewed the Sea Peoples as the main culprits behind the widespread 
breakdown of societies in the 12th century BC. Cline argues, however, that the Sea Peoples 
alone could not have caused that. In a more encompassing approach, he presents evidence 
to support multiple interconnected failures, both natural and human. They include: 
 
• climate change, drought, and famine 
• earthquake storms (one earthquake triggers another, which triggers another, etc.) 
• attacks by invaders 
• internal revolt (social uprisings and rebellions)  
• cutting of trade routes and the collapse of international trade  

 
In Cline’s view, any one of these events, by itself, could be recovered from. However, nations 
could not recover from the multiplier effect of compounded events.  
 
Irrespective of one’s view on how the collapse happened, kingdoms fell like dominoes over 
the course of a few decades. They included the Minoan, Mycenaean, Trojan, Hittite, and 
Babylonian cultures. Their thriving economies ceased to exist, along with writing systems, 
technology, and monumental architecture. This marked the end of the Bronze Age in the 
Aegean, Eastern Mediterranean, and the Near East. It was a pivotal event in history, one that 
ushered in a dark age that lasted for centuries.  
 
How did this cataclysm affect Israel? I propose it affected Israel initially for the worse, then 
for the better. 

                                                 
28 For Cline’s book title, the year 1188 BC is now more appropriate than 1177 BC. Until recently, 

the favored accession year of Ramesses III was ca. 1184 BC, making his eighth year ca. 1177 BC. 
However, the reign of Ramesses III is governed by that of an earlier king, Ramesses II, whose 
accession year is fixed by a lunar date. As Chapter 21 discusses, the preferred accession year today 
for Ramesses II is no longer 1279 but 1290 BC. As a result, the favored year for Ramesses III’s 
accession is now 11 years earlier at ca. 1195 BC, making his eighth year ca. 1188 BC. (The “ca.” 
here is due to uncertainty in regnal lengths for five of the six pharaohs between Ramesses II and III.)  
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Initial Impact on Israel 
 
As discussed in Chapter 4, Egypt exerted control over the southern Levant during the 15th 
to 12th centuries BC. Egypt’s domination lent stability to the region. For Israel, the stability 
enabled long periods of rest from war, such as the 80 years of rest associated with Ehud’s 
rule.  
 
Mediterranean societies began to collapse early in the 12th century from 1188 BC onward. 
The collapse happened during the 40 years of rest achieved by Deborah. At the end of those 
40 years, the Israelites did evil in the sight of the Lord. He therefore gave them into the 
hand of the Midianites for seven years. Thus began Cycle 4.  
 
Just as 1188 BC was a turning point in the region’s history, so Cycle 4, whose beginning 
I date to 1173 BC, was a turning point in the judges era. From that cycle onward, the episodes 
of oppression and stories of deliverance are more complex. Consider the Midianite oppres-
sion. The Midianites were a semi-nomadic people from the Sinai peninsula and western 
Arabia. But it was not just the Midianites who attacked Israel. Joining them were the 
Amalekites (from the southern desert regions) and “children of the east” (other Bedouin 
tribes from the east). Together, these three groups attacked the Israelites for seven years, 
destroying their crops and taking their livestock. 
 
Undoubtedly, the ability of these desert tribes to confederate, and to attack with impunity, 
was due in large part to Egypt’s weakened condition after 1188 BC. Egypt’s reduced hold 
over Canaan opened the way for those tribes to “gang up” on Israel every year for seven 
years (Judg 6:3–5; cf. 6:33).  
 
Cycle 4 marks a change not only in the nature of the oppressions but also in the Lord’s 
response to Israel’s evildoings. Unlike preceding occasions, the Lord did not deliver the 
Israelites straight away when they cried out to Him for help (Chapter 6 refers). Eventually, 
Gideon delivered them, and the land rested for 40 years afterward. In all likelihood, this 
long rest period was possible because the collapse of civilizations had weakened potential 
invaders.  
 
After Gideon’s death in JE246, Israel suffered a double oppression for the first time: the 
Ammonites (to the east) and Philistines (to the southwest). The double oppression is not 
surprising given the lack of Egyptian control in the region.  
 
Significantly, five minor judges arose in the 43-year period from JE248 to JE291 (1126 to 
1083 BC by my dating). While their emergence is sudden, there is a plausible explanation. 
With the collapse of Egyptian rule in the southern Levant, Israelites not directly affected by 
the double oppression would have been worried about opportunistic attacks from other 
neighboring entities, food security, and disunity among the tribes. It was therefore a suitable 
time for men of status to arise as local judges. Five men did so, in two overlapping courses 
of consecutive rules: Tola + Jair and Ibzan + Elon + Abdon.  
 
As discussed in Chapter 4, we do not read that “the LORD raised up” any minor judge. I 
therefore submit that they were either self-appointed or locally elected or chosen. They were 
men of high social standing, ruling from relatively safe locations. They achieved stability in 
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their areas of judgeship during an unprecedented time of turmoil, which affected lands 
stretching from Greece to Mesopotamia.  
 
These five men likely took advantage of events to further their own interests. While their 
motives may have been self-serving, they did have the power and means to keep the peace. 
Undoubtedly, this ensured continuing public support of their rules. 
 
The 43-year era of these minor judges ended after the death of Jair in JE291. I suggest three 
reasons for Israel no longer needing them: 
 

1. By that time, Philistia was the sole oppressor in the region, other potential ones having 
been weakened. Since only the Israelite tribes neighboring Philistia were affected by 
its oppression, deliverers were not needed elsewhere in Israel.  

 
2. News of Samson’s slaughter of 1,000 Philistines (Judg 15:9–16) spread quickly, and 

gave the Israelites reason for hope. In Chapter 13, I date this event to Samson’s second 
year as judge (see fn. 34, p. 54). 

 
3. Samuel was well known as a prophet by the time of Samson’s rule. He may have also 

been established as a judge by then. Samuel was highly regarded (1 Sam 3:20; cf. 
2:26), and all the tribes of Israel knew the Lord spoke to Him (4:1). This may have 
raised expectations among the Israelites that the Philistine oppression, having already 
lasted over four decades, would end during Samuel’s tenure.  

 
 

 
Subsequent Impact on Israel 
 
The collapse of civilizations allowed Israel to excel as a nation, especially during the reigns 
of David and his son Solomon. Those kings benefited from the power vacuum in Syria-
Palestine left by Egypt’s retrenchment, a vacuum no civilization in the region could fill as 
an oppressor (most of them having been weakened too). Although the Philistines were a 
constant problem for Israel, David and his men gained the ascendancy with their battles 
against them (e.g. 2 Sam 8:1; 21:15–22). This set the stage for Israel to reach its zenith as a 
nation in the days of Solomon. First Kings 4 recounts the glory of that era: 
 

Judah and Israel were many, as the sand which is by the sea in multitude, eating and drinking, 
and making merry. And Solomon reigned over all kingdoms from the river [Euphrates] unto 
the land of the Philistines, and unto the border of Egypt: they brought presents, and served 
Solomon all the days of his life. And Solomon’s provision for one day was thirty measures of 
fine flour, and threescore measures of meal, Ten fat oxen, and twenty oxen out of the pastures, 
and an hundred sheep, beside harts, and roebucks, and fallowdeer, and fatted fowl. For he 
had dominion over all the region on this side the river, from Tiphsah even to Azzah, over all 
the kings on this side the river: and he had peace on all sides round about him.  

And Judah and Israel dwelt safely, every man under his vine and under his fig tree, from 
Dan even to Beersheba, all the days of Solomon . . . And Solomon’s wisdom excelled the 
wisdom of all the children of the east country, and all the wisdom of Egypt. For he was wiser 
than all men . . . And there came of all people to hear the wisdom of Solomon, from all kings 
of the earth, which had heard of his wisdom. (1 Kgs 4:20–25, 30–31, 34) 
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The counterfactual question begs: Would Israel have attained such glory if civilizations in 
the region had not collapsed in the 12th century BC? 
 

 
 
The Minor Judges Were Not Divinely Called 
 
This study upholds that all the minor judges were not “raised up” by the Lord but through 
human device. The following observations lend circumstantial support to that idea: 
 
• In the introduction to Judges, the verb קּום (“raise up”) is in the Hiphil stem and refers 

to an action performed by the Lord (2:16, 18). The Hiphil is used for Othniel and Ehud 
(3:9, 15). However, for Tola and Jair (10:1, 3), the Qal stem is used (“arose”). Noting 
this difference, Nelson (2007: 350) suggests for Tola and Jair that “their emergence is 
to be understood as a result of human developments rather than direct divine activity.” 
Similarly, Sasson (2014) translates the Qal stem as “stepping up” and “stepped up” 
(p. 406), and notes that it gives Tola (and by implication Jair) “control of his own 
actions, mildly implying a power grab” (p. 409).  

 
• Round numbers divisible by 20 predominate in the lengths of rule of the major judges 

(Judg 3:11, 30; 5:31; 8:28; 16:31). By comparison, the lengths of rule of the minor 
judges appear random (23, 22, 7, 10, and 8 years). One could argue that the “schematic” 
round numbers of the major judges testify to divine involvement, like the 40 years in 
the wilderness (Num 14:34). By contrast, the “random” numbers of the minor judges 
suggest no divine involvement in their careers.  

 
• Unlike for the major judges, no mention is made of the Israelites crying to God for 

deliverance before any minor judge arises. This is despite their rulerships occurring 
during periods of oppression. Perhaps the Israelites did cry out. Nevertheless, the 
absence in the text of such a cry before a minor judge arises distinguishes them from 
the major judges on this point.  

 
• Shamgar is the first minor judge, and he is unique among that set. On this, Adrianus 

van Selms observes (1964: 295): 

there are many other points of difference between the verse devoted to Shamgar and the 
stereotyped descriptions of the “minor judges”: No tribal or geographical connections of 
Shamgar are given, nor the length of his officiating period, nor the place of his tomb . . . 
Of all the judges, whether “majors” or “minors”, the names of their tribes or their cities 
are mentioned; but we have no direct indications with which to place Shamgar geograph-
ically . . . He could be completely omitted from the book without disturbing its chronology. 

In my view, Shamgar’s uniqueness is by design. He is the editor’s example of how to 
treat all the minor judges after him. For instance, he has no duration of rule recorded. 
This is the editor’s way of saying that the rest of the minor judges, like Shamgar, do 
not affect the chronology of the era. Shamgar’s uniqueness suggests another exemplary 
fact: he was not “raised” by the Lord; he was either self-appointed or publically 
chosen. This is inferred by the absence of details for Shamgar, which reflects the 
absence of direct involvement by the Lord in his career, and so too for all the other 
minor judges. 
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More Than Six Minor Judges May Have Ruled  
 
Because the Bible is silent on the matter, other minor judges, besides the six already named, 
may have ruled locally at unknown times. Let us assume, for purposes of this section’s 
enquiry, that other minor judges ruled. (Since I propose the six cycles of the era follow con-
secutively, no minor judges affect the era’s chronology, irrespective of their total number.) 
 
Based on the example of Shamgar, I uphold that the book’s six minor judges all ruled during 
periods of oppression (Chapter 2 refers). In other words, the editor ignored all minor judges 
who ruled during the term of a major judge. Two reasons for this can be suggested. First, it 
preserved focus on the major judges, who are the hero-deliverers of the book. Second, 
including them would further complicate the chronology. (Note that any minor judge who 
ruled during the term of a major judge would have enjoyed the “rest in the land” associated 
with that major judge.)  
 
From the list of minor judges who ruled during periods of oppression, the editor chose 
Shamgar, his exemplar, to be the first. He then went to the end of his list, choosing the last 
five. I propose he chose them for connected reasons, such as:  
 
• It was appropriate because they were indeed the final minor judges. Significantly, 

they all arose during the longest period of oppression in Israel. This was the Philistine 
oppression, which lasted for 61 years, from JE246 to JE307. 

 
• Their timelines fell into two overlapping courses of consecutive rules: Tola + Jair and 

Ibzan + Elon + Abdon. Consecutive rules are the basis of a coherent chronology. The 
following is a speculation on their careers: 

1) Tola arose after Abimelech died. Initially, he defended the region from marauders 
who sought to profit from the chaos after Abimelech’s death. Tola may have also 
visited neighboring Gilead to judge there too after Jephthah died.  

2) After Tola died, Jair arose in Gilead to preserve the peace and prosperity achieved 
by Jephthah (then Tola).  

3) Ibzan arose in the year that Jephthah died, possibly to ensure the presence of a 
judge in the north now that the Philistines had strengthened their oppression in 
the south.  

4) After Ibzan died, Elon arose to continue judging in the north.  

5) After Elon died, the northern tribes may have chosen Abdon to rule over them 
from northern Ephraim, while Eli and Samuel judged the southern tribes.  

 
• Those five minor judges neatly brought the total number of judges in the book to 

twelve. This reflects the twelve tribes, so highlighting the national intent of the stories, 
most likely in a negative light. On this, Way remarks (2018: 284): 

The literary quota of twelve is likely intended as an indictment against all Israel so that no 
Israelite tribe is exempted from the growing trend of covenant rebellion (or “canaaniza-
tion”) which characterizes the period. Apostasy was a corporate offense, and every Israelite 
man and woman holds a stake in the responsibility. 
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Chapter 13 – Samson the Judge 

Samson is a famous Biblical figure known for his superhuman strength. His account is the 
longest in Judges (Chs. 13–16).  
 
Although Hebrews 11:32–33 lists Samson as one of the heroes of faith, he is marred by 
weaknesses of the flesh. He breaks his Nazarite vows, marries a Philistine woman, and is 
quick to revenge. Nevertheless, like Gideon and Jephthah, he has commendable traits. Many 
expositors tend to overlook them, preferring instead to focus on his faults.29 
 
Commentators divide Samson’s story in different ways. Brensinger (1999), for example, 
divides the story into three sections: the account of Samson’s birth (Judg 13:1–25) followed 
by two similarly structured units (I have modified these): 

 
JUDGES 14:1–15:20 JUDGES 16:1–31 

Selects a Philistine bride (14:1–9) 
Divulges his riddle (14:10–18) 
Loses his wife (14:19–15:6) 
Gains revenge (15:7–20) 

Engages with two women linked to Philistia (16:1–4) 
Divulges his secret (16:5–17) 
Loses his strength (16:18–21) 
Gains revenge (16:22–31) 

 

On the two units, Brensinger notes (1999: 144): “Samson, in other words, travels essentially 
the same road twice, but his actions as well as their consequences are significantly more 
severe the second time around.”  
 

 
 
Locating Samson’s Timeline in the Judges Chronology 
 
Where do we place Samson’s 20-year judgeship within the 40-year Philistine oppression of 
Cycle 6? It seems likely that Samson died not long before the oppression ended. Consider 
the following: 
 
• When Samson collapsed the temple in Gaza, he died but took about 3,000 Philistines 

with him (Judg 16:27). This included all five lords and presumably many military, 
civic, and religious heads. With their leadership decimated, they would have sought 
the first opportunity for revenge. Their assembling to fight the Israelites gathered at 
Mizpeh fits this scenario (1 Sam 7:7). 

 
• The angel of the Lord told Samson’s mother that he would “begin to deliver Israel out 

of the hand of the Philistines” (Judg 13:5). Clearly, Samson did not end the Philistine 
oppression. It was Samuel who finished what Samson began (1 Sam 7:5–14). Similar 

                                                 
29 For a balanced assessment of Samson’s career, see Wayne Jackson, “A Study of Samson: Faith 

and Folly” at https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/911-study-of-samson-faith-and-folly-a.  

https://www.christiancourier.com/articles/911-study-of-samson-faith-and-folly-a
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to the view of Jones (2009: 82), I believe Samuel quickly took advantage of the disarray 
in Philistia caused by Samson’s final act of revenge. The Israelite victory, after Samuel 
gathered them at Mizpeh, therefore took place within a few weeks after Samson’s 
death.30 By that time, the Philistines had five new lords (1 Sam 7:7; cf. Judg 16:27, 
30).  

 
• Judges 15:20 states that Samson “judged Israel in the days of the Philistines twenty 

years.” After the report of his death in 16:30, the next verse repeats his 20-year term 
but omits the phrase “in the days of the Philistines.” This may be an editorial hint that 
Samson died not long before Israel’s deliverance from the Philistines under Samuel’s 
rule.  

 
Our chronology will therefore show Samson’s judgeship to coincide with the final 20 years 
of Philistine oppression, from JE288–JE307. This means Israel had three concurrent judges 
for a short time (see Appendix E, JE288–JE290). They were based in different locations: 
 

1. Samson in the southwest  
2. Jair in Gilead (east of the Jordan)  
3. Abdon in Ephraim (central Israel) 

 
 

 
Some Observations on Samson 
 
• As proposed above, Samson began to judge in JE288. This is the same year that the 

Philistines returned the Ark of the Covenant to Israel (see Chapter 14). In all likeli-
hood, his tenure began soon after the Ark’s return. The Ark had been in Philistine 
hands for seven months, and many died during that time because of divine displeasure 
over their possession of it (1 Sam 5:1–6:1).31 Debilitated by their custody of the Ark, 
the Philistines probably had a more cautious approach to Israel for a while. This was 
an apt time for Samson to arise as judge.  

 
• No new minor judges arose after Samson’s term began. For suggested reasons, see 

Chapter 12, “Initial Impact on Israel.”  
 
• Samson is unique among the major judges in that all of his actions take place during 

his time as judge. The deeds of the other major judges occur mainly before their rules 
begin. 

                                                 
30 In the view of Jones, it was less than a few weeks. He considers that Samuel defeated the 

Philistines “within a few days after the death of Samson” (2009: 82).  
31 For the theory that the Philistines were struck with bubonic plague, see Frank R. Freemon, 

“Bubonic Plague in the Book of Samuel,” Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine 98–99 (2005): 
436. See also Guy Middleton’s review of Eric Cline’s book, 1177 B.C. The Year Civilization 
Collapsed (https://www.ajaonline.org/book-review/2825). Middleton points to the surprising omis-
sion by Cline of plague and epidemic as contributing factors, despite evidence of them. See also 
Lars Walløe, “Was the Disruption of the Mycenaean World Caused by Repeated Epidemics of 
Bubonic Plague?” Opuscula Atheniensia 24 (1999): 121–26.  

https://www.ajaonline.org/book-review/2825
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• Samson was probably about 20 when he became judge (20 was the age for military 
service). If so, he was around 39 when he toppled the temple in the final act of his life. 
This is a realistic age for displaying such strength. If Samson died at 39, he was born 
at the start of Cycle 6. 

 
• While the time is unstated, the Philistines probably held Samson captive for less than 

a year before he died. On the day the people saw him in Gaza, Judges 16:24 reports 
that “they praised their god: for they said, Our god hath delivered into our hands our 
enemy, and the destroyer of our country, which slew many of us.” This language 
suggests the event of Samson’s capture was still fresh in their minds. 

 
• Having revealed the secret of his strength to Delilah, Samson’s seven locks of hair 

were cut just before the Philistines took him (Judg 16:19–21). However, in a statement 
that anticipates Samson using his strength against the Philistines one last time, the 
editor adds: “the hair of his head began to grow again after he was shaven” (16:22). It 
would take some years, of course, for Samson’s hair to grow back to its original length, 
something the Philistines would no doubt disallow. They believed his hair to be the 
source of his remarkable strength. And even though they had blinded him, his strength 
was still a threat (in their thinking) if his locks were allowed to fully regrow.  

Therefore, it is likely that Samson died in Gaza with his hair having grown some, 
but not to its former length. His strength, of course, came from the Lord, not his hair 
(cf. Judg 16:20). Just before he died, he prayed “O Lord GOD, remember me, I pray 
thee, and strengthen me, I pray thee, only this once, O God, that I may be at once 
avenged of the Philistines for my two eyes” (16:28). Samson knew his physical power 
came from the Lord, not his hair. He asked the Lord to strengthen him, just this once. 
The Lord granted his wish, and Samson used all his might to dislocate two crucial 
pillars. This caused the temple of Dagon to collapse on himself and the Philistines. We 
can well imagine the confusion in their faces before the Philistines died. There stood 
Samson their prisoner with hair shorter than before, displaying strength as never 
before.  

 
• Samson is sometimes portrayed as a rural “wild man.” (For examination of the wild 

man typology, see Mobley 2006: 16–25.) While that may be true in some respects, it 
is not the complete picture. Of his 20 years as judge, the narrative units for Samson 
probably span about four years at most. What happened during the other 16 years or 
so? For his judgeship to last throughout that time, Samson must have played a positive 
role in society, on which I will speculate below. 

 
 

 
Samson and the Danite Migration 
 
Samson was a Danite, but where was that tribe located geographically when he was judge?  
 
Dan’s original allotment was bordered by Philistia, Judah, Benjamin, and Ephraim (Josh 
19:40–46). From east to west, it began at the Shephelah—being the low rolling foothills 
west of Judah’s hill country—traversed the flat, open coastal plain, and ended at the coast. 
It was not a large allotment, but it was fertile and the foothills had strategic value.  



 53 

The Danites could not occupy the coastal plain because the Amorites confined them to the 
hill country (Judg 1:34). Cramped for space, they left their allotment and migrated to the 
north. (The story of Dan’s migration is told in Judges 17 and 18.) The Danites conquered 
Laish, renamed it Dan (modern day Tel Dan) and made it their capital (Josh 19:47; Judg 
18:1–29). With its southern boundary at the upper Huleh Valley, the tribe of Dan became 
Israel’s northernmost territory. This resulted in the expression “from Dan even to Beersheba” 
(e.g. Judg 20:1; 1 Sam 3:20), meaning from one end of Israel to the other. 
 
The chronology of the Danite migration is uncertain, with two main views:  
 

1. the migration occurred early in the judges period (the majority view) 
2. it occurred late in the judges period, after Samson’s death 

 
I prefer an early migration for the following reasons: 
 
• Judges 18:1 states that “the tribe of the Danites sought them an inheritance to dwell 

in; for unto that day all their inheritance had not fallen unto them among the tribes of 
Israel.” Comparing this statement with Joshua 19:47–48 and Judges 1:34 suggests 
that Dan’s inability to capture all their allotted territory happened early in the judges 
period. The Bible gives no numbers for the Danites who migrated nor for those who 
stayed. 

 
• The Danite migration (Chs. 17–18) is the first of two stories in Judges that comprise 

the book’s epilogue. The second is the Benjaminite outrage (Chs. 19–21). Both stories 
name a priest. In the Dan story, it is Jonathan son of Gershom, the son of Manasseh 
(18:30).32 In the Benjamin story, it is Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron 
(20:28). From other Scripture, we know that Phinehas was an immediate grandson of 
Aaron (e.g. Exod 6:25; Num 25:7; Josh 22:13; 1 Chr 6:3–4). This fixes the Benjamin 
story early in the judges period, about a generation after the conquest. Significantly, 
the Benjamin story uses the expression “from Dan even to Beersheba” for the first 
time in the Bible (Judg 20:1). This suggests the Danite migration occurred before the 
Benjaminite outrage.  

 
• As just noted, the Benjamin story dates to the early judges period. Since the Dan story 

precedes it, one may infer it occurred before the Benjamin story. 
 
With the preceding discussion in mind, I offer the following speculation about the Danites 
who did not migrate, and Samson’s rise from local to national hero:  
 
• Divine intervention enabled Samson’s barren mother to conceive (Judg 13:1–24). 

This implies that Samson’s parents were God-fearing. They were among a minority 
of Danite families who did not migrate for at least two reasons: (1) to disassociate 

                                                 
32 Other Bible translations such as the NIV name this person “Jonathan, the son of Gershom, the 

son of Moses.” Many scholars believe that Moses was the originally recorded name. However, since 
the actions of Jonathan tarnished Moses’ legacy, a later editor added a suspended “nun” (the Hebrew 
letter for “n”) to make the name read Manasseh instead of Moses. If Manasseh, a Levite, was indeed 
Jonathan’s ancestor, he was obviously not the same Manasseh as the tribal father. 
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themselves from the idolatrous Danites who left, and (2) to show their faithfulness by 
staying in an area allotted to them by the Lord.  

 
• Samson’s story mentions Zorah and Eshtaol (Judg 13:2, 25; 16:31).33 These towns, 

which were both strategic guard posts, sat on a ridge on the northern edge of the Sorek 
Valley. This was the core area of Danite settlement in Samson’s day, leftover as the 
most westward area occupied by the Danites before they migrated (18:2; 1:34). But this 
Danite enclave faced extinction. It adjoined Philistia, and the Philistines were bent on 
expansion.  

The Danites knew that Samson was set apart for service to the Lord (Judg 13:24–
25), and that he would somehow provide a measure of deliverance from the Philistines 
(13:5). Therefore, they made Samson their protector-judge when he was about 20 years 
old. This was done not only because of his favor before the Lord (13:24–25), but also 
in the hope that he might be their champion in defending Danite territory.  

 
• Initially thinking Samson was a liability, the men of Judah delivered him to the Philis-

tines knowing they intended to kill him (Judg 15:9–13). But after Samson killed 1,000 
Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey, the Judahites began to see him as an asset. 
This possibly occurred in Samson’s second year as judge.34 As for the Philistines, they 
now knew that Samson would retaliate with superhuman strength if provoked. Also, 
they were still recovering from the shock of multiplied deaths after seizing the Ark of 
the Covenant. So, wary of both Samson and his God, they were more cautious in their 
dealings with the Israelites under their rule. 

 
• Although Samson rose to national prominence, he was still a local based judge. (By 

contrast, Samuel’s authority extended to all of Israel – cf. 1 Sam 4:1) This was the 
status-quo for many years. During that time, Samson was the protector-judge of the 
Danites who had not migrated. Possibly, he married a Hebrew woman then. She may 
have died childless not long before he went to Gaza, where the final chapter of his 
judgeship begins and ends.  

 
• The text does not say why Samson travelled 45 miles south to Gaza, nor if he entered 

the city covertly or openly. We are simply told: One day Samson went to Gaza, where 

                                                 
33 Zorah and Eshtaol appear not only in Dan’s allotment (Josh 19:40–48) but also in Judah’s 

(15:33). The majority view among scholars is that Joshua 15:20–62 reflects a later time by which 
many of the listed towns had been built up or were annexed by Judah.  

34 The first recorded event of Samson’s judgeship was his move to marry a Philistine woman 
(Judg 14:1–3). While his parents were against it, Judges 14:4 records that “his father and his mother 
knew not that it was of the LORD, that he sought an occasion against the Philistines.” Such an 
occasion suits Samson’s first year, which would be an ideal time to display his designs against the 
Philistines. As discussed earlier in this chapter and fn. 37 (p. 57), Samson’s judgeship began in 
JE288 soon after the Ark’s return during wheat harvesting around May (1 Sam 6:13). I propose, in 
his first year as judge, that Samson killed 30 men in Ashkelon (Judg 14:19) so “announcing” the 
start of his judgeship to the region. Then, in his second year, JE289, the following events occurred 
from the time of wheat harvest onward: Samson torched the Philistine crops (15:1–5); he killed the 
Philistines who burned his wife and father-in-law (15:6–8); he slaughtered 1,000 Philistines with 
the jawbone of a donkey (15:9–16). No doubt, Samson’s fame in Israel spread quickly through news 
of those events. 



 55 

he saw a prostitute. He went in to spend the night with her (Judg 16:1 NIV). Perhaps, 
after entering the city, he looked for a place to hide because he was seeking another 
“occasion against the Philistines” (Judg 14:4). Like the Israelite spies in Jericho (Josh 
2:1), he went to the house of a prostitute. While most commentators assume a sexual 
encounter took place that night, Judges 16:1 uses the same Hebrew words found in 
Judges 4:22 for Barak entering Jael’s tent (“and he cometh in unto her” – YLT). So, the 
text is open to interpretation.35 If an encounter did take place, it is unlikely that 
Samson travelled 45 miles for that reason alone. (Gaza was the farthest of the five 
main Philistine cities from Samson’s home.) Unfortunately, Judges 16:1–3 gives only 
the barest of details, which leaves open many questions (as asked, for example, in 
Block 1999: 449–51). 

When the Philistines got word that Samson was in Gaza, they sought to kill him 
(Judg 16:2). To escape capture, he pulled up the doors of Gaza’s entrance gate and 
carried them away (16:3). This was a great insult to the city, and led to a change in 
Philistine thinking about Samson. As reported in the Delilah episode that followed, 
they no longer wanted Samson dead. Instead, they sought to “prevail against him, that 
we may bind him to afflict him” (16:5). The Philistines thought justice was better 
served if they took Samson alive, to bind him securely in the same city he showed to 
be insecure. Their change of thinking on Samson was ill-fated. It ultimately led to 
Israel’s liberation from Philistine oppression.  

 
• Samson died after destroying the temple of Dagon in Gaza. In one stroke, he killed 

thousands of Philistines, including top military and political leaders. This enabled 
Samuel’s deliverance of Israel soon afterward. Mindful of Samson’s role in their 
liberation, the Israelites remembered him as a national hero:  

And what shall I more say? for the time would fail me to tell of Gedeon, and of Barak, and 
of Samson, and of Jephthae; of David also, and Samuel, and of the prophets: Who through 
faith subdued kingdoms, wrought righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouths 
of lions (Heb 11:32–33)36 

 

                                                 
35 For another view of the Gaza prostitute episode (Judg 16:1–3), see Miles Van Pelt, “What Was 

Samson Doing with a Prostitute in Gaza?” at https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/what-was-
samson-doing-with-a-prostitute-in-gaza.  

36 While Hebrews 11:32 names Samson as a hero of faith, 1 Samuel 12:11 does not include him. 
This is because the latter verse names deliverers: “And the LORD sent Jerubbaal [Gideon], and 
Bedan [probably another name for Barak], and Jephthah, and Samuel, and delivered you out of the 
hand of your enemies on every side, and ye dwelled safe.” It was Samuel, not Samson, who delivered 
Israel by ending the Philistine oppression. Note that Samuel names himself as a deliverer in that 
verse. This is not done in pride but in the context of the Lord’s righteous acts reviewed in the 
preceding verses. (Some commentators believe the intended person in 1 Samuel 12:11 is Samson, 
not Samuel.) 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/what-was-samson-doing-with-a-prostitute-in-gaza
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/what-was-samson-doing-with-a-prostitute-in-gaza
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Chapter 14 – Eli the Priest 

This study proposes that Samuel’s victory over the Philistines occurred within a few weeks 
after Samson’s death. The events of 1 Samuel 7:3–13 therefore follow chronologically soon 
after Judges 16:30. The remainder of the book of Judges, which serves as an epilogue, 
comprises two stories: the Danite migration (Chs. 17–18) and the Benjaminite outrage (Chs. 
19–21). The latter occurred early in the judges era; the former most likely as well. For 
discussion of their chronologies, see Chapter 13 (“Samson and the Danite Migration”) and 
Chapter 16 (“The Sinful Generation”).  
 

 
 
Eli’s 40-Year Judgeship 
 
First Samuel records the end of the Philistine oppression (Cycle 6). However, the book 
does not begin immediately with that success. It begins with the story of Samuel’s birth and 
upbringing. Eli the priest is integral to that. As a child, Samuel ministered before Eli. As 
Samuel grew, so did his reputation, such that “all Israel from Dan even to Beersheba knew 
that Samuel was established to be a prophet of the LORD” (1 Sam 3:20). 
 
Eli lived in Shiloh, which was an important religious center in the hill-country of Ephraim. 
The events of his life confirm that he was not a deliverer like Gideon or Jephthah, both of 
whom engaged in military action to free Israel from oppression. Yet he “judged” Israel for 
40 years (1 Sam 4:18). How exactly did Eli judge Israel, and do his 40 years affect the era’s 
chronology? 
 
On the nature of Eli’s judgeship, I follow Jones, who writes (2009: 82): 
 

Eli’s judgeship of 40 years would then best be understood as that of his role as high priest. 
To serve as a judge was included in the duties of the high priest (Num. 5:11–31; Deut. 17:9; 
19:17–19; and 2 Chron. 19:5). As high priest, Eli would assist the judges in accord with their 
duties described at the beginning of this chapter much as Eleazar assisted Joshua (Num. 
27:18–23) and Jeshua assisted Zerubbabel (Hag. 1:1; Zech. 3:1–5; Ezra 3:2; and Neh. 12:1) 
. . . Hence, his 40-year judgeship is not to be added consecutively to the spans of the judges.  

 
Judging Israel was one of Eli’s expected duties as high priest, an office that he held for 40 
years. This explains his title “the Lord’s priest in Shiloh” (1 Sam 14:3), which confirms his 
defining career was that of a priest, not a deliverer. So, as Jones concludes, his 40-year tenure 
does not count in fixing the chronology of the era. 
 
Eli had two sons, Hophni and Phinehas, who “knew not the Lord” (1 Sam 1:3; 2:12). Eli 
allowed his sons to continue in sin. The Lord therefore prophesied twice that he would 
judge Eli’s family line (2:31–34; 3:11–18). Retribution came when the Philistines defeated 
Israel in battle, killed Hophni and Phinehas, and took the Ark of the Covenant (4:1–11). 
When Eli heard about the Ark’s capture, he fell backward in his seat. Elderly and over-
weight, he broke his neck and died (4:12–18). He was 98 years old.  
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The Ark remained in Philistine hands only seven months (1 Sam 6:1). They gave it back to 
Israel after many of them died because of their custody of it. The Ark was taken to Kirjath-
jearim, staying there for 20 years before Samuel defeated the Philistines in JE307 (see Chap-
ter 10 for that relative date). Working back from JE307, I propose the following chronology 
for the life of Eli and the fate of the Ark: 
 

Eli born ................................................................................................... JE189  
Eli becomes a priest, presumably at the age of 30 (cf. Num 4:3) ........... JE219 
Eli becomes high priest (at the age of 59)............................................... JE248 
Eli “judges” Israel for 40 years, inclusively (1 Sam 4:18) ...................... JE248–JE287 
Ark of the Covenant captured; Eli dies at 98 (4:15) ............................... JE287 
Ark in Philistine hands for 7 months (6:1) ............................................. JE287–JE28837 
Ark in Kirjath-jearim for 20 years, inclusively (7:2) .............................. JE288–JE307 
Samuel defeats the Philistines (7:2–15) .................................................. JE307 

 
Interestingly, the chronology above shows Eli becoming high priest in the same year that 
Abimelech died (JE248). This was in the third year of Cycle 5. Eli probably helped the region 
to recover after Abimelech’s tyrannical rule over Shechem. The distance from Shechem to 
Shiloh (Eli’s home) was not far. A key road connected the two cities, which were both in 
Israel’s central hill country. 
 
Eli’s first year also coincided with the first year of Tola, who ruled after Abimelech. Tola 
judged from Shamir, northwest of Shechem. Eli judged from Shiloh. Both men judging in 
the same region is not a problem. Eli judged in his role as high priest; he was not a deliverer. 
By contrast, Tola “arose to defend Israel” (Judg 10:1), which implies military action. The 
two men had different roles.

                                                 
37 “JE years” are Hebrew spring-to-spring years (i.e. Nisan years), which begin in March or April. 

In my scheme, the Philistines returned the Ark in JE288. It was returned during the wheat harvest 
(1 Sam 6:13), which is around May. The Philistines took the Ark seven months earlier (1 Sam 6:1), 
which means they took it in the preceding Nisan year, JE287, around November. The return of the 
Ark in JE288 also coincides with the first year of Samson. He probably began his tenure as judge 
that year soon after the Ark’s return (Chapter 13 refers).  
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Chapter 15 – Samuel: Prophet and Judge 

Samuel was one of Israel’s greatest prophets (cf. 1 Sam 2:26; 3:20; 2 Chr 35:18; Ps 99:6; 
Jer 15:1; Heb 11:32; Acts 3:24; 13:20). By his reputation and actions, he brought the twelve 
tribes together in a way that had not occurred since Joshua’s day. We can speculate that he 
was influential in uniting the tribes probably from his twenties onward.  
 
As proposed in Chapter 13, Samuel ended the Philistine oppression shortly after Samson’s 
death. Samuel continued to serve Israel after that as prophet, accepted leader of all the tribes, 
and judge (his judgeship may have begun after Eli died). Samuel was also a kingmaker, 
anointing both Saul and David before their reigns (1 Sam 10:1; 16:13). Given his promi-
nence, I treat Samuel as a major judge. 
 
Although 1 Samuel discusses the link between Eli and Samuel, there is no mention in the 
Bible about Samuel’s affiliation with any judge, not even Samson.38 We may assume that 
the editor of the books of Samuel—originally one book—was content to leave the judges era 
behind him. His focus was on the establishment of the monarchy, and the accounts of its first 
two kings: Saul and David. (The transition from theocracy to monarchy was a momentous 
change that shaped Israel’s history for almost half a millennium.)  
 
Because there is no chronological data for Samuel in the Bible, we cannot locate his career 
in the judges era with certainty. (Josephus’ mistaken statement that Samuel died 22 years 
before the death of Saul is discussed below.) With that caveat in mind, this chapter proposes 
a rough timeline for Samuel based on the following clues and observations:  
 
• Eli had probably become a high priest by the time Hannah spoke to him (1 Sam 1:9–

18). Samuel was conceived soon after (1:19–20).  
 
• As a child, Samuel ministered before Eli (1 Sam 2:11). Samuel was qualified to minis-

ter before a priest because he, too, was a Levite (cf. 1 Chr 6:16–28; Num 8:5–26). 
 
• The Bible does not disclose the number of years between Samuel’s defeat of the 

Philistines in JE307 and the anointing of Saul. During that time, the events of 1 Samuel 
7:14 to 11:15 take place. In Chapter 17, I propose this interval was six years, from 
JE307 to JE313.  

 
• Probably during that six-year interval, Samuel made his two sons judges. They were 

Joel and Abiah. Both men did evil, prompting the Israelites to ask for a king (1 Sam 

                                                 
38 Nevertheless, there are intriguing parallels in the birth stories of Samson and Samuel. Both 

their mothers were childless (Judg 13:2; 1 Sam 1:2). Both found out, from God-ordained sources, 
that they would conceive a child (Judg 13:3; 1 Sam 1:17–20). Samson was to live his whole life 
under a Nazarite vow (Judg 13:5; cf. Num 6:1–8). Samuel’s mother promised to dedicate him to the 
Lord with language that suggests a Nazarite vow (1 Sam 1:11). For Samson, “the child grew, and 
the Lord blessed him” (Judg 13:24). Similarly, “Samuel grew, and the Lord was with him” (1 Sam 
3:19).  
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8:1–5). The rulerships of Joel and Abiah do not influence the chronology of the era (no 
timespans are given for them). 

  
• Samuel was “old and grayheaded” at Saul’s accession (1 Sam 12:2). This suggests he 

was at least in his sixties then, with premature graying possible (cf. Prov 20:29). I 
have assumed he was 64, which qualifies as “old” based on King David’s age.  

There was a coregency between David and Solomon lasting perhaps around two 
years (see Chapter 17, “Chronology of Saul, David, and Solomon”). David died at 70 
(2 Sam 5:4). His son Solomon was made coregent the year before (or earlier) when 
the Bible reports that David “was old, going into days” (I Kgs 1:1 LITV), which would 
be at 69 (or younger). This correlates with Samuel being “old” at 64. However, we do 
not read that Samuel ever suffered from health issues like David, who evidently had 
subclinical hypothermia (“they covered him with clothes, but he gat no heat” – 1 Kgs 
1:1). 

(Note that 70 years was the life expectancy in David’s day. But it was 120 years in 
Moses’ day. On the decline in life expectancy from Moses to David, see Chapter 16, 
“Life Expectancy of Israelites in Joshua’s Generation.”) 

 
• Josephus divides Saul’s 40-year reign as follows: “He reigned eighteen years during the 

lifetime of Samuel and for twenty-two years more after the latter’s death” (Antiquities 
6.14.9). This is inaccurate. David was around 18 years old when he killed Goliath (for 
good arguments on his age then, see Jones 2009: 94–97). Since David was 30 when 
he came to the throne (2 Sam 5:4), he killed Goliath around the 28th year of Saul’s 
reign. Because David fled to Samuel after he killed Goliath (1 Sam 19:18), Samuel 
was still alive after Saul’s 28th year. Further, it is widely held that Samuel died in the 
final decade of Saul’s reign. I have assumed his death preceded Saul’s by four years, 
which is McFall’s estimate (2010: 527).  

 
• If Samuel was 64 at Saul’s inauguration, and if his death preceded Saul’s by four years, 

he was 100 years old when he died. This compares well with Samuel’s mentor Eli, who 
died from a fall at the age of 98 (1 Sam 4:15).  

 
From the above data, I propose the following timeline for Samuel, recognizing his birth and 
death dates are uncertain. (First Samuel 7:15 states that Samuel judged Israel “all the days 
of his life.” Therefore, my JE years in Appendix E continue to his death. Normally, they 
would stop at JE313, being the technical end of the judges era.) 
 

Samuel born ................................................................................................. JE249?  
Samuel defeats the Philistines soon after Samson’s death ........................... JE307 
Saul is anointed king six years later (Chapter 17 refers) .............................. JE313 
Samuel dies at 100 ....................................................................................... JE349? 

 
 

 
Samuel’s Introduction to the Lord 
 
Having proposed chronologies for Eli and Samuel, a date can be suggested for the episode 
in Samuel’s life introduced by this verse:  
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And the child Samuel ministered unto the LORD before Eli. And the word of the LORD was 
precious in those days; there was no open vision. (1 Sam 3:1) 

 
Here, Samuel is about to receive his first message from the Lord. It is a pivotal event because, 
before this, “Samuel did not yet know the LORD, neither was the word of the LORD yet 
revealed unto him” (1 Sam 3:7). 
 
The KJV translation of 1 Samuel 3:1 states that Samuel was a child, which is the Hebrew 
na‘ar. On the usage of this word in the Bible, Victor Hamilton writes (NIDOTTE 3:125): 
 

The word is used to cover a wide range of age-groups, from an unborn child (Judg 13:5, 7, 8, 
12), to one just born (1 Sam 4:21), to a three-month-old child (Exod 2:6), to a child not yet 
weaned (1 Sam 1:22), to a child recently weaned (1 Sam 1:24), to a seventeen-year-old (Gen 
37:2 {NIV, “a young man”}), to a thirty-year-old (Gen 41:12; cf. v. 46, {NIV “a young Heb-
rew”}). There seems to be no case where a na‘ar was married. Thus, we may conclude that one 
meaning of na‘ar is that it refers to any young person from infancy to just before marriage. 

 
While na‘ar covers a wide age range, the following circumstantial evidence suggests that 
Samuel was not yet a teenager when he received his first message from the Lord: 
 
• Samuel was placed under Eli’s care after being “weaned” (1 Sam 1:24). It is doubtful 

this happened when Samuel was two or three years old. In all likelihood, it happened 
after Hannah established Samuel’s diet, and confirmed his good health. He may have 
been around six to eight years old then.  

 
• Hannah made Samuel “a little coat, and brought it to him from year to year, when she 

came up with her husband to offer the yearly sacrifice” (1 Sam 2:19). The coat being 
“little” for a number of years suggests that Samuel was not yet a teenager when the 
Lord spoke to him.  

 
• The term “child [na‘ar ] Samuel” is used not only in 1 Samuel 3:1, but also in 2:21 (“the 

child Samuel grew before the LORD”) and 2:26 (“the child Samuel grew on”). This 
suggests that Samuel was still a “boy” or “lad” when the Lord spoke to him.  

 
• Jesus was twelve when His parents found Him in the temple, listening and asking ques-

tions (Luke 2:42–48). He told His parents that “I must be about my Father’s business” 
(2:49). 

 
• Josephus writes, without citing a reference source: “Samuel had now completed his 

twelfth year when he began to act as a prophet” (Antiquities 5.10.4).  
 
Based on the example of Jesus, I will assume that Samuel was twelve when the Lord first 
spoke to him. At that point, Eli was old and blind (1 Sam 2:22; 3:2). Also, the word of the 
Lord was scarce (3:1), suggesting a time of oppression. I propose this episode dates to around 
JE261 (1113 BC). By my chronology, in JE261: 
 
• Samuel was 12 
• Eli was 72  
• it was the 16th year of the double oppression of Cycle 5 
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Chapter 16 – Israel’s Time in Canaan before 
Cushan-Rishathaim 

The judges chronology offered in this study comprises six consecutive cycles of oppression 
and deliverance. In total, 306 years elapsed from the start of Cycle 1 in JE001 to the end of 
Cycle 6 in JE307 (Chapter 10 refers). This is the duration of my “Block B” in Chapter 1.  
 
The 306-year span of Block B sits somewhere in the longer period between Israel’s entry 
into Canaan and Saul becoming king. I propose this longer period was 356 years (see next 
chapter.) Only one time notice in the Bible allows us to locate and date this 306-year span 
within the longer period. In Judges 11, while correcting the king of Ammon’s mistaken view 
of history, Jephthah states:  
 

While Israel dwelt in Heshbon and her towns, and in Aroer and her towns, and in all the 
cities that be along by the coasts of Arnon, three hundred years? why therefore did ye not 
recover them within that time? (Judg 11:26) 

 
In my chronology, Jephthah said this in the relative year JE263 (being the 263rd year from 
the start of Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppression). As discussed in Chapter 19, I treat Jephthah’s 
300-year interval as follows: 
 
• It is an exact figure, not a rounded estimate. 

• It is counted inclusively, in keeping with the “partial years” method used for all the 
time notices in Judges. Thus, it spans 299 years, from Year 1 to Year 300. 

• It began in the first year of counting for the Sabbath-Jubilee calendar, which came into 
effect in the eighth year of Israel’s occupation of Canaan. This is the first time the 
Israelite tribes, now settled in their allotted lands, controlled those lands agriculturally 
for a full year (cf. Lev 25:3). Sabbath year counting therefore began that year.  

 
My preferred date for Israel’s entry into Canaan is 1417 BC (Chapter 17 refers). The wars of 
conquest ended in the seventh year of occupation, which was 1411 BC. Sabbath year count-
ing then began in the next full Hebrew year, 1410 BC, being the eighth year of occupation. 
Therefore, Jephthah’s 300 years span from 1410 BC (Year 1) to 1111 BC (Year 300).  
 
Since Jephthah arose as a judge in JE263, we can date the start of Cushan-Rishathaim’s 
oppression to 1373 BC. This is found by counting back 263 years inclusively from 1111 BC. 
(See Calendar 1 in Appendix E, which shows JE and BC dates together.) 
 
With BC dates now available for the six cycles, we can calculate the interval between Israel’s 
entry into Canaan and the start of Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppression, which is my “Block A” 
in Chapter 1. Block A lasted 44 years, from 1417 to 1373 BC. This is a feasible interval, 
long enough to allow the following events: 
 
• the conquest wars and division of the land in the seventh year (Josh 14:7–10) 
• the Israelites serve the Lord all the days of Joshua (Judg 2:7)  
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• Joshua dies at 110 (Judg 2:8) 
• the generation that outlives Joshua passes away (Judg 2:10; Josh 24:31) 
• a new generation arises “which knew not the Lord” (Judg 2:10–13; 3:5–7) 
• the oppression by Cushan-Rishathaim begins (Judg 3:8) 

 
The remainder of this chapter proposes a chronology for the foregoing events.39 Table 1 
shows the results in advance.  
 

Table 1 – Key Dates from Joshua to Cushan-Rishathaim 

YEAR 
BC EVENT JOSHUA’S AGE 

(ESTIMATED)  

1457 First year after the Exodus.  (49) 

1417 Entrance into Canaan. Conquest wars follow. (89) 

1411 Division of the land. (95) 

1396 Joshua dies. He led Israel in Canaan for 21 years. The faithful 
generation that outlives him continues for 20 more years. 

110 

1376 Joshua’s generation passes away. Wickedness multiplies in 
Israel over the next three years. 

 

1373 Oppression by Cushan-Rishathaim begins.  

 

 
 
Joshua’s Age When the Land was Divided 
 
Joshua died at 110 (Judg 2:8). However, the Bible gives no other data by which to secure a 
chronology for him. We can estimate one, though, from circumstantial evidence.  
 
A few months after the Exodus (1457 BC), Moses made Joshua captain of the army (Exod 
17:8–16). Joshua held this position until the conquest wars were over (1411 BC). In that first 
year after the Exodus, Joshua was described as a “young man” (Exod 33:11). Because the 
minimum age for military service was 20 (Num 1:3), Joshua must have been at least 20 
then. However, since he was a leader with responsibilities, it is more likely that he was older, 
at least 30.40 But how much older; what is the limit for being a “young man” in those days?  
 
The oldest person implied as “young” in the Bible is Rehoboam, who was 41 (1 Kgs 12:8; 
14:21). As discussed below, life expectancy was longer in Moses’ day. This allows the term 

                                                 
39 In my opinion, all the reported events from Israel’s entry into Canaan to the start of Cushan-

Rishathaim’s oppression need at least 30 years in which to take place. Many published chronologies 
have less than 30 years. 

40 We gain insight here from the Levite males, who were qualified to conduct all aspects of temple 
service at the age of 30 (Num 4:2–3, 22–23, 29–30). By that age, and having already served a five-
year apprenticeship (cf. 8:24), a Levite was ready to handle major responsibilities. 
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“young man” to apply to ages probably up to 50 in Moses’ day (50 is my upper limit based on 
the rules for Levitical service in Numbers 8:25–26). In that case, Joshua was aged between 
30 and 50 in the first year after the Exodus. Was he closer to 30 or to 50?  
 
When the land was divided, “Joshua was old, going on in days” (Josh 13:1 LITV). Based on 
that comment, he was probably closer to 50. So I have assumed in Table 1 that he was 49 
in the first year after the Exodus. This means he was 95 when the land was divided (cf. 
Petrovich 2008: 496, fn. 27). If he was 95 in 1411 BC, he led Israel in Canaan for 21 years 
before his death in 1396 BC.  
 
Some authors find it difficult to accept that Joshua was in his eighties or older when he led 
the Israelites in battle during the conquest wars. For example, Schatz writes (2013:32–33):  
 

The traditional interpretation assumes that Joshua ruled for 28 years (Seder Olam Rabbah, chap. 
12), which means that he was 83 when he began to rule, since he lived to be 110 years old (Josh. 
24:29) . . . if Joshua was 83 years old when he began to rule, he was 89 years old in his seventh 
year when he led the army defeating the kings of the south (Josh. 10:1–43) and the kings of the 
north (Josh. 11:1–15). It is hard to believe that someone aged 89 would be capable of traveling 
long distances on foot, from place to place, and then fighting against the enemy.41 

 
As discussed below, people in Moses’ day had a longer life expectancy than in David’s day. 
Moses was 120 when he died, and “his eye was not dim, nor his natural force abated” (Deut 
34:7). He had ably led Israel to the gates of the Promised Land, and age had not hindered 
him. By my chronology, when Moses died, Joshua was around 31 years younger than him. 
This supports the view that Joshua was capable of leading the Israelites into battle at his 
“older” age. Further, before Moses died, he blessed Joshua, such that he “was full of the 
spirit of wisdom; for Moses had laid his hands upon him: and the children of Israel hearkened 
unto him” (Deut 34:9). 
 

 
 
The Census, and the Age Difference Between Joshua and Caleb 
 
Early in the second year after the Exodus (1456 BC), Moses took a census of all the Israelite 
men aged 20 or older who could serve in the army (Num 1:1–15). This was in preparation 
for the impending conquest wars in Canaan. The census excluded women, children, Levites, 
men 20 and over who could not serve in the army (due old age, disability, etc.), and non-
Israelites (Exod 12:38).  
 
Later that year, Moses sent twelve spies into Canaan to gain military intelligence (Num 
13:2). Among them were Joshua (representing the tribe of Ephraim) and Caleb (representing 
Judah). They returned after 40 days but only Joshua and Caleb believed Israel could launch 
a successful campaign (14:6–9). The other ten men reported that the Canaanites were too 

                                                 
41 Elihu A. Schatz, “The Length of the Rule of Joshua and the Periods of Subjugation in the Book 

of Judges,” JBQ 41 (2013): 32–34. Schatz proposes that Joshua was 59 when he began to rule, and 
19 at the time of the Exodus.  
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strong for them (13:31–33). Scared by that report, the Israelites rebelled, wanting to return 
to Egypt (14:4). 
 
In punishment for their unfaithfulness, the Lord condemned Israel to wander in the wilder-
ness for 40 years, being a year for every day the spies spent in Canaan (Num 14:34). Also, 
no man aged 20 or over in the military census earlier that year would enter the Promised 
Land; they would all die in the wilderness (14:29). The only exceptions were Joshua and 
Caleb, who were both over 20 (14:30).  
 
Caleb was 85 when the land was divided in 1411 BC. This was 45 years after he went out, 
one of twelve men sent by Moses, to spy on Canaan in the second year after the Exodus 
(Josh 14:7–10). Caleb was therefore 40 when he left Kadesh-Barnea in 1456 BC. So, in 
1457 BC, he was 39 while Joshua, by my assumption, was ten years older at 49.  
 
Caleb was agile for an 85-year old (Josh 14:11). By contrast, and recognizing that he was 
older than Caleb, Joshua may have aged prematurely. Note how the statement “Joshua was 
old, going on in days [LITV]” appears twice in the book (13:1 and 23:1). Those two verses 
are separated by about 15 years, which is described as “a long time” (23:1). So, at 95 when 
the land was divided, Joshua’s condition is likened to that just before he died at 110. Perhaps 
the stresses of leadership in the wilderness, together with the conquest wars, took their toll 
on him.  
 

 
 
The Duration of Joshua’s Rule in Extra-Biblical Texts 
 
Joshua’s rule began after Moses died late in the 40th year after the Exodus. For simplicity, 
Table 1 counts Joshua’s rule from when the Israelites entered Canaan early in the 41st year 
after the Exodus. The difference is only matter of weeks, and can be ignored for purposes of 
this chapter.  
 
Three extra-biblical texts record figures that closely agree with each other on how long 
Joshua ruled:  
 
• 1ST CENTURY: Josephus writes that Joshua died “twenty years later [after the land was 

divided], in extreme old age” (Antiquities 5.1.28). Thus, he ruled for 26 years.  
 
• 2ND CENTURY: Chapter 12 of the Seder Olam begins: “Joshua provided for Israel for 

28 years” (Guggenheimer 1998: 120).  
 
• 3RD–4TH CENTURY: Eusebius of Caesarea writes in his work Chronicle (p. 111): “he 

[Joshua] died at the age of 110 years. But the Hebrews say that he was leader for 27 
years; and so he was 43 years old when Moses went out of Egypt.”  

 
These texts suggest that Joshua ruled Israel for about 27 years before he died. (My figure is 
21 years.) I have discounted these texts in my calculations. Given their close agreement, it 
is possible they all draw from a common source, which itself may be in error. We therefore 
have no measure of their reliability. 
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Life Expectancy of Israelites in Joshua’s Generation 
 
The Israelites were faithful to the Lord both in Joshua’s lifetime and during the days of the 
generation that outlived him (for 20 years in my chronology): 
 

And the people served the LORD all the days of Joshua, and all the days of the elders that 
outlived Joshua, who had seen all the great works of the LORD, that he did for Israel. And 
Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the LORD, died . . . And also all that generation were 
gathered unto their fathers: and there arose another generation after them, which knew not 
the LORD. (Judg 2:7–8, 10) 

 
Judges 2:7 defines the elders who outlived Joshua as those “who had seen all the great works 
of the LORD.” In other words, they had seen all the astonishing acts performed by the Lord 
before and after the Exodus (cf. Num 14:22–23). These surviving elders included Levites 
who were 20 or older in the second year after the Exodus. Recall the military census of 1456 
BC excluded Levites (1:47–50). Therefore, the curse of Numbers 14:29–30 did not apply to 
them, meaning that Levites of all ages survived the wilderness. So, of all the tribes entering 
Canaan, it is likely that the Levites—who were the smallest tribe—had the highest percentage 
of males aged 59 or over. (Someone 20 or over excluded in the military census of 1456 BC 
was 59 or over when they entered Canaan in 1417 BC.)  
 
This raises the question of life expectancy for Israelites in the faithful generation that out-
lived Joshua. I believe Psalm 90 gives guidance here. Unique among the psalms, it is the 
only one written by Moses (David did not write all the psalms):  
 

A Prayer of Moses the man of God. Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations 
. . . The days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be 
fourscore years. (Ps 90:1, 10) 

 
It is unlikely that people lived for only 70 to 80 years in Moses’ day given they died at older 
ages then (see next paragraph). Instead, I view this as a prophecy declared by Moses during 
the wilderness wanderings. It is similar to the Lord’s prophecy in Genesis 6:3: “My spirit 
shall not always strive with man, for that he also is flesh: yet his days shall be an hundred 
and twenty years.” Both statements express a divine intent to shorten human life (gradually). 
This makes sense. Being pre-warned through prophecy, succeeding generations of God’s 
people would understand that the decrease in life expectancy—an otherwise concerning 
event—was divinely ordained.  
 
Israel’s leaders confirm the slow decrease in life expectancy from Moses to David. Moses 
lived 120 years, Joshua 110, Ehud at least 99, Eli 98 (accidental death), and David 70. No 
king in Judah after David reached 70. Manasseh and Uzziah came close, at 67 and 68, 
respectively. So, the life expectancy of Israelites when Joshua died was probably 85 to 90, 
with some people living longer by up to 15 years or more, like Joshua (cf. Prov 3:1–2; Exod 
20:12).  
 
Table 1 reflects these figures. When Joshua’s generation passed away in 1376 BC, the oldest 
age possible then for someone counted in the military census of 1456 BC was 99, which is 
above the average lifespan. (Someone 19 in 1456 BC was 99 in 1376 BC.) Some of those 
excluded from that census, like the Levites, may have lived longer than 99 years. Consider 
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the high priest Eleazar, the son of Aaron and contemporary of Joshua (Josh 19:51). Eleazar 
was a priest in the second year after the Exodus (Num 3:4, 4:16). Since the minimum age 
for a priest then was 30 (Num 4:3), Eleazar may have been older than 99 when he died 
between 1396 and 1376 BC (Josh 24:29–33). 
 

 
 
The Sinful Generation  
 
A final issue concerns the sinful generation that arose after Joshua’s generation passed away 
(Judg 2:10). Did it take several decades for this generation to grow in wickedness, or was it 
quicker? I have assumed it took only three years for wickedness to increase to the point 
requiring response by the Lord (3:7–8). Note that, in the judges era cycles, Israel fell even 
quicker into apostasy after the ruling deliverer died (8:33; cf. 2:19).  
 
It is during these three years leading up to Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppression that the unruly 
events of Judges 17–18 and 19–21 most likely took place. As discussed in Chapter 13 
(“Samson and the Danite Migration”), those two stories are best located early in the judges 
period. But they could not have taken place during the faithful years of the elders who 
outlived Joshua. It is also unlikely they occurred during the 40 years of rest under Othniel’s 
judgeship. While those stories may have taken place during Cushan-Rishathaim’s oppres-
sion, it seems more likely they were part of the sinfulness which prompted that oppression. 
Therefore, I agree with Jones’ assessment (2009: 91): 
 

A time span of sufficient duration must still be allowed for the remainder of Joshua’s life 
after the division of the land unto his death at age 110, the rule of the elders who outlived him, 
the story of Micah’s priest and the tribe of Dan (Jdg. 17–18), the story of the Levite and his 
doomed concubine (Jdg. 19–21), the subsequent forsaking of the Lord by the generation that 
followed the elders, and the bondage to Cushan. 

 
This means the two epilogue stories are chronologically out of sequence, coming at the end 
of the six cycles rather than before them. Undoubtedly, one reason the editor did this was to 
make the following point. Those two stories contributed to the state of affairs in Israel that 
brought about the first oppression. Placing those stories at the end of the book shows that, 
after six cycles of oppression and deliverance, the Israelites had made no progress in control-
ling their anarchic behavior. The closing verse of the book underscores this point:  
 

In those days there was no king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes. 
(Judges 21:25) 

 
The judges system was inadequate, which sets the stage for the next book, 1 Samuel. That 
book focuses on the prophet and judge Samuel, and his establishment in Israel of a monar-
chy, whose first king was Saul.  
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Chapter 17 – The Time Interval Between the 
End of Cycle 6 and Saul  

Some years elapsed between the end of Cycle 6 (1 Sam 7:7–14) and Saul becoming king 
(11:15). The Bible does not reveal the duration of this interval (my “Block C” in Chapter 1). 
We can estimate it, though, by working back from Solomon’s death to date Saul’s accession, 
then subtracting that date from when Cycle 6 ended (1067 BC).  
 
The widely accepted date for Solomon’s death and the start of the divided kingdom is 931 
BC. This date was determined by Edwin Thiele. It was first published in a 1944 journal 
article. The work was later expanded in his book, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew 
Kings, which had three editions. In my opinion, there is a major flaw in Thiele’s method for 
securing 931 BC. He was guided by secular chronology to change his original pattern, which 
was based purely on the Biblical data. To understand why Thiele did this, we must first 
review two key synchronisms between the Bible and ancient Near Eastern history. The dates 
for them are generally undisputed, and are used as anchor points in most chronologies. 
 

 
 
Synchronism #1: The Battle of Qarqar and Israel (the Northern Kingdom) 
 
The earliest known synchronism between Hebrew and secular history is found in the annals 
of the Assyrian king, Shalmaneser III. Two events recorded there mesh with the Bible’s 
regnal data. The first is the Battle of Qarqar in Shalmaneser III’s sixth year. According to 
the annals, king Ahab, who ruled the Northern Kingdom of Israel, took part in that battle. 
The second is a payment of tribute by Israel’s king Jehu in Shalmaneser III’s 18th year.  
 
An interval of twelve years separates those two events in the Assyrian annals. By a happy 
coincidence, the Bible shows a twelve-year interval between Ahab’s death and Jehu’s acces-
sion.42 Synchronizing these equal twelve-year intervals, Thiele concluded that the Battle of 
Qarqar date was also the year in which Ahab died (later that year in the battle at Ramoth 
Gilead). Twelve years later, Jehu came to the throne and paid tribute to Shalmaneser III.  
 
For establishing dates in ancient Near Eastern history, we rely on the Assyrian Eponym List. 
This is a time-reckoning system based on naming each year after a selected official called a 
limmu (Akkadian) or eponym (English). The list enables us to date Shalmaneser III’s sixth 
year, and so the Battle of Qarqar, to 853 BC. Since Ahab died in the same year as that battle, 
Thiele secured 853 BC for Ahab’s death. Deducing that an interval of 78 years elapsed from 
the start of the Northern Kingdom to Ahab’s death, Thiele worked back 78 years from 853 
BC to date Jeroboam I’s accession and thus Solomon’s death to 931 BC.  

                                                 
42 Two kings ruled in Israel during that twelve-year interval: Ahaziah and Joram. Ahaziah ruled 

for two years (1 Kgs 22:51) and Joram ruled for twelve years (2 Kgs 3:1). While their rules add up 
to fourteen years, Israel was using non-accession year dating at the time, meaning we discount their 
first years (as done in this study for the judges data). Therefore, the elapsed interval for the reigns 
of Ahaziah and Joram is twelve years.  
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The Assyrian Eponym List covers the period from 910 to 649 BC. It is part of the Eponym 
Canon, which comprises Eponym Lists and Eponym Chronicles (the chronicles are short 
entries of notable events for the year). It is believed the eponyms for this period follow in 
unbroken succession. In other words, there are no time gaps. The regnal data for the Hebrew 
kings, however, gives reason to question this. If there is a gap in the Eponym Canon, dates 
before the gap are in error by the number of missing years. So, if the Battle of Qarqar 
occurred before the gap, then the accepted date of 853 BC for that battle will be wrong, as 
will be 931 BC for Solomon’s death. Let us examine this important issue.  
 
In the Eponym Canon, each calendar year is named after a different office-bearer. The office-
bearers are listed in hierarchical sequence. For the reigns of most Assyrian kings during the 
ninth and eighth centuries BC, the sequence is as follows: 

 
REGNAL YEAR OFFICE 

accession governor location X (from previous king’s eponym sequence) 
1 governor location Y (from previous king’s eponym sequence) 
2 new king 
3 commander of the military, also called the “tartan” 
4 palace herald or chief butler/cupbearer 
5 chief butler/cupbearer or palace herald 
6 chamberlain 
7, 8, 9, etc. governor location A, governor location B, governor location C, etc. 

 

This sequence repeats with minor variations for 132 years (seven kings), from the accession 
of Shalmaneser III in 859 BC to the death of Tiglath-pileser III in 727 BC. After this, irreg-
ularities occur. But near the middle of the 132-year regular portion, where consistency is 
expected, there is a surprising anomaly in the eponym sequence for the reign of Ashur-
dan III (773–755 BC). As the table below shows, a break in the normal pattern is obvious 
between 770 and 769 BC, where the palace herald, chief butler / cupbearer, and chamberlain 
should be.43 This suggests a gap of at least three years, more if some governors are missing. 
Were they deleted?  

 
REGNAL YEAR DATE BC EPONYM’S NAME OFFICE 

accession 773 Mannu-ki-Adad Governor of Raqmat 
1 772 Ashur-belu-usur Governor of Kalah 
2 771 Ashur-dan (III) King of Assyria 
3 770 Shamshi-ilu Commander [Tartan] 
4 769 Bel-ilaya Governor of Arrapha 
5 768 Aplaya Governor of Zamua 
6 767 Qurdi-Ashur Governor of Ahizuhina 
7 766 Mushallim-Ninurta Governor of Tille 

                                                 
43 This table uses Millard 1994 (58) for the spelling of eponym names and locations. Modern 

spellings can differ to those in earlier published lists of the Eponym Canon.  
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Assyriologists have known about this anomaly from the beginning. For example, in his book 
The Assyrian Eponym Canon, pioneer Assyriologist George Smith wrote (1875: 74–75): 
 

Another gap has been suggested in the canon, between B.C. 770 and 769, by the Rev. D. H. 
Haigh, as there appeared an interruption in the titles of the eponymes . . . it must be allowed 
that in this place, if anywhere, a gap should take place, as there is a break in the titles. 

 
Assyriologists are reluctant to conclude, though, that some eponyms are missing here. Even 
George Smith wavered (1875: 82), offering the following opinion:  
 

In the reign of Assur-daan after the eponymy of the tartan, in B.C. 770, the titles which 
usually follow are absent, and the governor of Arbaha comes next in B.C. 769. It is conjectured 
that the reason of this omission lays in the fact that these officers had so recently held the 
office of eponym during the last reign that their names were passed over.  

 
In Kolberg 2010 (94–104), I propose that the 770–769 BC gap was due to Jonah’s mission 
to Nineveh.44 From the Biblical account, we know the Assyrian king (Ashur-dan III) made 
a public proclamation that the Ninevites were to repent of their evil ways:  
 

For word came unto the king of Nineveh . . . And he caused it to be proclaimed and published 
through Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles, saying, Let neither man nor beast, 
herd nor flock, taste any thing . . . But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and cry 
mightily unto God: yea, let them turn every one from his evil way. (Jonah 3:6–8) 

 
Because of the king’s city-wide decree, and the cataclysm they were hoping to avert, it is 
likely the Jonah episode was recorded in the royal annals. The event may have also been 
noted in the Eponym Chronicles. These chronicles, which span from 858 to 699 BC, contain 
short entries of at least one important event for the year of its eponym holder.  
 
Inscriptions in the archives about Nineveh (a royal city) deferring to the god of an inferior 
state would have surely appalled a later king, prompting him to rectify matters. The one 
most likely to do so is Tiglath-pileser III (745–727 BC), a militarily aggressive king who 
modernized and expanded the empire. As part of his comprehensive changes, I submit that 

                                                 
44 The Old Testament book of Jonah records one of the most unusual events in the Bible. God 

asked Jonah, a prophet in the Northern Kingdom, to proclaim judgment against the wicked city of 
Nineveh, one of Assyria’s royal cities. Not wishing to associate with the Ninevites, nor wanting them 
to be spared destruction (cf. Jonah 4:1–2), Jonah did not go to Nineveh as directed. Instead, he fled 
to Joppa (a Philistine port city) where he boarded a ship for passage to Tarshish, an unidentified 
distant country that took Jonah in the opposite direction to Nineveh. But the Lord sent a mighty 
wind, and the crew threw Jonah overboard after he insisted this was the only way to calm the violent 
sea. A great fish swallowed Jonah, and he miraculously spent three days and nights in its belly. 
During that time, Jonah prayed and repented of his disobedience. God then caused the fish to vomit 
him up on dry land. He then obeyed God, walking through Nineveh proclaiming that in 40 days it 
would be destroyed. The entire city of 120,000 people, from the king down, believed Jonah’s 
message and repented. (Apparently, they were aware of, and astounded by, the story of Jonah’s 
survival and power of the Hebrew deity.) Because Nineveh repented, God did not destroy the city.  

For the historical placing of the Jonah event, see Wiseman 1979. This article identifies Jonah as 
a prophet in Jeroboam II’s day, and Ashur-dan III as the Assyrian monarch involved. See also the 
final section of this chapter on the unusual term “king of Nineveh” in Jonah 3:6. 
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he deleted all mention from official records of the Jonah event and its after-effects. (Like the 
Egyptians, the Assyrians were not above altering historical records when the truth proved 
to be embarrassing.) This included deleting a span of eponyms before 769 BC.45  
 
In Kolberg 2010, my pattern for the Hebrew regnal data suggests the gap in the Eponym 
Canon is eleven years. (My chronology is anchored to a reliable Babylonian synchronism, 
not an uncertain Assyrian one like the Battle of Qarqar [see fn. 50, p. 74].) George Smith said 
that if a gap existed between 770 and 769 BC, it might be “from six to sixteen years” (1875: 
76). My eleven-year figure falls in that range.46 When one restores those missing years to 
the Eponym Canon, the Battle of Qarqar dates to 864 BC and Solomon’s death to 942 BC. 
Both dates are eleven years earlier than Thiele cites, being 853 and 931 BC, respectively.  
 

 
 
Synchronism #2: Sennacherib Invades Judah (the Southern Kingdom)  
 
Another key synchronism relied on by Thiele was the invasion of Judah by Sennacherib, king 
of Assyria. The Bible reports this invasion happened in the 14th year of Hezekiah’s reign: 
 

Now in the fourteenth year of king Hezekiah did Sennacherib king of Assyria come up against 
all the fenced cities of Judah, and took them. (2 Kgs 18:13) 

 
Sennacherib was king of Assyria from 705 to 681 BC. Note that 705 BC was his “accession 
year,” so his first regnal year was 704 BC. Sennacherib was the son of Sargon II (722–705 
BC), who made Sennacherib crown prince during his rule. 
 
Sennacherib records the invasion of Judah as part of his third campaign. Scholars are almost 
unanimous in dating it to his fourth year, 701 BC. Thiele therefore had the utmost confi-
dence in 701 BC for Hezekiah’s 14th year. However, as discussed below, upholding that date 
meant he had to reject all the synchronisms tied to Hoshea in 2 Kings 17 and 18.  
 

 
 
Thiele’s Original Pattern  
 
An often overlooked topic when discussing the chronology of the Hebrew kings is Thiele’s 
original pattern. I believe that first pattern deserves greater attention. This is because the 

                                                 
45 Another chronology document used in ancient Near Eastern studies is the Assyrian King List 

(www.livius.org/sources/content/anet/564-566-the-assyrian-king-list). If Tiglath-pileser III deleted 
some eponyms for the reign of Ashur-dan III, he would have also reduced that king’s regnal total 
in the Assyrian King List by the same number of years. Interestingly, in contrast to the wealth of 
inscriptions for other Assyrian monarchs, only one small fragment of a royal inscription has ever 
been recovered for Ashur-dan III. It concerns work on the temple in the religious city of Ashur.  

46 If eleven eponyms were deleted before 769 BC, the eponym holder we assume for 770 BC 
actually held office in 781 BC. This makes the eponym holder for the next year, 780 BC, the first 
deleted office-bearer. I suggest, therefore, that 780 BC was the year in which Nineveh repented. 

http://www.livius.org/sources/content/anet/564-566-the-assyrian-king-list
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synchronisms between the Northern and Southern Kingdoms were harmonized using only 
the Hebrew regnal data.  
 
When compiling that first pattern, Thiele did not succumb to the temptation to compare it 
with known dates in Near Eastern history (1983: 16–18). This means he had no knowledge 
of BC dates for any event or king as he went along. On its completion, Thiele compared his 
harmonized chronology with Assyrian history. After he resolved a one-year discrepancy in 
the Eponym Canon (1983: 72–76), his pattern dated Hezekiah’s 14th year to 701 BC. This 
was exactly in agreement with the Assyrian date for the invasion of Judah. Another key date 
was the fall of Samaria (capital of the Northern Kingdom) in Hoshea’s ninth year. To Thiele’s 
dismay, his pattern dated Hoshea’s ninth year to 711 BC.47 Since he believed Samaria fell 
in 723 BC, Hoshea’s ninth year was twelve years too late. (Samaria fell between 723 and 
720 BC with no scholarly consensus on the exact year.) 
 
Thiele faced a dilemma. His pattern for the Southern Kingdom—from Solomon’s death in 
931 BC to Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah in Hezekiah’s 14th year of 701 BC—appeared 
sound. However, his pattern for the Northern Kingdom—from Solomon’s death in 931 BC 
to his fall of Samaria date of 711 BC—was twelve years too long. Either Assyrian chronol-
ogy was correct and the Biblical synchronisms between the Southern Kingdom and Hoshea 
were wrong, or Assyrian chronology was wrong in one or more places.  
 
Thiele upheld the accuracy of the Assyrian record and decided all the synchronisms for 
Hoshea in 2 Kings 17 and 18 were erroneous. I hold the opposite view: the errors are in 
Assyrian history. Specifically, there are two errors, both due to Assyrian attempts to hide 
actions of God against that empire.  
 
One error has already been mentioned: a gap in the Eponym Canon between 770 and 769 
BC. This is due to Jonah’s mission to Nineveh. Because of the gap, the Battle of Qarqar 
occurred earlier than the accepted date of 853 BC. In Kolberg 2010, I conclude it occurred 
eleven years earlier, in 864 BC. Solomon therefore died in 942 BC, not 931 BC. 
 
The second error is the date for Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah. In my chronology, the 
Hebrew regnal data shows it occurred in the Nisan year 713 BC, not 701 BC. This is during 
the reign of Sennacherib’s father, Sargon II. Sennacherib was crown prince at the time and 
led the invasion. However, after the shock loss of 185,000 troops (2 Kgs 19:35), Sennacherib 
returned home with “shame of face” (2 Chr 32:21).  
 
Because it was such a humiliating defeat, Sargon II did not record the Judah invasion in any 
document. But Sennacherib was proud of his military successes there, especially the fall of 
Lachish.48 Consequently, after Sargon II’s death, he recorded it as an achievement of his 
third campaign, to the west, in 701 BC. (It was not uncommon in Assyrian texts for kings to 
rearrange their battles, or to claim victory when the true result was a draw or even defeat.) 

                                                 
47 At first, Thiele cited this date as 710 BC (1944) but subsequently adjusted it to 711 BC. The 

date remains 711 BC in most of his later literature on the topic. 
48 In Sennacherib’s “Palace without Rival” at Nineveh, the battle of Lachish is portrayed in a 

series of panels occupying all four walls of a centrally located room. Its prominence suggests that 
Sennacherib considered the Lachish offensive to be a highlight of his military career. 



 72 

The next two sections expand on these matters. As we proceed, I will compare Thiele’s 
adjusted pattern to his original one, showing how the original can be used to identify the 
foregoing errors in the Assyrian record.  
 

 
 
Northern Kingdom Problems 
 
In Thiele’s original pattern, the Northern Kingdom lasted 220 years, from Solomon’s death 
in 931 BC to the fall of Samaria in 711 BC. In Kolberg 2010, my pattern for the Northern 
Kingdom is 221 years, from Solomon’s death in 942 BC to the fall of Samaria in 721 BC.  
 
While our dates differ, the lengths of our patterns are almost identical. (Both were developed 
using the Biblical data alone, but with different arrangements of the variable factors identi-
fied by Thiele.) Being around 220 years long, both patterns exceed the boundaries of known 
Assyrian history. I concluded the problem was a gap in the Eponym Canon triggered by 
Jonah’s mission to Nineveh. Thiele upheld the accuracy of the canon, citing 931 BC for 
Solomon’s death. (Recall he secured that date by working back 78 years from the Battle of 
Qarqar in 853 BC.) Knowing his fall of Samaria date of 711 BC was wrong, but trusting 
that 931 BC was right, he altered some Biblical data to shorten his pattern for the Northern 
Kingdom. This would allow his fall of Samaria date to occur earlier than 711 BC. 
 
In Thiele’s original 220-year pattern, the three northern kings who preceded Hoshea ruled 
consecutively, all from Samaria, exactly as the Bible states (2 Kgs 15:17–27). Menahem 
ruled for ten years. After him, his son Pekahiah ruled for two years. Pekahiah was over-
thrown by Pekah, a military captain, who killed the king and ruled for 20 years. In total, 
these three kings ruled for 32 years.  
 
It is in this 32-year period that Thiele found a way to shorten his Northern Kingdom pattern. 
He submitted that Pekah set up a rival kingdom—probably based in Gilead—in the same 
year as Menahem’s accession. This means the first twelve years of Pekah overlapped the 
ten years of Menahem and two years of Pekahiah. After killing Pekahiah, Pekah took the 
throne in Samaria, and his sole rule of eight years began.49  
 
The “proof” for Pekah’s 12-year overlap was found in his accession synchronism. In an 
about-face from his original pattern, Thiele now believed a later Hebrew editor misinter-
preted that synchronism. The editor did not realize an earlier scribe had compiled it in a 
format called dual dating by Thiele, who had used this format to solve other apparent 
contradictions in the regnal data.  
 
Second Kings 15:27 records Pekah’s accession synchronism, which states: 
 

In the two and fiftieth year of Azariah king of Judah Pekah the son of Remaliah began to 
reign over Israel in Samaria, and reigned twenty years. 

 

                                                 
49 The rival reign theory for Pekah traces back to Carl Lederer in 1888. On its history, see Cook 

1964 and Hom 2018 (237–40). 
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Normally, one would assume from this notice that Pekah’s reign began in Azariah’s 52nd 
year, after he killed Pekahiah. He then ruled for 20 years after that, so there are no overlaps. 
However, in a dual dated notice, the king’s accession synchronism marks the year when he 
began his sole rule. His total years of reign, though, are still counted from when he first took 
the throne (as coregent or rival king, as the case may be). So, if 2 Kings 15:27 is viewed as 
being dual dated, Azariah’s 52nd year does not link to Pekah’s first year but to the start of 
his sole rule after Pekahiah’s death. Pekah’s total years of reign, though, are still counted as 
for a non dual-dated notice. We therefore interpret his 20-year rule to comprise a twelve-
year overlap (rival reign) followed by eight years of sole rule. 
 
While dual dating is valid and applies to some accession synchronisms in the Hebrew regnal 
data (for example, Omri with the rival reign of Tibni), I do not believe it applies to Pekah. 
Tellingly, as noted above, Thiele did not interpret 2 Kings 15:27 as being dual dated in his 
original pattern.  
 
The assumption of dual dating for Pekah enabled Thiele to shave twelve years off his pattern 
for the Northern Kingdom. It was now 208 years long. At last, Thiele’s fall of Samaria date 
agreed with his sought after year of 723 BC (931 BC minus 208 years).  
 
But there was a problem. Thiele’s adjusted pattern for the Northern Kingdom no longer 
synchronized with his original pattern for the Southern Kingdom. (His Southern Kingdom 
pattern needed no adjusting because Hezekiah’s 14th year aligned with the Assyrian date of 
701 BC for Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah.) To solve this mismatch between the patterns, 
Thiele decided the Bible was in error. He reasoned that a later editor, unaware of dual dating 
for Pekah, added synchronisms in 2 Kings 17 and 18 to support his personal, mistaken 
understanding of 2 Kings 15:27. In other words, the following synchronisms for Hoshea are 
late entries, and are all wrong:  
 

2 Kings 17:1 ............ Hoshea’s accession .................................. 12th year of Ahaz 
2 Kings 18:1 ............ Hoshea’s 3rd year .................................... accession of Hezekiah 
2 Kings 18:9 ............ Hoshea’s 7th year ..................................... 4th year of Hezekiah 
2 Kings 18:10 .......... Hoshea’s 9th year (fall of Samaria) ......... 6th year of Hezekiah 

 
On this, Thiele explained (1983: 134–35, 174):  
 

When the editors of Kings were bringing that book into its final shape, they did not understand 
dual dating for Pekah; and this fact was responsible for the synchronisms of 2 Kings 17 and 
18. In 2 Kings 17:1 the accession of Hoshea is placed in the twelfth year of Ahaz. That, how-
ever, is twelve years out of line . . . A careful survey of the account of Hezekiah’s reign shows 
that when he began his reign Hoshea and the nation of Israel were gone . . . In a discussion 
of the regnal data of Hezekiah, it is of paramount importance that the synchronisms between 
him and Hoshea be recognized as late and artificial. These synchronisms came into being 
because the final editor of Kings did not understand dual dating for Pekah.  

 
I disagree with the “final editor” invention. It is more likely that the scribe who compiled 
Pekah’s synchronism also compiled the synchronisms in 2 Kings 17 and 18. This scribe had 
access to sources such as “the book of the chronicles of the kings of Israel” (2 Kgs 15:21, 26, 
31) and “the book of the chronicles of the kings of Judah” (2 Kgs 20:20). This means all 
the synchronisms for Pekah and Hoshea were penned around the same time. 
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With the preceding discussion in mind, I believe the following would have been a better 
approach by Thiele. Instead of compressing his original 220-year pattern at the lower end 
to shorten it, he should have trusted its duration and worked back 220 years from his fall of 
Samaria date of 723 BC. Solomon’s death would then date to 943 BC. This means Ahab’s 
death and therefore the Battle of Qarqar (78 years after Solomon died) dates to 865 and not 
853 BC as widely accepted. To explain this twelve-year difference, Thiele should have 
examined the Assyrian Eponym Canon with suspicion. There, he would have found clear 
evidence of a gap between 770 and 769 BC. Declaring it to be a twelve-year gap would allow 
his 220-year pattern for the Northern Kingdom to remain unaltered.50  
 

 
 
The Southern Kingdom 
 
In Thiele’s original pattern for the Southern Kingdom, 230 years elapsed between Solomon’s 
death in 931 BC and Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah in Hezekiah’s 14th year of 701 BC. In 
Kolberg 2010, my pattern length for this period is almost identical at 229 years, from 
Solomon’s death in 942 BC to Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah in Hezekiah’s 14th year. 
This is the spring-to-spring year of 713/12 BC, with the invasion occurring late that year, in 
February or March, 712 BC. 
 
Recall that Thiele used the Battle of Qarqar synchronism to date Ahab’s death to 853 BC. 
He then worked back 78 years from 853 BC to date Solomon’s death to 931 BC. With his 
pattern now populated by BC dates, he saw that Hezekiah’s 14th year was 701 BC. For him, 
this was a perfect match. The Bible records that Sennacherib invaded Judah in Hezekiah’s 
14th year (2 Kgs 18:13), and Sennacherib’s annals point to 701 BC for that invasion.  
 
As discussed above, Thiele should have trusted the duration of his Northern Kingdom pattern 
(220 years) to date Solomon’s death to 943 BC. This would have alerted him to the first 
problem in Assyrian chronology: a gap in the Assyrian Eponym Canon. If he then began his 
230-year Southern Kingdom pattern at 943 BC (not 931 BC), he would have found the 
invasion of Judah in Hezekiah’s 14th year dates to 713 BC (not 701 BC). This would have 
alerted him to a second problem in Assyrian chronology: the date of Sennacherib’s invasion.  
 

 

Sennacherib’s Campaign to Judah 
 
Sennacherib ruled for 24 years, from 705 to 681 BC. His annals report that he invaded Judah 
in his third campaign. This is widely held to be in 701 BC, his fourth year. 

                                                 
50 My Eponym Canon gap is eleven years, not twelve. In Kolberg 2010 (44–45), I use a Baby-

lonian date, not an Assyrian one, to anchor my chronology. That date is 605 BC, which is both the 
accession year of Nebuchadnezzar and the fourth year of Jehoiakim (Jer 46:2). My relative pattern 
from that year to Solomon’s death spans 337 years. This places Solomon’s death in 942 not 931 BC, 
and Ahab’s death (and so the Battle of Qarqar) in 864 not 853 BC. Because my Biblically derived 
Qarqar date is eleven years earlier than held by Assyrian chronology, I submit there is an eleven-
year gap in the Eponym Canon at the only point where one is evident, between 770 and 769 BC.  
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Apart from the narrative differences between the Assyrian documents and the Bible for 
Sennacherib’s invasion, the key problem is its dating. According to 2 Kings 18:10, Samaria 
fell in Hezekiah’s 6th year. Since Samaria fell around 722 BC, most scholars today date 
Hezekiah’s accession to ca. 728 BC. Therefore, Hezekiah’s 14th year, and so the invasion 
of Judah, dates to ca. 714 BC. This date is over a decade earlier than dictated by Assyrian 
chronology (701 BC). It also falls in the reign of Sennacherib’s father, Sargon II (722–705 
BC).  
 
Resolving this discrepancy between the sources for dating Hezekiah’s 14th year is one of the 
most difficult problems in Biblical chronology. Not surprisingly, countless studies have been 
devoted to it since the 1850’s. Scholars invariably point to the Bible as the errant source, 
saying only one of the following can be correct: 2 Kings 18:13 or the Hezekiah-Hoshea 
synchronisms (18:1, 9, 10). As a result, two dating schemes are on offer:  
 

1. The late reign scheme in which Hezekiah’s accession—with no prior coregency—
occurred in ca. 715 BC. This makes his 14th year 701 BC, so allowing 2 Kings 18:13 
to agree with Sennacherib’s annals. Thiele was a chief proponent of this scheme. But 
it comes at the expense of denying the Hezekiah-Hoshea synchronisms.  

 
2. The early reign scheme in which Hezekiah’s accession occurred in ca. 728 BC. This 

scheme upholds the accuracy of the Hezekiah-Hoshea synchronisms, and is preferred 
today. However, the early reign scheme dates Hezekiah’s 14th year to ca. 714 BC, 
which disagrees with the Assyrian date for Judah’s invasion, being 701 BC. Solutions 
to this problem vary. The main ones are:  

— the 14th year in 2 Kings 18:13 is a scribal error; it should be the ca. 27th year 
— there was a coregency between Ahaz and Hezekiah, with Hezekiah’s sole rule 

beginning in ca. 715 BC 
— Sennacherib waged two campaigns against Judah, spaced several years apart 
— the count of Hezekiah’s reign restarted in his 14th year after the Lord added 15 

years to his life (2 Kgs 20:6), thus making his 14th year actually his 28th or 29th  
 
All the solutions offered for harmonizing the Assyrian record with 2 Kings 18:13 and the 
Hezekiah-Hoshea synchronisms pose difficulties. This includes the popular belief of a 
coregency between Ahaz and Hezekiah (Appendix C refers). If all the solutions pose diffi-
culties, perhaps the real issue is the Assyrian record itself. In Kolberg 2010, I propose that 
Sargon II did not record the Judah campaign in any texts because it was an embarrassing 
defeat. The following is a summary of my proposal (see Chapter 8 of that book for the 
detailed discussion):  
 
• Sennacherib invaded Judah during the reign of Sargon II. The invasion began late in 

Hezekiah’s 14th year, in February or March, 712 BC.51 Some years earlier, Sargon II 
made Sennacherib the heir apparent, or crown prince or coregent. This allowed him 

                                                 
51 Winter campaigns in the ancient Near East were uncommon. On Sennacherib’s winter transit to 

Palestine, and the urgency that drove it, see Kolberg 2010: 178–80. Over a century later, in 597 BC, 
the Babylonians also marched out in winter to punish Judah. They did what Sennacherib failed to 
do: enter Jerusalem and deport its inhabitants (2 Kgs 24:10–17; cf. 19:32–36). 
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to lead the campaign against Judah. Although he was never accorded a title higher than 
crown prince in Assyria during Sargon II’s reign, the Hebrews nevertheless called 
Sennacherib “king” in keeping with their own system for coregents.  

 
• Sennacherib led only one campaign against Judah, not two separate ones. That single 

campaign, though, involved two invasions of Judah. The first invasion ended after 
Hezekiah’s payment of heavy tribute to buy peace (2 Kgs 18:14–16). Sennacherib then 
left Judah for operations in Philistia and Phoenicia, intending to return to Nineveh after 
that. However, once the Assyrians left Judah, Hezekiah sent messengers to Egypt, 
hoping to win an alliance with Egypt to fight Sennacherib while he was still in the 
region. Sennacherib had imposed an onerous annual tribute that would stifle Judah’s 
economy. Hezekiah wished to free the nation from that burden. If Judah and the 
Egyptians defeated the Assyrians, Hezekiah would pay tribute to Egypt and rally 
neighboring states to do so as well. On hearing of Hezekiah’s treacherous plan to join 
with Egypt against him (cf. 2 Kgs 18:19–21, 23–24), Sennacherib returned in anger 
for a second invasion.52 He now wanted to conquer Jerusalem and incorporate Judah 
as an Assyrian province, just as the empire had done with the Northern Kingdom. 
Judah would no longer be a monarchy, and the Davidic line would cease.  

 
• Sennacherib’s move to conquer Jerusalem ended when 185,000 of his troops died 

overnight (2 Kgs 19:35).53 This humiliating loss affected Sargon II to the degree that 
he did not mention the Judah campaign in any text. In fact, he rearranged other 
campaigns in his records to cover the gap left in 712 BC by that omission.54 This did 

                                                 
52 The account of Sennacherib’s campaign in 2 Kings shows evidence of two different sources: 

A (18:13–16) and B (18:17–19:37). It is widely held that Source B is inconsistent with both 
Source A and the Assyrian record. Against this, I submit that Sources A and B record the first and 
second invasions, respectively. The invasions were separated by an unreported interval of several 
weeks. During that interval, Sennacherib left Judah for operations in Philistia and Phoenicia, intend-
ing to return home after that. The Hebrew editor excluded the events of that interval because they 
were not vital to the story, which was already long enough. The result is a narrative gap between 
2 Kings 18:16 and 18:17. Despite this gap, I believe the editor was meticulous in recounting the 
events of Sennacherib’s campaign in their correct order, regardless of the sources he used. 

53 Such a large number of troops is not improbable. On the size of the Assyrian army, Saggs notes 
(1984: 253): “When necessity demanded, the Assyrians could put into the field armies of well over 
a hundred thousand . . . [and] as there were over a score of provinces, in a general call-up across 
the empire a muster running into hundreds of thousands would easily have been possible.” My 
proposal in Kolberg 2010 (155–56) is that Sennacherib left Assyria with around 110,000 men but 
collected extra forces along the way in two separate call-ups (one for each invasion). 

54 Assyrian texts record campaigns for 712 and 711 BC. However, the texts disagree on which of 
those years the campaigns were waged. For example, the siege of Ashdod (cf. Isaiah 20:1) is dated 
to 712 BC in the Nineveh Prism but 711 BC in the annals. In Kolberg 2010 (156–59), I argue there 
was only one Assyrian campaign waged in 712 BC. It was to locations in the west, including Judah, 
led by Sennacherib. So, the true state of affairs—if one omits this campaign as Sargon II did—is that 
no military forays occurred that year. To show military successes for what now looked like an empty 
year, royal scribes resequenced campaigns from 711 to 712 BC. More scholars today are accepting 
the “no activity” view for 712 BC. For example, Sarah Melville (2016: 196–97), in her tabling of 
Sargon II’s campaigns from 720 to 705 BC, shows that he led or oversaw military operations every 
year except for 712 BC. While the scribal anomalies for 712 and 711 BC are conspicuous, scholars 
are unlikely to admit they were prompted by the devastating loss of troops in Judah in 712 BC.  
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not deter Sennacherib, who led the invasion and was proud of its successes. After he 
came to the throne as sole ruler, he recorded it as a clear victory of his third campaign 
in 701 BC. In other words, he appended the 712 BC invasion to the report of his 701 BC 
campaign, altering its chronology and outcome. 

 
In summary. Of the many astounding events in the Bible that are often viewed as fables, 
two command our attention here. One is Jonah’s mission to Nineveh resulting in 120,000 
Assyrians repenting. The other is the loss of 185,000 troops during Sargon II’s campaign 
against Judah led by Sennacherib. I believe those two events, which together compound the 
issue, are responsible for the following difficulties in Biblical chronology:  
 
• dating the reigns of the last four kings of Israel (the Northern Kingdom), and  
• harmonizing Hezekiah’s reign with Sennacherib’s annals 

 
The problems are solved when we accept that Assyrian kings, on three occasions, acted to 
hide the humiliation caused by the aforesaid events. Those kings were: Tiglath-pileser III 
(who deleted a span of eponyms because of Jonah), Sargon II (who did not record the Judah 
campaign in his annals but rearranged other campaigns to occupy that year), and Sennacherib 
(who claimed, as sole ruler, victory over Judah in his third campaign). 
 

 
 
Chronology of Saul, David, and Solomon 
 
Having discussed why Solomon’s death should be dated to 942 rather than 931 BC, we can 
now review the chronology of Israel’s first three kings: Saul, David, and Solomon.  
 
Saul was the first legitimate king of Israel (Abimelech was a local, self-appointed king). Saul 
ruled for 40 years (Acts 13:21).55 David followed him, also ruling for 40 years (2 Sam 5:4; 
1 Kgs 2:11).56 David’s son Solomon succeeded him, ruling for 40 years too (1 Kgs 11:42). 
While their reigns add to 120 years, working back 120 years from Solomon’s death in 942 BC 
does not assure the correct date for Saul becoming king. Two issues must be decided first:  
 

1. the method of regnal counting used by each king  
2. the duration of the coregency between David and Solomon 

 
On the first issue, two common methods for recording a king’s rule in the ancient Near 
East were accession year and non-accession year dating. In accession year dating, the 
king’s first official year began when he ruled through his first New Year’s Day. So, if his 
coronation occurred after New Year’s Day, that partial year was not his Year 1. It was his 
accession year, with Year 1 beginning on the next New Year’s Day. In non-accession year 
dating, the king’s Year 1 was the year in which he came to the throne.  

                                                 
55 The Hebrew text for Saul’s regnal notice in 1 Samuel 13:1 is problematic. For discussion, see: 

Bimson 1981: 89–90; McFall 2010: 475–505; Merrill 2008: 210–12; Steinmann 2011: 45, 105–06. 
This study accepts Paul’s statement in Acts 13:21 that Saul reigned for 40 years.  

56 After Saul’s death, there were two kings in Israel: Saul’s son Ishbosheth (2 Sam 2:10) and 
David, who prevailed. 
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Of the two methods, non-accession year dating is more difficult to work with because the 
last year of one king is the first year of his successor, causing that year to be counted twice. 
If a series of kings rule consecutively and quote their reigns using this method, their sum 
exceeds the true total. Kings are not the only ones affected. The editor of Judges probably 
applied the same dating principle to all the rulers and oppressions of the era (see discussion 
in Chapter 2 on “partial years”). 
 
In my view, the kings of Judah used accession year dating (with two logical exceptions, see 
Kolberg 2010: 39). This suggests that their predecessors—Saul, David, and Solomon—also 
used that method. Significantly, a total of 40 years and six months is recorded for David’s 
reign in 2 Samuel 5:4–5. It is likely that the partial year of six months comprised his acces-
sion year. I therefore propose that Saul, David, and Solomon used accession year dating. 
Further, their regnal years began in the spring month of Nisan (cf. 2 Sam 11:1; see also 
Kolberg 2010: 36–37). 
 
On the second issue, the Bible indicates that Solomon was crowned king while David was 
still alive (1 Kgs 1:28–40). This means there was a coregency between David and Solomon. 
While we do not know its exact duration, we know its upper limit. The Lord inferred the 
temple could not be built while David was alive (1 Chr 28:2–3). Since Solomon began to 
build the temple in his fourth year (1 Kgs 6:1), David must have died before then. So, the 
upper limit for Solomon’s coregency is four years. In this study, I assume a two-year 
coregency,57 the first year of which is Solomon’s accession year.58  
 
Using these assumptions, I propose the following dates for the first three kings of Israel. 
They have been worked back from Solomon’s death in 942 BC: 
 

Saul becomes king (this is his accession year, not his 1st year) .................... 1061 BC 
Saul dies in his 40th year, which is David’s accession year .......................... 1021 BC 
Solomon’s accession year begins in David’s 39th year (coregency) ............... 982 BC 
David dies in his 40th year, which is Solomon’s 1st year (coregency) ............ 981 BC 
Solomon’s 4th year .......................................................................................... 978 BC 
Solomon dies in his 40th year, which is Rehoboam’s accession year ............. 942 BC 

 
In Chapter 10, I concluded that Samuel defeated the Philistines in JE307. Calendar 1 in 
Appendix E dates that relative year to 1067 BC. (JE dates readily convert to BC through 

                                                 
57 On a two-year coregency, or a minimum of two years, see: Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., A History of 

Israel: From the Bronze Age Through the Jewish Wars (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1998), 
249; William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 356; 
Merrill 2008 (294–96); Earl D. Radmacher et al., eds., NKJV Study Bible (2nd ed.; Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2007), 659, 1 Chronicles 29:22; Rodger C. Young, “Tables of Reign Lengths from 
the Hebrew Court Recorders,” JETS 48 (2005): 227. 

58 When using accession year dating, should the coronation year of a Hebrew coregent be his 
accession year or his Year 1? Thiele (1983: 106) states that “A true coregency starts with an official 
first year, not an accession year.” Galil (1996: 39) holds the opposite view: “The coregent was 
regarded as a king in all matters, and consequently the years of his reign were counted from his 
coronation [by the method in use in that kingdom at that time].” Galil therefore assigns accession 
years for all coregencies in the southern kingdom of Judah. In Kolberg 2010, I also assign acces-
sion years for Judahite coregents. For consistency, I have adopted this method for Solomon as well.  
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Jephthah’s crucial time-bridge of 300 years – Chapter 16 refers.) This chapter dates Saul’s 
accession to 1061 BC. From 1067 to 1061 BC is an interval of six years. The events of 
1 Samuel 7:14 to 11:15 took place within this interval. 
 
As noted in Chapter 16, the 306-year judges timeline (from JE001 to JE307) sits somewhere 
in the longer period between Israel’s entry into Canaan and Saul becoming king. We can 
now calculate its duration. Israel entered Canaan in 1417 BC. Saul began to reign in 1061 
BC. The longer period is 356 years. This is the sum of the “three blocks of time” shown 
without dates in Chapter 1 (p. 9). Using the results from this and preceding chapters, the 
following chronology for the three blocks is proposed: 
 
 

Block A Block B Block C 

From Israel’s entry into 
Canaan to the start of 
Cushan-Rishathaim’s 
oppression.  

From Cushan-Rishathaim 
(JE001) to Samuel ending 
the Philistine oppression 
(JE307). 

From the end of the 
Philistine oppression 
(JE307) to Saul being 
made king (JE313).  

1417 to 1373 BC  1373 to 1067 BC 1067 to 1061 BC 

Duration: 44 years Duration: 306 years Duration: 6 years 

Total duration = 44 + 306 + 6 = 356 years (of which the judges era is 306 + 6 = 312 years) 
 

 
 
The “King of Nineveh” in Jonah 
  
The story of Jonah was recounted earlier in this chapter (see fn. 44, p. 69). He went to Nineveh 
to warn of its impending destruction, which prompted the king and the city to repent. Of 
interest is the term “king of Nineveh” in the story:  
 

For word came unto the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, and he laid his robe 
from him, and covered him with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he caused it to be proclaimed 
and published through Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles (Jonah 3:6–7) 

 
The passage is clearly referring to a king. He has a throne, a royal robe, nobles attending 
him, and makes a proclamation to the public. As mentioned earlier, I believe this king is 
Ashur-dan III. His title “king of Nineveh” in Jonah 3:6 calls attention to three anomalies: 
 
• It is an odd title, like saying the “king of London” instead of the “king of England.”  
 
• It is a unique title, used only in the Jonah story. Elsewhere, the Bible says “king of 

Assyria” (as used 42 times, for example, in 2 Kings). 
 
• One would expect the king to live in a capital city. In the 8th century BC, the Assyrian 

empire had three royal cities: Calah, Ashur, and Nineveh. However, only two of 
those cities were official capitals then: Calah and Ashur. Nineveh was not a capital 
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city until the reign of Sennacherib (705–681 BC). So why was Assyria’s king (Ashur-
dan III) resident in Nineveh when Jonah visited? 

 
Scholars differ in their explanation of these anomalies. For instance, in Ferguson’s opinion 
(1996: 313):  
 

there is an intriguing body of evidence that suggests the ‘king of Nineveh’ in Jonah 3:6 may 
not have been the head of the entire kingdom of Assyria but only governor of the province of 
Nineveh . . . To describe the leader in Jonah 3 as ‘king of Nineveh’ the author had purposely 
to ignore the common title ‘king of Assyria’ in favour of a very unusual title . . . It is not likely 
that the king of the whole Assyrian nation would by-pass his own royal capital in making a 
decree about a key city of the heartland. This would be especially important since Nineveh 
was within a two day journey from his usual royal residence and capital, Kalah. The fact 
that a provincial governor could make such a decree without consulting the monarch in 
Kalah agrees well with conditions in mid eighth century BC Assyria.  

 
Stuart (2014: 441–42) offers a more conservative view, which I favor: 
 

It is most probable that the narrator of Jonah chose “King of Nineveh” over “King of Assyria” 
 simply because the story focuses on Nineveh per se rather than on the empire as a (מלך אׁשור)
whole. However, since it clearly remained an option in OT narrative to speak of a king in 
terms of his capital or chief city . . . we cannot rule out the possibility that “King of Nineveh” 
was chosen according to this normal, not infrequent, idiom by a narrator and for an audience 
who would have considered it nothing other than a routine sort of option, as the writer (and 
presumably, audience) of 1 Kgs 21:1 did in the case of “King of Samaria.” 

But how could there be a king in Nineveh in Jonah’s time? . . . a palace of some sort 
appears to have been established in the city, and used by various kings, including Ashurnasir-
pal II (883–859 B.C.), before Jonah’s time; and by Sargon II (722–705 B.C.), after Jonah’s 
time. It is therefore quite likely that Nineveh functioned as a royal residence, even if not the 
capital technically, during most of the eighth century B.C. . . . Aššur-dān III shifted his resi-
dence at least once, and possibly more . . . There is therefore nothing in the phrase “King of 
Nineveh” (3:6) that can be demonstrated spurious historically.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 81 

Chapter 18 – Chronology from the Exodus to 
Solomon’s Fourth Year 

The time-bridge of 1 Kings 6:1 is bounded by the Exodus and Solomon’s fourth year; it 
spans 479 years. The results of preceding chapters enable dates to be proposed for the main 
events in that period.  
 
Two calendars are offered. They outline the same events but using different datums for 
Solomon’s death. The datum for Calendar 1 is Solomon’s death in 942 BC. This is my 
preferred date as explained in Chapter 17. The datum for Calendar 2 is Solomon’s death in 
931 BC (Edwin Thiele’s date). It is widely accepted today, so my inclusion of it in this 
chapter. All dates in Calendar 2 are eleven years later. In both calendars, the dashed box 
encloses the 312-year era of the judges. 
 
See also Appendix E for a graphical, vertical line depiction of the judges era chronology. 
Once again, two calendars are offered. Each shows relative and absolute dates together.  
 

 
 

Calendar 1 – Based on Solomon’s Death in 942 BC 
 

Exodus from Egypt ................................................................................................. 1457 
Entrance into Canaan .............................................................................................. 1417 
Division of the land in the seventh year.................................................................. 1411 
Joshua dies at 110 ................................................................................................... 1396  
Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years ........................................... 1373–1366 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel .............................................. 1366–1327 
Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years ................................................ 1327–1310 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud ................................................ 1310–1231 
Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years ................................................................ 1231–1212 
Land rests for 40 years after deliverance by Deborah and Barak ................. 1212–1173 
Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel for 7 years .......................... 1173–1167 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Gideon .............................................. 1167–1128 
Philistines oppress, and Ammonites oppress for 18 years ............................ 1128–1111 
Jephthah defeats the Ammonites then judges for 6 years ............................. 1111–1106 
Philistines continue to oppress for a further 40 years ................................... 1106–1067 
Samson begins his 20-year term as judge ............................................................... 1086 
Samson dies then Samuel defeats the Philistines ................................................... 1067 
Closing years of the judges era with Samuel ruling Israel ............................ 1067–1061 
 

Saul becomes king (this is his accession year) ....................................................... 1061 
Saul dies in his 40th year, which is also David’s accession year ............................ 1021 
Solomon’s accession year begins in David’s 39th year (coregency) ........................ 982 
David dies in his 40th year, which is Solomon’s 1st year (coregency) .................... 981 
Second month of Solomon’s 4th year (temple foundation is laid) ........................... 978 
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Calendar 2 – Based on Solomon’s Death in 931 BC 
 

Exodus from Egypt ................................................................................................. 1446 
Entrance into Canaan .............................................................................................. 1406 
Division of the land in the seventh year.................................................................. 1400 
Joshua dies at 110 ................................................................................................... 1385  
Cushan-Rishathaim oppresses Israel for 8 years ........................................... 1362–1355 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Othniel .............................................. 1355–1316 
Eglon of Moab oppresses Israel for 18 years ................................................ 1316–1299 
Lands rests for 80 years during rule of Ehud ................................................ 1299–1220 
Jabin oppresses Israel for 20 years ................................................................ 1220–1201 
Land rests for 40 years after deliverance by Deborah and Barak ................. 1201–1162 
Midian and other desert peoples oppress Israel for 7 years .......................... 1162–1156 
Land rests for 40 years during rule of Gideon .............................................. 1156–1117 
Philistines oppress, and Ammonites oppress for 18 years ............................ 1117–1100 
Jephthah defeats the Ammonites then judges for 6 years ............................. 1100–1095 
Philistines continue to oppress for a further 40 years ................................... 1095–1056 
Samson begins his 20-year term as judge ............................................................... 1075 
Samson dies then Samuel defeats the Philistines ................................................... 1056 
Closing years of the judges era with Samuel ruling Israel ............................ 1056–1050 
 

Saul becomes king (this is his accession year) ....................................................... 1050 
Saul dies in his 40th year, which is also David’s accession year ............................ 1010 
Solomon’s accession year begins in David’s 39th year (coregency) ........................ 971 
David dies in his 40th year, which is Solomon’s 1st year (coregency) .................... 970 
Second month of Solomon’s 4th year (temple foundation is laid) ........................... 967 
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Chapter 19 – Jephthah’s 300 Years 

Before discussing Jephthah’s key time notice, it is necessary to review Israel’s Sabbath-
Jubilee year calendar (Lev 25:1–12). As explained in Kolberg 2010 (311–18), I believe this 
calendar had the following characteristics: 
 
• Sabbath years are meant to begin in Nisan, not Tishri as is commonly held. 

• Jubilee years occur every 49 years, not 50 (both views have their supporters). 

• A Jubilee year begins in Tishri. It overlaps the last half of the 49th year and first half 
of the next cycle’s first year. 

 
The Bible does not plainly date any Sabbath or Jubilee year.59 Therefore, to date those years, 
scholars refer to extra-Biblical texts that mention Sabbath years associated with datable 
events. The texts include 1 and 2 Maccabees, Josephus, the Talmud, and the Seder Olam. 
They are used to date historical Sabbath years that fall, invariably, in the post-exilic period. 
This enables calendars of Sabbath years to be constructed. As for the Jubilee, it is widely 
held that the post-exilic Jews did not observe it. 
 
The three main studies consulted today for Sabbath year dates are:  
 
• Zuckermann (1974 reprint of the 1866 English translation of his 1857 German treatise)  
• Wacholder (1973), whose dates are one year later than Zuckermann 
• Blosser (1981), whose dates agree with Zuckermann 

 
All three calendars show only post-exilic dates. Zuckermann’s first Sabbath year is 535 BC, 
Wacholder’s is 513 BC, Blosser’s is 171 BC. It seems a simple step to work back in time 
from those calendars to fix Sabbath years in the pre-exilic period. However, scholars have 
different reasons for not doing so. For instance, Zuckermann (1974: 31) upheld the rabbinic 
opinion that the Jews established a new starting point for seven-year counting after they 
returned to Judah from Babylon: 
 

in the opinion of the Talmudists and the Jewish chronologists, the series of Sabbatical years 
and Jubilees was interrupted by historical catastrophes, and an entirely new epoch had to be 
commenced. The Talmudists and subsequent Jewish writers sought to establish such a 
beginning of a new series. Also in the interest of history, it is necessary to assume the 
commencement of a new starting-point, since the laws of Sabbatical years and Jubilees fell 
into disuse during the Babylonian captivity, when a foreign nation held possession of the 
land of Canaan . . . We therefore cannot agree with chronologists who assume an unbroken 
continuity of septennial Sabbaths and Jubilees . . . We would much rather follow the 
Talmudical opinion, that the succession of the Jubilee series was definitively interrupted. 

 
Zuckermann therefore limited his calendar to the post-exilic period. Wacholder (1973: 155) 
did the same but for different reasons: 

                                                 
59 For commentary on verses that may refer to a Sabbath or Jubilee year, including the Sabbath 

year implied for Hezekiah’s reign in 2 Kings 19:29 (711 BC), see Kolberg 2010 (187–89; 318–24).  
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a study such as this is now possible for the period of the Second Temple, but not, in the 
present state of knowledge, for the biblical times. It is not only that, as has been mentioned, 
we do not know the workings of institutions of Shemitah [Sabbatical year] and Jubilee during 
the days of David and the monarchy, but we are also ignorant of the basic chronology of the 
period. Midrashic chronography, as advocated in the talmudic treatise Seder Olam, is of no 
help.  

 
For both authors, pre-exilic Sabbath years are a separate chronological issue. In other words, 
the pre-exilic and post-exilic cycles cannot be treated as being in phase. My view is that the 
post-exilic cycle, which was restarted either in the 6th century BC (under Zerubbabel and 
Joshua) or in the 5th century BC (under Ezra or Nehemiah), was in phase with the pre-exilic 
cycle. However, sometime after Nehemiah’s second term as governor (see below), the cycle 
fell out of phase with the pre-exilic cycle. Although we do not know why this happened—
there is virtually no information on Jerusalem’s history during the final century of Persian 
rule—one of two possibilities seems likely:  
 
• with disuse, the cycle was forgotten but was restarted later, though out of phase  
• the cycle was intentionally changed 

 
If the cycle was forgotten, at blame would be the priests for corrupting the Law. This was 
an issue in Malachi’s day in the latter half of the 5th century BC: 
 

For the priest’s lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek the law at his mouth: for he 
is the messenger of the LORD of hosts. But ye are departed out of the way; ye have caused 
many to stumble at the law; ye have corrupted the covenant of Levi, saith the LORD of hosts. 
Therefore have I also made you contemptible and base before all the people, according as 
ye have not kept my ways, but have been partial in the law . . . Even from the days of your 
fathers ye are gone away from mine ordinances, and have not kept them. Return unto me, and 
I will return unto you, saith the LORD of hosts. (Mal 2:7–9; 3:7) 

 
This passage probably refers to the period between Nehemiah’s two terms as governor of 
Judah.60 If so, it did not take long for the priests and people to corrupt the Law after Nehe-
miah’s first term (Neh 8–10). It is likely the Jews fell into sin again after his second term 
ended some time before 407 BC.61 If the keeping of Sabbath years fell into disuse after then 
(as occurred in pre-exilic days), the cycle may have been forgotten. As a result, when 
Sabbatical counting resumed later, the cycle was out of phase with the original one. 
 
If the cycle was intentionally changed (my preferred option), it may have happened due 
to the introduction of Greek rule in Judah in 332 BC. This is when, according to Josephus, 
Alexander visited Jerusalem. While there, he granted a request by the high priest, Jaddus (or 
Juddua), to be exempted from paying tax during a Sabbath year. While parts of this well-
known story by Josephus are mythical (e.g. the dreams of Jaddus and Alexander, and 

                                                 
60 Because the date of Malachi’s message is uncertain, scholars have different views on its 

positioning relative to Ezra and Nehemiah. For discussion, see Verhoef 1987 (156–60). Verhoef 
favors “the period between Nehemiah’s two visits, that is, shortly after 433 B.C.” (p. 160).  

61 According to the Elephantine Papyri, Bagohi (Bigvai) was governor of Judah in 407 BC. The 
Judean priesthood at Elephantine wrote to him about the rebuilding of their temple. For that letter, 
see https://www.kchanson.com/ANCDOCS/westsem/templeauth.html. 

https://www.kchanson.com/ANCDOCS/westsem/templeauth.html
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possibly the Daniel prophecy episode), a tax exemption request is believable.62 The follow-
ing excerpt from Josephus’ Antiquities (11.8.5) takes up the story after Alexander entered 
the city:  
 

Then he [Alexander] went up to the temple, where he sacrificed to God under the direction 
of the high priest, and showed due honour to the priests and to the high priest himself. And, 
when the book of Daniel was shown to him, in which he had declared that one of the Greeks 
would destroy the empire of the Persians [Dan 8], he believed himself to be the one indicated; 
and in his joy he dismissed the multitude for the time being, but on the following day he 
summoned them again and told them to ask for any gifts which they might desire. When the 
high priest asked that they might observe their country’s laws and in the seventh year be 
exempt from tribute, he granted all this. Then they begged that he would permit the Jews in 
Babylon and Media also to have their own laws, and he gladly promised to do as they asked.  

 
While the story has a happy ending, it did not start out that way. In 332 BC, during his seven-
month siege of Tyre (January–July), Alexander wrote to Jaddus. He asked for supplies to 
support his army (due to the lengthy siege). He also asked Jaddus to give him the tribute gifts 
normally sent to Darius, the king of Persia. Jaddus refused those requests citing loyalty to 
Darius. Alexander was angered by this, and intended to make an example of him.  
 
After conquering Tyre in July 332 BC, Alexander took Gaza after a siege. He then made 
haste to go to Jerusalem (in November). On hearing that Alexander was coming, Jaddus 
“was in an agony of fear, not knowing how he could meet the Macedonians, whose king was 
angered by his former disobedience” (Josephus, Antiquities 11.8.4).  
 
Alexander met Jaddus not with hostility but as a friend. The story of that turnaround, which 
involves dreams, is fabled. However, the tax exemption request is historically credible. After 
it was granted by Alexander, I believe it is possible that Jaddus adjusted the seven-year 
cycle to align it with the start of Greek rule in Judah.  
 
By that move, Jaddus would achieve two goals, one short-term and one long-term. In the 
short term, it would honor Alexander, which was good politically. In the long term, not 
paying tribute every seven years would be a continuing reminder to the Greeks of how the 
Jews restarted their Sabbatical calendar to align with their rule. In other words, it brought 
to mind Jewish religious rights in a recurring way. Those rights had been enjoyed for two 
centuries under Persian rule. It was vital that the Jews retained them throughout the duration 
of Greek rule, which Jaddus probably assumed would last a while.  
 
By what authority could Jaddus restart the Sabbath year cycle? He may have believed the 
Sabbath year was now governed by the high priest because the Jubilee was no longer being 
observed. Later rabbinic opinion holds a similar belief. On this, Wacholder notes (1973: 
154, fn. 4):  
 

According to Yer. Shevi‘it X, 3, 39c; (Sifra, Behar, 2,3 [107a]; B. Arakhin, 32b), the Jubilee 
was abolished after the fall of Samaria (722 B.C.E.), since Lev. 25:10 prescribes this institution 

                                                 
62 Some scholars view Josephus’ story about Alexander meeting the Jews with skepticism. For a 

balanced assessment of the account, which favors the historical likelihood of the story despite its 
mythical enhancements, see Kasher 2011.  
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only when “all the inhabitants” of Israel live in the Holy Land. Furthermore, since Lev. 25 
ordained the Jubilee and Shemitah as a unit, it follows, the Rabbis say, that Shemitah without 
the observance of Jubilee falls under “rabbinic” rather than “biblical” ordinances. 

 
Since the Jews were no longer observing the Jubilee, Jaddus may have believed, as did later 
rabbis, that supervision of Sabbath years now fell under clerical authority instead of written 
edicts.  
 
If Jaddus changed the cycle, it was presumably done in one of two ways. Alexander’s visit 
to Jerusalem was in November 332 BC. Either Jaddus decreed that 331/30 BC would be a 
Sabbath year (which agrees with Wacholder’s calendar), or it would be Year 1 of a new 
seven-year count (which agrees with Zuckermann’s calendar). Both of these options are valid 
regardless of whether Sabbath years began in Nisan or Tishri.  
 
Interestingly, Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem is the earliest non-Biblical event used to date 
post-exilic Sabbath years. If the “regime change” Sabbath year introduced by Jaddus broke 
the original cycle (which had continued in phase from pre-exilic times through to Alexan-
der’s day), the calendars of Wacholder and Zuckermann show incorrect dates for Sabbath 
years before Alexander’s visit.  
 

 
 
The Sabbath-Jubilee Year Calendar 
 
As discussed above, Sabbath years fell out of phase with the original cycle sometime during 
the post-exilic era. To get around this problem, some authors consult rabbinic texts like the 
Talmud and Seder Olam. Certain statements from those texts are then compared with that 
author’s chosen chronology for the Hebrew kings, usually Thiele’s chronology, to prove a 
pre-exilic Sabbath or Jubilee year date. The rabbinic statements used, however, are based on 
tradition, so they may be incorrect. Therefore, in my view, they should not be used to prove 
dates in Biblical chronology.63 As for Thiele’s work, I believe his original pattern, in which 
the Northern Kingdom lasted 220 years, is more accurate (Chapter 17 refers). 
 
Because extra-Biblical texts (rabbinic or otherwise) are not reliable for dating pre-exilic 
Sabbath years, my calendar counts forward from Israel’s conquest of Canaan. Counting 
forward hinges on two dates: Israel’s entry into Canaan, and the year in which counting for 
Sabbath years began. Since those dates are not known with certainty, some may reject this 
method. However, those two dates alone control the pre-exilic Sabbatical calendar, so I 
believe they are a valid starting point. 
 
Regarding the first date, I uphold that Israel entered Canaan in 1417 BC. On the second 
date, Leviticus 25:2–4 instructs: 
 

                                                 
63 A similar situation exists with the Tyrian King List recorded by Josephus (Against Apion 1:18). 

Some scholars believe it can be used to prove Solomonic dates independently of the Biblical data. 
However, as discussed in detail in Kolberg 2010 (335–51), the Tyrian King List is unreliable. 
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When ye come into the land which I give you, then shall the land keep a sabbath unto the 
LORD. Six years thou shalt sow thy field, and six years thou shalt prune thy vineyard, and 
gather in the fruit thereof; But in the seventh year shall be a sabbath of rest unto the land, a 
sabbath for the LORD: thou shalt neither sow thy field, nor prune thy vineyard. 

 
Note that six full years of agricultural activity (sowing, pruning, etc.) precede a Sabbath year. 
In other words, the first year of Sabbatical counting is the first year in Canaan that Israel 
controlled the land agriculturally for a full year. This was not the seventh year in Canaan, 
1411 BC, when the land was divided. (For example, if the land was divided in October of the 
seventh year, the Israelites did not reap their own summer fruits.) It was the next year that 
the Israelites first controlled agriculture in Canaan for a full year, with everyone resident in 
their allotted lands to labor over them. That eighth year, 1410 BC, is therefore the most 
logical choice to begin Sabbath year counting. This makes the first Sabbath year 1404 BC.  
 
Table 1 shows my Sabbath-Jubilee calendar to the start of the monarchy. The dates in bold 
depict both Sabbath and Jubilee years. For example, 1362 BC marks the Nisan Sabbath 
year 1362/61 BC as well as the Tishri Jubilee year 1362/61 BC. 
 

Table 1 – Sabbath-Jubilee Calendar (1410–1061 BC) 

1404 1397 1390 1383 1376 1369 1362 
1355 1348 1341 1334 1327 1320 1313 
1306 1299 1292 1285 1278 1271 1264 
1257 1250 1243 1236 1229 1222 1215 
1208 1201 1194 1187 1180 1173 1166 
1159 1152 1145 1138 1131 1124 1117 
1110 1103 1096 1089 1082 1075 1068 
1061       

 

 
 
Jephthah’s Figure of 300 Years 
 
In Judges 11:26, Jephthah mentions an interval of 300 years. The context is Jephthah’s 
response to the king of Ammon’s wrongful claim that Israel robbed him of his land (Israel 
took control of Amorite land, not Ammonite, before they entered Canaan):  
 

While Israel dwelt in Heshbon and her towns, and in Aroer and her towns, and in all the 
cities that be along by the coasts of Arnon, three hundred years? why therefore did ye not 
recover them within that time? 

 
Three questions arise concerning this interval: 
 

1. Is it an exact or rounded number? 
2. Does it span 300 years (Year 1 to Year 301) or 299 years (Year 1 to Year 300)? 
3. When did it begin? 

 
Most scholars view Jephthah’s 300-year interval as a rounded total. This study treats it as an 
exact number, in agreement with Ozanne’s opinion (2011: 51):  
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We have however no alternative in this instance. If we do not treat it as an exact number 
there is no way of anchoring the chronology of this period. It would be left forever shunting 
between the two buffers, the division of the Land at one end and the accession of Saul at the 
other. If however we understand it to be a precise datum, we can at least give exact dates for 
all the judges and the intervening oppressions. 

 
On the second question, I count Jephthah’s 300 years inclusively, in keeping with the “partial 
years” method for all the data in the book of Judges (Chapter 2 refers). Jephthah’s 300 years 
therefore spanned 299 years, from Year 1 to Year 300.  
 
This leaves the final question: when did the 300 years begin? Some say it began when the 
Israelites defeated the Amorites before entering Canaan (Num 21:21–26; Deut 2:24–37). 
However, Jephthah was from Gilead in the Transjordan. He would clearly recall that the 
Transjordan tribes could not rightfully possess their inheritance until after they had helped 
the other tribes conquer lands west the Jordan (Num 32:18–22; Josh 1:12–15; 22:1–4). This 
means Jephthah’s 300 years cannot begin earlier than the division of the land in the seventh 
year. In my opinion, it began a year later, in the eighth year of Israel’s occupation of Canaan. 
As noted above, this is the first year of counting for the Sabbath-Jubilee calendar. It is the 
first time the Israelites could say the land was theirs to labor over for a full year of agricul-
tural activity.  
 
I therefore suggest that Jephthah counted years of land ownership by the Sabbath-Jubilee 
calendar. This proposal finds strong support in the “land redemption law” (Lev 25:23–28), 
in which land ownership and the Jubilee cycle are inseparably linked. 
 
The Sabbath-Jubilee calendar would have been especially useful for counting long intervals 
such as Jephthah’s. (This does not imply the Israelites were always observing Sabbath or 
Jubilee years.) So, when Jephthah spoke about Israel occupying Heshbon, etc., for 300 years, 
he tallied that figure by a simple calculation. From the eighth year in Canaan to when he 
spoke to the king of Ammon, an interval of six Jubilee periods and six years had passed. 
This leads to the following equation: (6 x 49)64 + 6 = 300 years. 
 
Accepting that Israel entered Canaan in 1417 BC, the eighth year was 1410 BC. Counting 
back 300 years inclusively from 1410 BC takes us to 1111 BC. As discussed in Chapter 16, 
1111 BC is the year that anchors our judges chronology. It allows us to assign absolute dates 
to the six cycles of the era.  
 

 
 
Jephthah’s 300 Years and the Date of the Exodus 
 
There are two main positions on the date of Israel’s exodus from Egypt:  
 

1. the “early-date” view in which the Exodus occurred in the 15th century BC 
2. the “late-date” view in which the Exodus occurred in the 13th century BC  

                                                 
64 Multiplying a number by 49 is easy if you multiply it instead by 50 then subtract the number 

you are multiplying. Thus: 6 x 50 = 300, less 6 = 294.  
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The early-date view has the following Biblical and historical support: 
 
• The founding of Solomon’s temple in the 480th year after the Exodus (1 Kgs 6:1). 

• Cushan-Rishathaim coming from Aram-Naharaim = Mittani (Chapter 3 refers).  

• Hazor still being in existence in the days of Deborah (Appendix B refers).  

• Merneptah viewing Israel as a threat (Chapter 21 refers), which suggests the Israelites 
had been settled in the highlands for some time. The late-date view assumes that Israel 
entered Canaan between 1240 and 1220 BC. If Merneptah invaded Canaan between 
1223 and 1220 BC, there is hardly enough time for Israel to grow as a threat to Egypt’s 
interests, which centered on the trade routes, cities, and fertile areas of the lowlands.  

 
A further confirmation of the early-date view is Jephthah’s 300 years. Late-date proponents 
argue that Israel’s conquest of Canaan occurred in the latter half of the 13th century BC. This 
means Jephthah’s war with the Ammonites three centuries later occurred in the latter half 
of the 10th century BC. This places his war during or after the reign of Solomon, which is 
unfeasible. To make it feasible, Jephthah’s figure needs to be 167 years or less.65 Late-date 
scholars recognize this incongruity. Hence the suggestion by Hoffmeier (2007: 236) that 
Jephthah’s mention of 300 years is a deliberate exaggeration:  
 

A literal understanding of certain large numbers may not always be correct if the authorial 
intent was not literal. Such misplaced literalism would be a “misinterpretation” of Scrip-
ture’s meaning. Thus Jepthah’s statement that Israelite tribes had occupied areas of the 
Trans-Jordan 300 years earlier since the days of Moses (Judg 11:25–26) could be a case of 
hyperbole that is intentionally exaggerating the time in order to strengthen his dispute with 
the Ammonites. 

 
It exceeds the limits of hyperbole for Jephthah to overstate the time interval by 133 years or 
more. Further, it is doubtful that Jephthah exaggerated the facts during his considered reply 
to the king of Ammon. Since he was trying to correct the king’s revisionist history, he would 
have paid attention to detail, as noted in Merrill et al. 2011 (199):  
 

various scholars regard the figure [of 300 years] as reliable and supportive of an early date 
of the exodus. Since Jephthah was involved in international diplomacy, he could not be 
casual about details and still maintain credibility with his enemies. Jephthah demonstrated 
an understanding of Israel’s history, drawing on Numbers 22–24.  

                                                 
65 This figure is based on the following reckoning, which has been skewed where possible to help 

the late-date view. (All numbers in this footnote are counted inclusively using “partial years” meth-
odology. Also, as occurs in my chronology, the tenures of Ibzan, Elon, and Abdon are not part of the 
judges era timeline, which also helps the late-date view.) Solomon died in 931 BC. He had a 4-year 
coregency with David and both kings ruled for 40 years. Thus, David’s rule began in 1006 BC. Saul 
ruled for only 22 years (as some believe), so his rule began in 1027 BC. Assuming no gap between 
the 40th year of the Philistine oppression and the start of Saul’s reign, the Philistine oppression 
began in 1066 BC. Six years earlier, Jephthah defeated the Ammonites in 1071 BC. Assuming 
1237 BC for the start of Jephthah’s time notice (which is seven years before the often quoted date 
of ca. 1230 BC by late-date proponents for Joshua burning Hazor), Jephthah’s interval works out to 
be, at the very most, 167 years (1237 to 1071 BC).  
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Chapter 20 – Paul’s 450 Years in Acts 13:20 

When recounting Israel’s history in Acts 13, Paul quoted a figure of 450 years. There is 
debate over the boundaries of this period: 
 
Then Paul stood up, and beckoning with his hand said, Men of Israel, and ye that fear God, 
give audience. The God of this people of Israel chose our fathers, and exalted the people 
when they dwelt as strangers in the land of Egypt, and with an high arm brought he them 
out of it. And about the time of forty years suffered he their manners in the wilderness. And 
when he had destroyed seven nations in the land of Chanaan, he divided their land to them 
by lot. And after that he gave unto them judges about the space of four hundred and fifty 
years, until Samuel the prophet. And afterward they desired a king: and God gave unto 
them Saul the son of Cis, a man of the tribe of Benjamin, by the space of forty years. And 
when he had removed him, he raised up unto them David to be their king. (Acts 13:16–22a) 
 
The KJV translates Paul’s 450 years as being the duration of the judges era. By the KJV 
definition, this period began after the distribution of the land following the conquest of 
Canaan. This translation is at odds with 1 Kings 6:1, which discloses that the founding of the 
temple in Solomon’s fourth year occurred in the 480th year after the Exodus. As discussed 
in Chapter 1, this is an elapsed interval of 479 years.  
 
A judges era that lasted for 450 years is too long for the 479-year timeframe of 1 Kings 6:1. 
Once the following three intervals are subtracted from 479 years, the judges era is only 350 
years, assuming that it began with Joshua as the first judge: 
 
• 40 years (the duration of Israel’s time in the wilderness following the Exodus) 

• 6 years (the time it took for the conquest of Canaan followed by the distribution of the 
land – see fn. 2, p. 8) 

• 83 years (from Saul’s accession to the founding of the temple in Solomon’s fourth year, 
assuming a two-year coregency for David and Solomon, and accession year dating 
for Saul, David, and Solomon) 

 
As explained below, the KJV mistranslates Acts 13:20. Rather than being the duration of the 
judges era, 450 years is the time from Israel’s entry into Egypt to the distribution of the land. 
 

 
 
The Accusative and Dative Cases  
 
The Received Text used by the KJV places “450 years” in the middle of Acts 13:20, between 
“after that he gave unto them judges” and “until Samuel the prophet.” By contrast, Alexan-
drian text-types, which are favored by modern translations, place “450 years” at the start of 
13:20. For example, the NIV states:  
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18
 for about forty years he endured their conduct in the wilderness; 19

 and he overthrew seven 
nations in Canaan, giving their land to his people as their inheritance. 20

 All this took about 
450 years. After this, God gave them judges until the time of Samuel the prophet. 

 
In both Received-type and Alexandrian-type texts, the grammar associated with “450 years” 
in verse 20 differs from that used for “40 years” in verses 18 and 21. The two instances of 
“40 years” are in the accusative case, which indicates duration of time. By contrast, “450 
years” in verse 20 is in the dative case, which implies point of time, not duration.66 On this, 
Jordan elaborates (1990): 
 

the Received Text reading, preserved in the Authorized Version and the New King James 
Version, is highly ungrammatical [for verse 20]. It does not make much sense. As it stands in 
context it should be an accusative of duration of time. Instead it is a locative of point of time, 
or an instrumental dative of culmination of time.  

On the other hand, in the Alexandrian-type textual tradition, the grammar is perfectly 
clear. Paul uses a locative or dative at the end of a long sentence (vv. 17–19) to indicate the 
entire block of time he has been summarizing; or to indicate the culmination of that period of 
time.  

These considerations make it virtually certain that the King James is in error . . . At some 
point, a scribe miscopied these two phrases (“450 years” and “after these things”) and switched 
them. 

 
The grammatical evidence, together with the time constraints imposed by 1 Kings 6:1, 
support the view that Paul’s 450-year interval precedes, rather than follows, the distribution 
of the land.  
 
Regarding the composition of Paul’s 450 years, F. F. Bruce writes (1990: 304): 
 

It is best explained as covering the 400 years [in Egypt] of sojourning (the παροιϰία of v. 17; 
cf. 7:6), the 40 years in the wilderness, and the time that elapsed between the entry into Canaan 
and the distribution of the land (Josh. 14:1–17:18). The dat. [dative case] implies point of time, 
not duration.  

 
I uphold Bruce’s view that “about 450 years” is the sum of the three consecutive periods 
mentioned by Paul to that point, being:  
 
• Acts 13:17 ...............400 years in Egypt. This figure derives from Genesis 15:13, and is 

recalled by Stephen in Acts 7:6. It is a prophetic, rounded number.  
The exact figure is 430 years, to the very day (Exod 12:40–41). 

• Acts 13:18 ...............40 years in the wilderness (Num 14:33–34; Acts 7:36). 

• Acts 13:19 ...............Distribution of the land 6 years after entering Canaan.  
 
This is a total of 446 years, which agrees with Paul’s rounded figure of “about 450 years.” 

                                                 
66 On the dative case and Paul’s 450 years, see: Richard C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of the 

Acts of the Apostles 1–14 (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1944, 2008), 518–20; Bruce M. Metzger, 
A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (London: United Bible Societies, 1971), 406–
07, esp. fn. 15.  
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Chapter 21 – The (Israel) Stela of Merneptah 

The Merneptah Stela was discovered in 1896 by Sir Flinders Petrie in western Thebes 
(modern day Luxor) in the ruins of pharaoh Merneptah’s funerary temple. The text was 
inscribed on the back side (verso) of a stela originally set up by Amenhotep III (1382–1344 
BC). It quickly became renowned for its mention of “Israel” in the text. Depending on one’s 
view, it is either the earliest or second earliest mention of Israel outside the Bible.67 The 
stela is dated to Merneptah’s fifth year. It currently resides in the Cairo Museum. 
 
Merneptah (also called Merenptah68) was the thirteenth son and successor of the famous 
Ramesses II, whose reign was the second longest in Egyptian history; he outlived many of 
his children. Both men were 19th Dynasty rulers in the successful New Kingdom era, which 
covered Dynasties 18 to 20. The conventional view is that Ramesses II ruled for just over 
66 years (66y 2m), while Merneptah ruled for almost a decade (9y 6m).  
 
Dates for Merneptah’s reign depend on those for Ramesses II. To date Ramesses II’s reign, 
scholars rely on the new moon date recorded in his 52nd year. From it, Parker (1957: 42–43) 
found five possible accession dates (Year 1), only three of which were admissible: 1304, 
1290, and 1279 BC. (He rejected 1301 and 1276 BC.) Parker’s preferred date was 1290 BC, 
by which we can date Merneptah’s fifth year to 1220 BC. 
 
In the decades after Parker’s paper, the science behind lunar date calculations advanced, and 
other considerations emerged. This led to 1279 BC becoming the preferred date for Ram-
esses II’s accession. However, 1290 BC is now back in favor after a key discovery linked to 
Horemheb, the last king of the 18th Dynasty. 
 
Previously, it was believed that Horemheb ruled for 27 or 28 years (or even longer). This is 
despite the common knowledge that his Year 13 was his highest attested year. The longer 
reign was due to synchronisms mainly with Babylonian king lists. However, a crucial find 
by Jacobus van Dijk and his team strongly supports a reign of 14 years, with probable burial 
at the start of his Year 15 (see van Dijk 2008).69  

                                                 
67 An Egyptian pedestal relief housed in the Berlin Museum possibly mentions Israel. Because 

of damage to the relief in that section, reconstruction is needed to identify the lost word. If it was 
originally “Israel,” it dates to before Merneptah, possibly by up to 200 years. For discussion, see: 
Peter van der Veen, Christoffer Theis, and Manfred Görg, “Israel in Canaan (Long) Before Pharaoh 
Merneptah? A Fresh Look at Berlin Statue Pedestal Relief 21687,” Journal of Ancient Egyptian 
Interconnections, 2.4 (2010): 15–25; Hershel Shanks, “When Did Israel Begin?” BAR 38.1 (2012): 
59–62, 67.  

68 Either name can be used, as Yurco explains (1990: 37): “The hieroglyphic signs do not indicate 
vowels, so either vocalization is possible. The name means Beloved of Ptah.” 

69 The evidence involves the discovery of wine jar labels that consistently mention Years 13 and 
14 of Horemheb. The quantity and consistency of those labels suggests Horemheb was buried in 
his Year 14, or at least before the wine harvest of his Year 15. The unfinished state of Horemheb’s 
tomb also supports a reign of 14 years in preference to 27 / 28 years. For related literature on a 
shorter reign for Horemheb, see: Aston 2012/13; Devecchi & Miller 2011 (158–68); Schneider 
2010 (393–94, 402); Wiener 2010: (381–87). 
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A shorter reign for Horemheb brings 1290 BC back into contention for Ramesses II’s acces-
sion. For example, the abstract for Wiener’s 2014 paper states: 
 

Recent evidence strongly supports a reduction in the duration of the pharaoh Horemheb’s 
reign from 28 to 14 years. Further evidence strongly favours raising the accession year of 
Ramesses II from the previously conventional 1279 BCE to 1290 BCE to reflect the Horemheb 
reduction together with other minor adjustments. The first recorded appearance of the term 
‘Israel’ from the Victory Stele of the Egyptian pharaoh Merneptah should accordingly be 
placed at ca. 1220 BCE, about a decade earlier than previously believed. 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1179/0334435514Z.00000000035 

 
An accession of 1290 BC for Ramesses II means he ruled from 1290 to 1224 BC, with 
Merneptah ruling from 1224 to 1214 BC. This makes Merneptah’s fifth year 1220/19 BC.70 
I have adopted that date in the discussion below.  
 

 
 
Content of the Stela 
 
In the tenth month of Merneptah’s fifth year, King Merey of Libya invaded the western 
Delta of Egypt, together with his allies. (Some of Merey’s allies were the so-called “Sea 
Peoples,” who are discussed in Chapters 11 and 12.) Merneptah hastily mustered his troops 
to stop the invaders. Less than a month later, after a six-hour battle on the third day of the 
eleventh month (April 22, 1219 BC), Merneptah defeated the combined attack at the fields 
of Perire in the western Delta. Although Merey escaped back to Libya, the Egyptians had 
taken his wives and valuables, showing he suffered a humiliating defeat.  
 
The text of the Merneptah Stela is a victory poem. Not surprisingly, the Libyan campaign 
predominates, accounting for 23 of its 28 lines. The closing stanza begins in line 26. It exalts 
Merneptah as victor over all his opponents. Israel is named as one of the entities he subdued 
(my bold emphasis): 
 

The (foreign) chieftains lie prostrate, saying: “Peace.” Not one lifts his head among the Nine 
Bows [collective name for the enemies of Egypt]. Libya is captured, while Hatti is pacified. 
Canaan is plundered, Ashkelon is carried off, and Gezer is captured. Yenoam is made into 
non-existence; Israel is wasted, its seed is not; and Hurru is become a widow because of 

                                                 
70 From the 18th Dynasty onward to at least ca. 800 BC, Egyptian kings began their Year 1 on the 

actual day of accession. Their regnal years were then counted from that anniversary date, meaning 
the regnal year always spanned parts of two civil years. For Merneptah, the limestone ostracon 
O.Cairo CG 25504 records his accession as occurring between the 19th day of the first month 
(I Akhet 19) and the 13th day of the second month (II Akhet 13). This means Merneptah came to the 
throne sometime between July 13 and August 6, 1224 BC. His fifth year therefore spanned from 
July / August 1220 to July / August 1219 BC, which I have shortened to 1220/19 BC.  

For the dates of Merneptah’s reign (accession and highest year), see Hornung 2006 (212). 
When converting Egyptian civil calendar dates to Julian dates in this chapter, I used Aayko Eyma’s 
DOS program from http://www.egyptologyforum.org/civil4.0.zip. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1179/0334435514Z.00000000035
http://www.egyptologyforum.org/civil4.0.zip
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Egypt. All lands united themselves in peace. Those who went about are subdued by the king 
of Upper and Lower Egypt . . . Merneptah.71  

 
Some commentators date the campaign of this closing stanza also to Merneptah’s fifth year. 
However, as Hoffmeier explains, the Canaanite campaign occurred within a date range:  
 

According to Kenneth Kitchen (1982b:215), a major military campaign against Libyan tribes 
occurred in summer [i.e. season of Shemu] of year 5. Thus the stela, which is dated to regnal 
year 5, was set up to celebrate this triumph. Hence the Libyan campaign occupies the majority 
of the stela. This means that the king’s sortie to the Levant, in which the Israelites were 
encountered, must have occurred no earlier than year 2 and before the Libyan campaign.72  

 
Points of interest about Israel’s mention in the stela include: 
 
• Israel was clearly not a minor entity. It was important enough to be named with three 

major city-states that also suffered defeat: Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yenoam. Israel’s 
victories in the first two cycles of the judges era must have been well known in the 
region. Given Israel’s military competence, the Egyptians evidently viewed them as a 
threat to stability. (Egypt was interested mainly in the coastal cities, not the highlands 
where most Israelites lived. Nevertheless, Egypt’s intelligence network would have 
reported any Israelite actions that affected regional security or trade.) 

 
• In the stela, Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yenoam are all preceded by the standard Egyptian 

sign for “land,” which confirms those entities as being city-states. By contrast, the sign 
used for Israel means “peoples.” In other words, an ethnic group. This agrees with 
the situation portrayed in the book of Judges. At that time, the Israelites were not 
centrally organized; they were spread out across the land. They were a pastoralist (not 
sedentary) people. 

 
• The stela reports that Israel’s “seed is not.” The word “seed” is the Egyptian prt. 

Scholars are divided on its meaning with two main views: grain or progeny. An 
advocate for prt meaning grain is Michael Hasel (1998: 77–80, 201–203). An advocate 
for prt meaning seed / fruit in the sense of progeny is Anson Rainey (2001: 57–63). I 
favor grain (see Hasel 2003:19–26 for his reply to Rainey 2001). As discussed below, 
“its grain is not” refers to the loss of Israel’s food supply during Jabin’s oppression.  

 
• The stela was found in Merneptah’s funerary temple in Thebes on the west bank of 

the Nile. On the opposite bank is the Karnak Temple Complex, where a fragmentary 
duplicate of the stela was found. Nearby are several reliefs belonging to Merneptah. 
Among them are four battle scenes. Many scholars believe they depict the same four 
entities named in the stela (i.e. one of them portrays Israel). Appendix D discusses 
those reliefs.  

 

                                                 
71 Translation by James K. Hoffmeier, COS 2.6 (41). 
72 Ibid. Besides quelling rebellion, Merneptah’s campaign to Canaan helped Egypt economically 

by freeing up restricted trade routes (Singer 1988). By his successes, Merneptah restored Egyptian 
dominance in the region.  
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Israel and King Jabin  
 
As noted above, Merneptah’s Canaanite campaign occurred no earlier than his second year, 
which began in July / August 1223 BC. It was completed before the Libyans invaded in his 
fifth year, in April 1219 BC.  
 
For simplicity, I have assumed that Merneptah did not campaign in the winter of his fifth 
year. Apart from the difficulties of the rainy season in Canaan then, it is unlikely he waged 
back-to-back campaigns, being Canaan in winter followed by the Libyans in spring. There-
fore, for the date range of Merneptah’s sortie into Canaan, I will use July / August 1223 to 
December 1220 BC. Some scholars narrow this range further.73 
 
Where does this fit in our judges chronology? It falls within the ninth to twelfth years of 
Israel’s oppression under Jabin. This is a suitable time because Merneptah’s invasion of 
Israel could not have happened when “the land had rest,” meaning rest from war or oppres-
sion (cf. Josh 11:23; 14:15; 2 Chron 14:6; Judg 2:18). Jabin oppressed Israel for 20 years 
between 1231 and 1212 BC. His oppression lies between two long periods of rest: 80 years 
under Ehud (1310–1231 BC) and 40 years under Deborah (1212–1173 BC). So, in the space 
of 137 years (1310 to 1173 BC), there is only a 20-year window (1231 to 1212 BC, years 
inclusive) in which Merneptah’s invasion fits. As Calendar 1 in Appendix E shows, the 
range for Merneptah’s campaign, 1223–1220 BC, falls in the middle of that window. 
 
Merneptah’s most northward advance was Yenoam. Its exact location is unknown but it is 
typically sited near the Sea of Galilee. Many scholars therefore conclude that Merneptah 
fought with Israel either before or after subduing Yenoam. It is unlikely, though, that the 
Israelites were able to engage in battle with Egypt during Jabin’s oppression. He had dis-
armed them, prompting Deborah’s remark, “was there a shield or spear seen among forty 
thousand in Israel” (Judg 5:8). Also, the oppression had affected freedom of movement, such 
that “the highways were unoccupied, and the travellers walked through byways” (5:7).  
 
It is also unlikely that Merneptah attacked Jabin or any of his allied cities. Jabin ruled from 
Hazor, which was a pre-eminent city in Canaan (Appendix B refers). He could muster 900 
chariots (Judg 4:3), and call on other kings for support (5:19).  
 
This suggests the two kings made an agreement. The most suitable time would have been 
after Merneptah left Yenoam, near the close of his campaign. At their meeting, probably at 
Hazor, Merneptah allowed Jabin to continue oppressing Israel, a common threat. (Jabin 
could control Israel more thoroughly than Merneptah.) A hefty tribute payment may have 
been exacted by Merneptah for this permission.  
 
Merneptah’s stela states that “Israel is wasted, its seed [grain] is not.” Israel being “wasted” 
(or ruined or destroyed) is clearly Egyptian hyperbole because Israel continued to exist after 
Merneptah’s campaign. Also, most of the Israelites were spread out over the hill country. It 
would be a long, drawn-out campaign to destroy the many communities there. In addition, 
the Egyptians disliked warfare in Palestine’s highlands. 

                                                 
73 For example, Hawkins (2013: 76) states that Merneptah’s campaign occurred by the end of 

his third year. Yurco (1986: 213) considers Years 2 to 4 to be the most likely time. 
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By contrast, Merneptah’s remark that Israel’s “grain is not” is relevant. Archaeological exca-
vations reveal evidence of a decline in Canaan’s city-states toward the end of the Late Bronze 
Age. Such evidence includes “crisis architecture,” which is obvious in Hazor (Zuckerman 
2007). The decline of that city was surely one reason why Jabin invaded Israel. It gave him 
a new source of taxes, labor, livestock, and crops. But his removal of Israel’s grain, year after 
year, left the people in desperate famine. This reminds us of the Midianite oppression of 
the next cycle, when Israel’s crops were ransacked and destroyed every year for seven years: 
 

And so it was, when Israel had sown, that the Midianites came up, and the Amalekites, and 
the children of the east . . . And they encamped against them, and destroyed the increase of 
the earth, till thou come unto Gaza, and left no sustenance for Israel . . . And Israel was 
greatly impoverished because of the Midianites (Judg 6:3–6) 

 
Merneptah invaded Canaan between 1223 and 1220 BC. Jabin’s oppression of Israel had 
therefore been underway for at least eight years by then. Eight or more years of grain 
removal—longer than for the Midianite scourge—had left the land in severe famine. Aware 
that agriculture was Israel’s lifeblood, Merneptah correctly stated that “its seed is not.”  
 

 
 
Merneptah’s Campaign and Other Accession Years  
 
Merneptah’s campaign to Canaan agrees with our judges chronology when using the follow-
ing dates and figures: 
 
• the accession year for Ramesses II was 1290 BC 
• Solomon died in 942 BC 
• there was an interval of 44 years from Israel’s entry into Canaan to the start of Cycle 1 

 
This section examines other possible accession years for Ramesses II and whether they 
accommodate Merneptah’s campaign considering both datums for Solomon’s death: 942 and 
931 BC.74  
 
As discussed above, Parker (1957: 42–43) found three candidates for Year 1 of Ramesses II: 
1304, 1290, and 1279 BC. Parker’s search range was from 1307 to 1275 BC. Using an 
expanded search range of 1340 to 1240 BC, nine dates for Year 1 of Ramesses III are theo-
retically possible: 1340, 1329, 1315, 1304, 1290, 1279, 1265, 1254 and 1240 BC.75  
 
We can remove the earliest two and latest two years as they are historically unlikely. This 
leaves five possible dates for Ramesses II’s accession: 1315, 1304, 1290, 1279, and 1265 BC. 

                                                 
74 This study proposes an interval of 44 years from Israel’s entry into Canaan to the start of 

Cycle 1. It is too unwieldy to include variations of this interval in the calculations below. Never-
theless, an example will show the effect of varying this interval. Let us assume that Jephthah’s 300-
year time notice began in the Hebrew year before Israel’s entry into Canaan (as some uphold). The 
interval would then be 36 years, not 44. In that case, Jabin’s oppression is eight years earlier in both 
Calendars 1 and 2 in Chapter 18 and Appendix E. 

75 These dates derive from the analysis by Peter Huber (2011: 186–90).  
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Not all of those dates, however, allow Merneptah’s invasion to occur during a period of 
oppression in Israel. As discussed earlier, his invasion could not occur when “the land had 
rest.” Therefore, it occurred during the narrow 20-year window of Jabin’s oppression in 
Cycle 3, which is from JE143 to JE162 in my chronology. (This is yet another variable 
because my relative chronology for Jabin’s oppression is a proposal, not a certainty.)  
 
The other factor involved is the year of Solomon’s death, which governs absolute dates in 
the judges era. While Solomon’s death is traditionally dated to 931 BC, I favor 942 BC. 
Accounting for both, the dates for Jabin’s oppression are: 
 

942 BC datum ............. 1231–1212 BC  
931 BC datum ............. 1220–1201 BC  

 
Table 1 shows the results using both datums for Solomon’s death. From the five possible 
years for Ramesses II’s accession, only two have date ranges that fall totally or partly within 
the 20-year window of Jabin’s oppression: 1290 and 1279 BC. The two “Possible” results 
fall inside the 20-year window. The other results, “Conditional” or “Unlikely,” have either 
the last part of Merneptah’s date range or its first part falling in the 20-year window.  
 

Table 1 – Matrix of Possibilities for Merneptah’s Invasion of Canaan  

ACCESSION  
YEAR OF 

RAMESSES II 

DATE RANGE FOR 
MERNEPTAH IN 

CANAAN76 

SOLOMON DIED 942 BC – 
MERNEPTAH’S INVASION 

IS THEREFORE: 

SOLOMON DIED 931 BC – 
MERNEPTAH’S INVASION 

IS THEREFORE: 

1290 1223–1220 Possible Conditional (see Note 1)  

1279 1212–1209 Unlikely (see Note 2) Possible 
 

Note 1: This is the final year of Merneptah’s date range and Year 1 of Jabin’s oppression. Therefore, the 
window for Merneptah’s invasion is ca. nine months, from the start of the Hebrew year (Mar/Apr) to 
December 1220. If he invaded Canaan before that window (e.g. in his third year), the result would be 
“Not Possible.” 
 
Note 2: The window for Merneptah’s invasion is ca. eight-months, from the start of Merneptah’s Year 2 
(Jul/Aug) to the end of Jabin’s Year 20 of oppression (Mar/Apr). After Jabin’s Year 20, Israel was at 
peace. The problem here is the statement in Merneptah’s Stela, “Israel is wasted, its seed is not.” It is 
incongruous for Merneptah to write this in his Year 5 after Israel had been prospering under Deborah for 
three years. 

                                                 
76 Recall that Merneptah invaded Canaan no earlier than his second year and before the winter 

of his fifth year (I have assumed it was no later than December of his fifth year). 
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Appendix A – The Kingdom of Mittani 

Chapter 3 reviewed the first oppression-deliverance cycle of the judges era. The oppressor 
was Cushan-Rishathaim, “king of Aram-Naharaim” (Judg 3:8 YLT).  
 
The word Naharaim is often translated “of the two rivers,” meaning the Tigris and Euphrates 
(i.e. Mesopotamia). However, analysis of the word-form shows that Naharaim is better 
translated “the riverine land,” which points to the land around the Euphrates bend.77 The 
great west bend of the Upper Euphrates is about 80 miles south of Carchemish.  
 
Opinions differ on why the prefix Aram is used (only the Bible uses Aram as a prefix or 
suffix). In my view, it reflects the common ancestry between Israel and the Arameans (Gen 
10:22), some of whom lived in northwest Mesopotamia during the patriarchal era (Gen 
25:20; Deut 26:5).78  
 
The precise boundaries of Aram-Naharaim are unknown, and may have changed with time. 
At the very least, one assumes its southern boundary followed the Euphrates eastward from 
the great bend to the Habur River.  
 
Apart from Judges 3:8, the Bible mentions Aram-Naharaim on four occasions. It was where 
the “city of Nahor” was located (Gen 24:10). It is unknown if this was a city named Nahor, 
or if it was the city where Nahor (Abraham’s brother) lived.79 Aram-Naharaim was the 
home of Balaam, the son of Beor (Deut 23:4). Military forces from Aram-Naharaim fought 
against Israel in David’s day (1 Chron 19:6; Ps 60:1).  
 
The Bible also refers to Aram-Naharaim using the single word “Aram.” There are three 
instances of this (Num 23:7; Judg 3:10; Hos 12:12).  
 
Cushan-Rishathaim oppressed Israel in the first half of the 14th century BC. Since his 
homeland of Aram-Naharaim was the core area of the kingdom of Mittani, which was still 
a major power then, Cushan-Rishathaim was a king of Mittani. By my chronology, he 
oppressed Israel from 1373 to 1366 BC. From that dating, we can deduce that he was one 
of three Mittanian kings: Shuttarna II, Artashumara, or Tushratta.  
 
This deduction is explained below in a condensed history of Mittani, which draws from the 
following sources: Bryce 2003, 2005, 2014; Cordani 2011a, 2011b, 2013; de Martino 2004, 
2014, 2018; Finkel 1985; Gelb 1944; Kuhrt 1995; Maidman 2016–17; Moran 1992; 
Murnane 1990: 1–12, 115–137; Novák 2007, 2013; Schwartz 2014; Van De Mieroop 2007, 
2016; von Dassow 2014; Wilhelm 1989, 2015; Zarzecki-Peleg and Bonfil 2011.  

                                                 
77 On the location of Aram-Naharaim, see: Finkelstein 1962 (84–86); O’Callaghan and Dumont 

1948 (131); Pitard 1992a. 
78 On Aram, see: D. N. Pienaar, “Aram,” NIDOTTE 4:410–12; Younger 2016 (94–107). 
79 If the “city of Nahor” is where Nahor lived, it may refer to Haran, where Abraham’s family 

settled after moving from Ur of the Chaldeans (Gen 11:31). As for the Bible’s Padan-Aram (cf. Gen 
25:20; 28:2), it is variously understood to be: the city of Haran; the area around Haran (of unknown 
extent); an alternate name for Aram-Naharaim. On this, see Pitard 1992b. 
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History of the Kingdom of Mittani 
 
Compared to other empires in the ancient Near East, the northern Mesopotamian kingdom 
of Mittani (Mitanni, Maittani) was short-lived. It emerged either in the 17th or 16th century 
BC and was a major Near Eastern power between the late 16th to mid-14th centuries BC. 
After that, Mittani began to decline, and its borders shrank. It was eventually absorbed by 
the Middle Assyrian empire in the 13th century BC. Figure 1 below shows the extent of the 
Mittanian kingdom at its height. 
 
There are two main theories on Mittani’s formation:  
 

1. it was already a fully established kingdom by the 16th century BC, about which we 
have little documentation 

 
2. it emerged in the 16th century BC owing to conflicts, political changes, and a power 

vacuum in Syria involving the Hittites 
 
Either way, it appears the kingdom began through the amalgamation of small states with 
mainly Hurrian populations. They eventually came under the rule of the ancestors of the 
Mittanian royal dynasty. The oldest form of the name, Maittani, possibly stems from the 
name of a person, Maitta. If so, he may have been the founder of the dynasty.  
 
Once formed, the kingdom rapidly extended its power in the region. However, a constant 
enemy was the Hittite empire to the west. There was a protracted struggle between Mittani 
and the Hittites for the domination of Syria. Unlike Mittani’s later diplomacy with its rival 
Egypt, Mittani and the Hittites never sought resolution through negotiation. Their hostility 
to each other meant, ultimately, that only one of those kingdoms would survive.  
 
The native language of Mittani was Hurrian. Distinct from preceding Hurrian rulers, the 
Mittanian kings adopted Indo-Aryan throne names despite speaking Hurrian. This led earlier 
historians to assume an Indo-Aryan ruling class founded the kingdom. No evidence exists, 
though, of a consistent Indo-Aryan presence in Mittanian society, which displays ethnic 
diversity. The origins of its ruling dynasty therefore remain open.  
 
Mittani’s kings ruled from the so-called “Habur Triangle.” The Habur River is one of the 
main tributaries of the Euphrates. We refer to it in two parts: the Upper and Lower Habur. 
The Habur Triangle is in the Upper Habur. It was the center of Mittanian rule, which the 
Assyrians called Hanigalbat. The Hittites called it the Land of the Hurrians. The Egyptians 
called the kingdom Naharin(a), Na‹rima, Nārima, and later Mittani. (The Egyptian term 
Naharina correlates with the Hebrew Naharaim. It derives from the Semitic nahar, which 
means “river.”) Thus, external records can refer to the kingdom in one of three ways: 
 
• by its state name (Mittani, Hanigalbat) 
• by its position on the Euphrates (Naharin / Naharina)  
• by its perceived ethnicity (Hurrians) 

 
Two key cities in Mittani’s heartland were Waššukanni and Ta’idu. We do not know their 
locations with certainty. One of those two cities, possibly both (together or at different 
times), served as Mittani’s royal capital. See Figure 1 for their presumed locations. 
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Figure 1 – The Kingdom of Mittani at its Height (Novák 2007: 389) 

 
 

Mittani was a major power between ca. 1520 and ca. 1340 BC. It was a peer in the so-called 
“Club of Great Powers,” which included Egypt, Babylonia, Hatti (the Hittites), and Assyria. 
Mittani’s territory was extensive, bordered by Babylonia in the southeast, presumably Alshe 
and Ishuwa in the north, and the Hittites and Egypt’s Syrian vassals in the west. The king 
controlled the central section of the realm while local rulers governed polities west of the 
Euphrates and east of the Tigris. Effectively, those rulers were vassals. We assume they made 
loyalty treaties with Mittani’s king, to whom they paid tribute.  
 
Owing to a lack of textual and archaeological data, we only have a limited understanding of 
Mittani’s political and administrative structure. Most of our knowledge comes from external 
records. They include records from nearby states (Egypt, the Hittites, Assyria) and from the 
kingdom’s borderlands (e.g. Alalah and Ugarit in the west and Nuzi in the east). To compli-
cate matters, no Mittanian king lists have been found to date. Such lists normally name kings, 
in sequence, with length of rule. This limits our ability to correlate the reigns of Egyptian 
kings, for whom we have chronologies, with the reigns of Mittanian kings.  
 
The kingdom of Mittani began to decline after ca. 1340 BC. If Cushan-Rishathaim oppressed 
Israel from 1373 to 1366 BC, he was undoubtedly from Mittani (i.e. the Bible’s Aram-
Naharaim) because the kingdom was still powerful then. 
 
Table 1 lists the Mittanian kings down to Shuttarna III. (The kings who ruled after him are 
not listed as they are outside our concern.) Question marks in the Mittani column express 
doubt about that king’s relative position (?) or if he was even a king (??). An arrow shows 
an attested link () between a Mittanian and Egyptian king. (The two arrows for Tushratta 
show links to both Amenhotep III and his son Akhenaten.) Mittani was at the height of its 
power during the reigns of Shaushtatar, Artatama I, and Shuttarna II. 
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Table 1 – List of Mittanian Kings to Shuttarna III 

MITTANI EGYPT DATE BC 
Kirta 
Shuttarna I, son of Kirta 

  

Parrattarna I Hatshepsut 1504–1483 
Shaushadat (?)   
Parsatatar 
Shaushtatar (= Shaushadat ?), son of Parsatatar 

Thutmose III 1504–1451 

Parrattarna II (??)   
Artatama I   
Shuttarna II  son of Artatama I 
Artashumara, son of Shuttarna II 
Tushratta  son of Shuttarna II 

(rival king) Artatama II 
(rival king) Shuttarna III, son of Artatama II 

Thutmose IV 
Amenhotep III 
 

Akhenaten 

1420–1382 
1382–1344 
 

1344–1328 

 
 

At first, Egypt and Mittani were enemies. They fought over lands in Syria in the late 16th 
or early 15th century BC, either during the reign of Amenhotep I or Thutmose I. They also 
fought during the reigns of Thutmose III and IV in the 15th century BC. Circumstances 
changed later in the reign of Thutmose IV (1420–1382 BC). With the Hittites a common 
threat, Mittani and Egypt needed to reach an agreement over Syria. To help secure this, 
Artatama I gave his daughter in marriage to Thutmose IV. This paved the way for a formal 
treaty that established a common frontier in Syria. Future marriages reconfirmed the treaty. 
Artatama I’s son, Shuttarna II, gave his daughter in marriage to Amenhotep III, as did 
Shuttarna II’s son, Tushratta.  
 
Shuttarna II was succeeded by his son, Artashumara. However, Artashumara was murdered 
by a certain Uthi. It appears Uthi then placed Artashumara’s brother Tushratta, who was 
young at the time, on the throne as a puppet king. Uthi evidently cut off friendly relations 
with Egypt. With Mittani under the illegal rule of Uthi, power struggles in the land resulted. 
This led, in due course, to the rise of Artatama II, who was probably a royal family relative. 
He may have ruled as a rival king outside Hanigalbat (details of his reign are unknown). The 
Hittite king Suppiluliuma I (ca. 1345–1322 BC) later took advantage of Mittani’s throne 
succession disputes and sealed an alliance with Artatama II. 
 
Eventually, Tushratta ousted Uthi and renewed good relations with Amenhotep III. His letters 
to Egypt ended in the 5th or 6th year of Amenhotep IV, son of Amenhotep III. (Amenho-
tep IV changed his name to Akhenaten in his 5th year.) Presumably, Tushratta stopped 
writing because of threats to his kingdom on three fronts. To the southeast, the Babylonians 
invaded Mattani’s vassal state, Arrapha. Closer to home, Assyria (also to the southeast) was 
moving against him. To the west, Suppiluliuma I waged the First Syrian War (also called 
the One-Year War but it probably lasted longer) to take control of north-central Syria.  
 
Some years later, Suppiluliuma I waged the Second Syrian War. (He spent part of the time 
between the two Syrian wars fighting in Anatolia.) The Second Syrian War is also called the 
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Six-Year War (and Hurrian War) but its actual duration may have been less than six years. 
Tushratta, who was Mittani’s last independent monarch, probably died around the time of 
the Second Syrian War, but not in battle. He was killed by one of his sons, who conspired 
against him. 
 
By his victories in the Second Syrian War, Suppiluliuma I achieved his goal of suzerainty 
over the lands of Syria. East of the Tigris, Mittanian provinces were lost either to the 
Assyrians or Babylonians, both of whom were competing for supremacy in the region. By 
the end of Suppiluliuma I’s reign (1322 BC), Mittani was a subdued, diminished power. 
Still ruled by its own king, it was controlled first by the Hittites then by the Assyrians who 
eventually absorbed the rump state as part of the Middle Assyrian empire in the 13th 
century BC.  
 

 
 
The Identity of Cushan-Rishathaim 
 
In our judges chronology, Cushan-Rishathaim oppressed Israel for eight years, from 1373 
to 1366 BC. His oppression falls either totally in the reign of Amenhotep III or partly in the 
reigns of Amenhotep III and his son Akhenaten, depending on the dates one chooses for their 
accessions.  
 
Which Mittanian kings are candidates for being Cushan-Rishathaim? From attested contacts 
between Mittani, Egypt, and other sources, we gain the following information to answer that 
question:  
 
• In the 10th year of Amenhotep III, Shuttarna II gave his daughter (Kelu-Heba) in 

marriage to him. 
 
• Artashumara succeeded his father Shuttarna II, but he was murdered by Uthi, who was 

possibly a high officer of the state. Artashumara’s younger brother, Tushratta, became 
king at a young age. Uthi probably installed him as a puppet king but Uthi held the 
real power.  

 
• Years later, Tushratta killed everyone involved in the murder of his brother and began 

his sole rule. This may have been around the 30th year of Amenhotep III. 
 
• Tushratta’s first contact with the Egyptian court was around the 33rd year of Amen-

hotep III. In that letter (EA 17), Tushratta mentions good relations between pharaoh 
and his father (Shuttarna II). However, no mention is made of pharaoh’s relations 
with his murdered brother (Artashumara). It is therefore assumed that Artashumara’s 
length of reign was short.  

 
• In the 35th or 36th year of Amenhotep III, Tushratta gave his daughter (Tadu-Heba) 

in marriage to him. I will assume hereafter it was the 36th year. 
 
• Tushratta’s letters to Egypt ceased by the 6th year of Akhenaten. This was probably 

due to the Hittite king Suppiluliuma I waging the First Syrian War, which occupied 
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Tushratta’s attention. (The dating of the First Syrian War is debated. For the timeline 
of events in Suppiluliuma I’s reign, I generally follow Cordani 2013.)  

 
The 10th and 36th years of Amenhotep III are crucial contacts; they allow us to narrow the 
candidates for Cushan-Rishathaim. First, we must date the reign of Amenhotep III. Absolute 
dates for kings in the New Kingdom era (18th–20th Dynasties) vary among scholars. This 
is because there is more than one solution for the lunar dates used to fix their chronologies. 
Thus, Amenhotep III’s accession varies from a high date of 1417 BC (Merrill et al. 2011: 
25) to a low date of 1382 BC (Aston 2012/13: 307).  
 
In the analysis below to identify Cushan-Rishathaim, I have assumed the following: 
 
• Amenhotep III ruled for 39 years (the figure varies from 38 to 40 years). Also, there 

was no coregency between Amenhotep III and Akhenaten. (Most Egyptologists today 
reject a coregency. For discussion, see Stiebing and Helft 2017: 231–33.)  

 
• The First Syrian War began by the 6th year of Akhenaten. 

 
• Cushan-Rishathaim oppressed Israel from 1373 to 1366 BC.  

 
We can exclude accession years for Amenhotep III higher than 1408 BC because Tushratta 
would be busy fighting the Hittites by Akhenaten’s 6th year. (It is doubtful he continued to 
oppress Israel while fighting the Hittites.) So, using accession years of 1408 BC or lower 
for Amenhotep III, Cushan-Rishathaim was one of three kings: Shuttarna II, Artashumara, 
or Tushratta. The limitations for each king are as follows.  
 
For Tushratta to be Cushan-Rishathaim, only a narrow range of accession years for Amen-
hotep III fits: 1408 BC to ca. 1405 BC. Accession years lower than ca. 1405 BC are unlikely 
because Tushratta’s first contact with Egypt, after a long silence, was around the 33rd year 
of Amenhotep III. Since Tushratta would need Egypt’s permission to invade Israel (because 
Canaan was under Egypt’s dominion), it is unlikely this happened before Amenhotep III’s 
33rd year.  
 
For Artashumara to be Cushan-Rishathaim, only a narrow range of accession years for 
Amenhotep III fits: ca. 1386 BC to 1382 BC. The upper limit of ca. 1386 BC is due to Tush-
ratta saying he was “young” when he came to the throne, plus the age of his daughter when 
she married Amenhotep III in his 36th year. Dates higher than ca. 1386 BC will make both 
of them too young with respect to Amenhotep III’s rule. The lower limit of 1382 BC is 
fixed by the 10th year of Amenhotep III, when Shuttarna II was still alive. Note that if 
Artashumara was Cushan-Rishathaim, he needs a reign of at least eight years, being the 
duration of his oppression of Israel. This contradicts the opinion that his rule was short.  
 
For Shuttarna II to be Cushan-Rishathaim, only a narrow range of accession years for 
Amenhotep III fits: ca. 1386 BC to ca. 1382 BC. As is the case for Artashumara, the upper 
limit of ca. 1386 BC is due to the age requirements for Tushratta and his daughter. The 
lower limit of ca. 1382 BC allows 1290 BC to be the accession year of Ramesses II 
(Chapter 21 discusses why 1290 BC is back in favor today). Any lower than ca. 1382 BC 
will compress the space needed (around 54 years) for the reigns of the intervening pharaohs 
between Amenhotep III (1382–1344 BC) and Ramesses II (1290–1224 BC).  
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Of the three kings, the evidence suggests that Mittani was most prosperous under the reign 
of Shuttarna II. I will therefore select him, along with Aston’s chronology for Amenhotep III 
and Akhenaten. Table 2 shows the arrangement. It is based on the following assumptions: 
 
• Shuttarna II’s son Artashumara ruled from 1366 to 1365 BC (12–18 months?) before 

Uthi murdered him.  

• Uthi then installed Tushratta, Artashumara’s younger brother, on the throne. Tushratta 
was 9 years old then. He was 14 when his daughter was born. 

 
Note in Table 2 that Tushratta’s daughter was only 13 when she was given in marriage to 
Amenhotep III in his 36th year. Such a young age is not unusual, nor is Tushratta’s age of 
14 when she was born.80 
 
Of interest in this chronology is the 10th year of Amenhotep III (1373 BC). This is the year 
that Shuttarna II gave his daughter Kelu-Heba in marriage to him. (Inscribed scarabs were 
issued to commemorate the event. They mention that Kelu-Heba was accompanied by 317 
ladies-in-waiting, which is an extensive entourage.) Coincidentally, Cushan-Rishathaim 
invaded Israel that same year. Perhaps the marriage of Kelu-Heba, which was politically 
important for both kingdoms, influenced the timing of Shuttarna II’s invasion of Israel.  
 
We may never know why dynastic disputes started after Shuttarna II’s death. However, based 
on the Table 2 chronology, I offer the following speculations: 
 
• Shuttarna II was killed in Othniel’s war with him in 1366 BC. (While Judges 3:10 does 

not say if Cushan-Rishathaim was killed, captured, or withdrew, his death is likely.) 
 
• Shuttarna II’s death by the hand of an opponent from an inferior vassal state shocked 

the kingdom and opened the door to power struggles. Uthi murdered Shuttarna II’s son 
and successor, Artashumara. (Perhaps one reason he did this was because the new king 
did not want to take punitive action against Israel after Othniel’s victory, which Uthi 
perceived as weakness.) Uthi also broke off diplomatic relations with Egypt. The 
resulting dynastic disputes led to the rise of a rival king, Artatama II. Other powers in 
the region (such as the Hittites) took advantage of these internal divisions, so hastening 
Mittani’s fall. 

 
Tushratta mentions Artashumara’s murder in his long-awaited first contact with Egypt. The 
following excerpt from EA 17 dates to around the 33rd year of Amenhotep III. In this letter, 
Tushratta seeks to strengthen ties with Egypt. He hints at the coolness in relations between 
Mittani and Egypt during the time the illegal ruler Uthi was in control:  

 
Say to Nibmuareya [Amenhotep III], the king of Egypt, my brother: Thus Tuišeratta, the King 
of Mittani, your brother. For me all goes well. For you may all go well. For Kelu-Heba [Tush-
ratta’s sister married to Amenhotep III] may all go well. For your household, for your wives, 
for your sons, for your magnates, for your warriors, for your horses, for your chariots, and in 
your country, may all go very well. 

                                                 
80 On marriage ages in ancient Egypt, see http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/marriage.htm. 

http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/marriage.htm
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Table 2 – A Speculative Chronology Linking Mittani to Egypt as Anchored by the 
Oppression of Israel by Shuttarna II (Cushan-Rishathaim) 

         BC   Amenhotep III 
            1382 

 
1 

            1381 
 

2 
            1380 

 
3 

            1379 
 

4 
            1378 

 
5 

            1377 
 

6 
            1376 

 
7 

            1375 
 

8 
            1374 

 
9 

    
Shuttarna II  

oppresses 
Israel  

for 
eight  
years 

1373 
 

10 
   1372 

 
11 

   1371 
 

12 
   1370 

 
13 

   1369 
 

14 
   1368 

 
15 

   1367 
 

16 
 

Age of Age of his 
Artashumara rules 
from 1366 to 1365  

1366 
 

17 
 

Tushratta Daughter 
1365 

 
18 

 
9 

          1364 
 

19 
 

10 
          1363 

 
20 

 
11 

          1362 
 

21 
 

12 
          1361 

 
22 

 
13 

          1360 
 

23 
 

14 
          1359 

 
24 

 
15 1 

         1358 
 

25 
 

16 2 
         1357 

 
26 

 
17 3 

         1356 
 

27 
 

18 4 
         1355 

 
28 

 
19 5 

         1354 
 

29 
 

20 6 
         1353 

 
30 

 
21 7 

         1352 
 

31 
 

22 8 
         1351 

 
32 

 
23 9 

         1350 
 

33 
 

24 10 
         1349 

 
34 

 
25 11 

         1348 
 

35 
 

26 12 
         1347 

 
36 

 
27 13 

         1346 
 

37 
 

28 14 
         1345 

 
38 Akhenaten 29 15 

         1344 
 

39 1 30 16 
         1343   2 31 17 
         1342   3 32 18 
         1341   4 33 19 
         1340   5 34 20 
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When I sat on the throne of my father [Shuttarna II], I was young, and UD-hi [Uthi] had 
done an unseemly thing to my country and had slain his lord. For this reason he would not 
permit me friendship with anyone who loved me. I, in turn, was not remiss about the unseemly 
things that had been done in my land, and I slew the slayers of Artašumara, my brother, and 
everyone belonging to them.  

Since you were friendly with my father, I have accordingly written and told you so my 
brother might hear of these things and rejoice. My father loved you, and you in turn loved 
my father. In keeping with this love, my father gave you my sister [Kelu-Heba]. And who 
else stood with my father as you did?81 

 
 

 
Why Did Cushan-Rishathaim Invade Israel? 
 
It perplexes scholars why a king from Aram-Naharaim undertook such a long journey to 
invade Israel. We note, first, that a Mittanian king would need Egypt’s express consent for 
such a campaign. This is because the Egyptians controlled Canaan from the 15th to 12th 
centuries BC. Despite their supremacy, the Egyptians tended to ignore Canaan’s highlands, 
where many Israelites settled. On this, Dalman writes (2008: 469): 
 

Egypt’s perception of the highlands can be seen in a letter written by the scribe Hori during 
the reign of Ramesses II or Merenptah. Hori’s letter was copied to teach young scribes how 
to write the hieroglyphic language, so it represented a perspective taught to Egyptian youth. 
Hori noted that the highlands of Palestine were difficult to reach. Chariots had to be carried 
up ravines. Ambushes threatened behind every bush or rock. At night, the highland population 
raided their camp stealing horses and possessions. Hori even claimed that there were giants 
in the land. From an Egyptian perspective, there was nothing in the highlands that justified 
an expedition there . . . In an 18th Dynasty model, many Israelites followed a pastoralist life 
style in the highlands. As long as they did not threaten the coastal city states, Egypt did not 
care about them. 

 
Not fussed with the highlands, it is likely that Egypt allowed Mittani to invade Israel provided 
they shared the spoils. Being an aggressive, resource-hungry kingdom, Mittani would have 
accepted this arrangement. To solve the distance problem, we can assume that Cushan-
Rishathaim tasked his client states in Syria—or perhaps even Hazor (see below)—to take 
tribute, slave labor, livestock, crops, and goods from Israel. Thus, one probable motive for 
Cushan-Rishathaim’s invasion was the enlargement of his kingdom. Apart from satisfying 
his imperial aims, it allowed him to rob Israel’s resources to help provision other parts of 
his kingdom. 
 
Another motive for invading Israel is security of trade routes. A major trade center in the 
region was Hazor, located just to the north of the Sea of Galilee. The most important north-
south and east-west trade routes passed through Hazor’s territory, and were under its 
control. Those routes connected Egypt, South Arabia, and Canaan with Syria, Mesopotamia, 
and the Mediterranean Sea. Figure 2 shows the main trade routes, and the city-state territory 
controlled by Hazor (as proposed by the map’s author). 
 

                                                 
81 EA 17: 1–29 (Moran 1992: 41). I have removed the brackets indicating lacunae.  
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Joshua burned Hazor in ca. 1411 BC and an occupation gap followed (Appendix B refers). 
This undoubtedly disrupted trade links for some time. Worried that the Israelites might attack 
Hazor again (their expansion aims in Canaan were well known), Egypt and Mittani may 
have agreed that subduing Israel would help to safeguard Hazor and its vital trade links.  
 

Figure 2 – City-State Territory Controlled by Hazor (in Red) and Main 
 Trade Routes (Colored Dashed Lines) – Hesse 2008: 173  

 
 

Two other reasons for Mittani’s invasion of Israel are possible. Hazor was a preeminent city 
in Canaan. The conventional view is that Hazor was under Egypt’s control. However, in 
their 2011 paper, Anabel Zarzecki-Peleg and Ruhama Bonfil present evidence suggesting 
that Hazor was in the orbit of Mittani. Both scholars have extensive experience in the 
renewed excavations at Tel Hazor. The abstract for their paper states:  
 

Late Bronze Age Hazor is known for its eminence, which distinguishes it from the other 
city-states of Southern Canaan. It entertained diplomatic relations with both the kingdoms of 
the north and with Egypt. Scholars are generally agreed that in Middle Bronze Age II it 
exercised power (together with Qatna and Yamhad) in Syria, but that it lost its independence 
when it was absorbed into the Egyptian Empire in Canaan, during the New Kingdom. Never-
theless, it retained its special status, unlike the Canaanite cities to its south, such as Megiddo, 
Taanach, and Shechem. 

This article will reconsider Hazor’s position in the Late Bronze Age as a city-state lying 
between the area in the south under direct Egyptian control and the Kingdom of Mitanni in 
the north. Recent studies of the architectural, artifactual, and epigraphic remains have led us 
to conclude that, instead of being subject to pharaonic control, Hazor was closely linked with 
the city-states in Syria which either formed part of the Mitanni Kingdom or, like Alalakh, 
were within its sphere of influence, possibly even its vassal. 

 
Let us assume that Hazor was subordinate to Mittani. When Joshua burned Hazor around 
1411 BC, Thutmose IV was ruling Egypt (1420–1382 BC). Agreement between him and 
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Artatama I over a division of territories in Syria was probably still being negotiated (cf. 
Bryce 2005: 144–45). Undoubtedly, Artatama I did not want to provoke Egypt while the 
talks were still underway. So, if Hazor was in Mittani’s orbit, one would expect Mittani not 
to request Egypt’s permission to attack Israel (in Egypt’s dominion). At least not yet. 
 
In 1373 BC, Shuttarna II gave his daughter in marriage to Amenhotep III (1382–1344 BC) 
to reaffirm the Mittani-Egypt peace treaty sealed earlier between their respective fathers, 
Artatama I and Thutmose IV. Coincidentally, in that same year—being about 38 years after 
the Israelites killed Hazor’s occupants and burned the city—Cushan-Rishathaim invaded 
Israel. If Hazor was affiliated with Mittani, Cushan-Rishathaim’s invasion may have been 
driven by these additional aims: 
 

1. After Joshua burned Hazor in ca. 1411 BC, the city lay abandoned for perhaps 25 to 30 
years (see Appendix B, “How Long was the Occupation Gap”). Cushan-Rishathaim’s 
invasion of Israel in 1373 BC occurred when Hazor was being rebuilt and repopulated. 
Having gained dominion over Israel, Cushan-Rishathaim plundered its resources to 
help rebuild Hazor, and to support its repopulation.  

 
2. Joshua’s army had killed all of Hazor’s inhabitants, including its king (Josh 11:10–

11). The slain would have numbered in the thousands. Given the mood for revenge in 
Hazor, Cushan-Rishathaim probably tasked Hazor’s king with supervising the ongoing 
oppression of Israel (a task he no doubt relished). Distance therefore did not hinder the 
ability of the king of Aram-Naharaim to exercise control over Israel. 

 
Mittani’s oppression lasted eight years. It is unknown why Cushan-Rishathaim returned to 
Israel, where Othniel defeated him in battle. Perhaps the Mittanian king’s defeat was due, 
in part, to the same reasons Egypt disliked the highlands. 
 

 
 
The Concise Report of Judges 3:7–11  
 
Cushan-Rishathaim was the king of a world-class empire, possibly as powerful as Egypt at 
the time. His defeat by Othniel was a stunning victory for Israel, perhaps the greatest of the 
judges era. Yet the editor of Judges gives no details about the battle in his brief report.  
 
The Israelites undoubtedly recalled Othniel’s triumph again and again. Yet the editor thought 
it more important to narrate this first deliverance of the era through short, formulaic elements 
that frame the rest of the major judge accounts (Chapter 3 refers). On the editorial approach 
of the judges era historian, Merrill writes (2008: 171):  
 

true to the spirit and method of biblical historiography, the historian simply has no interest 
in the larger world of that time. His is sacred history in the best sense of the term, and his 
interests coincide with the interests of Yahweh, the Lord of history, who wishes above all to 
tell the story of his own people as a redemptive factor in the world. Only when Babylon, 
Assyria, or Egypt is important to the story of salvation will it take its place in the biblical 
narrative. Accordingly, until one comes to the record of the monarchy, a time when Israel 
became in its own right a significant kingdom, one looks in vain for a glimpse of the larger 
world.  
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Appendix B – The City of Hazor 

Chapter 5 reviewed Israel’s oppression by “Jabin king of Canaan, that reigned in Hazor” 
(Judg 4:2). This appendix discusses Hazor and its two destructions by the Israelites. Each 
involved a king of Hazor named Jabin. To distinguish between them, I will use “Jabin I” and 
“Jabin II” (so Kitchen 2003b: 184–85).82  
 
Hazor (or Hatzor) was located about ten miles north of the Sea of Galilee on the site now 
known as Tel Hazor or Tell el-Qedah (Arabic). The city lay at the southwest corner of the 
Huleh Valley, at the foot of the eastern ridge of the mountains of Upper Galilee. It was a 
highly strategic location. Apart from the surrounding fertile plain and plentiful water 
sources, major trade routes passed through Hazor’s territory, and were under its control. For 
the extent of Hazor’s city-state territory, and the major trade routes passing through it, see 
Appendix A, Figure 2 (p. 107). 
 
The correct location of Biblical Hazor was first identified by the Irish pastor and missionary 
Josias Leslie Porter in 1875. In 1928, British archaeologist John Garstang conducted a 
limited excavation at the site. Israeli soldier and archaeologist Yigael Yadin directed major 
excavations in 1955–58 and 1968–69. (He became Israel’s Deputy Prime Minister in 1977.) 
A student who took part in Yadin’s 1957 and 1958 excavations was Amnon Ben-Tor. He 
returned to Hazor in 1968, this time as a supervisor working closely with Yadin. (He is 
currently Professor Emeritus at The Institute of Archaeology at The Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem.) In 1990, Ben-Tor resumed excavations at Hazor and they have continued since. 
For his reports, see http://www.hazor-excavations.org/. 
 
Yadin’s excavations reveal that Hazor comprised an upper and lower city established at 
different times. Also called the acropolis, the upper city covered some 25 acres. It was 
founded in the 29th to 27th centuries BC. For reasons unknown, there is an occupation gap 
between the 20th and 18th centuries BC, with the city being deserted for close to 300 years. 
Around 1700 BC, the upper city was reestablished and the lower city was founded. The 
administrative and religious buildings were located in the upper city. It had 21 levels of 
occupation (i.e. settlements built on top of each other creating an artificial mound). This is 
why the upper city today is about 130 feet above the surrounding plain. Note that Ben-Tor’s 
renewed excavations concentrate mainly on the upper city. 
 
The lower city sat on a large rectangular plateau covering an enormous area of some 175 
acres. It lay immediately to the north of, and was ruled by, the upper city. Its founding 
around 1700 BC was a turning point in Hazor’s history; the city’s total area now covering 
some 200 acres. In the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, Hazor engaged in trade and diplo-
matic relations with cities and kingdoms as far away as Greece and Babylonia. It was the 

                                                 
82 The two instances of Jabin in the Bible (Josh 11 and Judg 4) has led some scholars to conclude 

that his inclusion in Judges 4 was mistaken, or done to suit an editorial agenda. A plausible solution 
offered by Yigael Yadin (1975: 16) is that Jabin “may have been a royal dynastic name of the kings 
of Hazor for quite a time.” An example of dynastic name usage is ancient Egypt, where “Pharaoh,” 
which means “Great House,” became a dynastic title for its kings (Petrovich 2008: 497–99). 

http://www.hazor-excavations.org/
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most important city in the region, as Joshua 11:10 confirms: “for Hazor beforetime was the 
head of all those kingdoms.” Its population then was ca. 20,000.  
 
Most of Hazor’s residents (the “common people”) lived in the lower city. It had five levels 
of occupation ending with Hazor’s fiery destruction in the latter half of the 13th century 
BC. The lower city lay desolate after that; it was never rebuilt. The upper city remained 
abandoned until the mid-11th century BC, when Israelite settlements began to appear. 
 
During Egypt’s New Kingdom era, the city-states of Canaan were subservient to the Egyptian 
empire, by and large, for around 300 years (15th–12th centuries BC). By contrast, Hazor 
preserved a degree of autonomy. The city’s prestige is evident in one of the Amarna Letters 
from the 14th century BC. In that letter (EA 227), Hazor’s ruler called himself “king,” a title 
no other vassal dynast in Canaan used in a letter to pharaoh. The Bible also confirms the 
regional stature of Hazor’s king, Jabin II, who is called the “king of Canaan” four times in 
Judges 4. 
 
Israel’s conquest policy in Canaan was to slay its inhabitants and destroy their religious 
objects (Deut 7:1–5; 12:1–3; Num 33:51–53). However, the towns and cities that Israel 
conquered were to stay intact, enabling a ready occupation (cf. Deut 6:10–11; 19:1; Josh 
24:13). The exception was three cities that Joshua burned: Jericho (Josh 6:24), Ai (8:28), 
and Hazor (11:11). This has led to much archaeological attention to those sites.  
 

 
 
Late Bronze Age Hazor  
 
This appendix focuses on Hazor in the Late Bronze Age (LBA). The LBA of the Levant 
subdivides as follows (all dates are approximate):  

 
LB IA ........ 1550–1470 BC 
LB IB ........ 1470–1400 BC or LB I (1550–1400 BC) 

LB IIA ....... 1400–1300 BC  
LB IIB ....... 1300–1200 BC 

or LB II (1400–1200 BC) 

 
LBA Hazor has three periods of occupation, originally dated by Yadin as follows:83  
 
• LB IIB: Comprises Stratum XIII (upper city) and Stratum 1A (lower city). There is 

unmistakable evidence of conflagration (fiery destruction) in both strata. Yadin dated 
the destruction to ca. 1230 BC.  

 
• LB IIA: Comprises Strata XIV & 1B. During this phase, large-scale building works 

took place. On this, Zuckerman writes (2007: 12): “Hazor witnesses an unprecedented 
high-point in terms of urban planning and architectural effort . . . Grand building 
projects are undertaken all over the city, and the major public buildings assume their 
final form during this period.”  

                                                 
83 See Yadin 1969 (54, Fig. 2) for the original stratigraphy he proposed. 
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• LB I: Comprises Strata XV & 2. There is evidence of destruction in both strata, but it 
is not extensive in the upper city. In later literature, Yadin and Ben-Tor suggest an 
earlier date for the end of this phase (discussed below). 

 
A number of archaeologists believe that Joshua killed Jabin I and burned LB IIB Hazor in 
the latter half of the 13th century BC. In line with scholars such as Bimson (1981), Wood 
(2005), Petrovich (2008), and Merrill et al. (2011: 196–207), I believe Joshua killed Jabin I 
and burned LB I Hazor. As discussed below, I date that event to ca. 1411 BC. Some 200 
years later, after Deborah and Barak’s victory over Sisera, the Israelites killed Jabin II and 
burned LB IIB Hazor in 1212 BC.  
 

 
 
The Destruction of LB IIB Hazor (Strata XIII & 1A) 
 
There is clear evidence of conflagration and violent destruction in LB IIB Hazor in both the 
upper and lower city, but mostly in the upper city (Zuckerman 2007: 23–24). It appears to 
be limited to the site’s main public structures such as palatial buildings and temples, which 
symbolize civil and religious power. Excavations so far show that smaller-scale domestic 
and cultic buildings in the lower city were not burned or destroyed. 
 
The destruction of LB IIB Hazor occurred “somewhere between 1230 and the early decades 
of the twelfth century BC” (Cline 2014: 148; see also Kitchen 2003a). Thus, Hazor was 
destroyed sometime in the approximate 50-year period between ca. 1230 BC and ca. 1180 
BC. Scholars debate its destroyer, with the following candidates:  
 
• Egyptians 
• Canaanites (attack by a rival city) 
• one or more of the Sea Peoples groups 
• Israelites 
• internal revolt (uprising of the local population against the ruling class) 

 
Yadin (1975: 255) and Ben-Tor (2016: 126) believe the Israelites (under Joshua) destroyed 
LB IIB Hazor. A key reason for this conclusion is the fate of statues of Egyptian and Canaan-
ite deities and rulers. Several were found with their heads and hands cut off (Ben-Tor 2006). 
This points to the Israelites in two ways. First, it is unlikely that Egyptians or Canaanites 
would disfigure statues depicting their own gods and kings. Second, the Bible mentions 
mutilation of idols in Israel’s history, which is unique to them (1 Sam 5:2–4; cf. Deut 7:5; 
12:3).  
 
As for the Sea Peoples, Ben-Tor and Rubiato state (1999: 38): “Hazor is located too far 
inland to be of any interest to those maritime traders. Further, among the hundreds of thou-
sands of potsherds recovered at Hazor, not a single one can be attributed to the well-known 
repertory of the Sea Peoples.” Local revolt is also unlikely (Ben-Tor 2013: 33–35).  
 
It is understandable why the Israelites mutilated Canaanite statues. But why would they also 
mutilate non-religious Egyptian ones? As proposed in Chapter 21, when Pharaoh Merneptah 
invaded Canaan, he allowed Jabin II to continue oppressing Israel. So, when they destroyed 
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LB IIB Hazor about a decade later, the Israelites also mutilated Egyptian statues. They were 
left as a reminder of Israelite anger over Egypt’s role in Jabin II’s crushing oppression.  
 
Most scholars who accept that Israel destroyed LB IIB Hazor fall into two camps: those who 
believe Joshua was leader at the time (Josh 11:11) and those who believe it occurred in the 
days of Deborah (Judg 4:24). The choice depends on the Exodus date one accepts. There are 
two main dates, each raising questions about Jabin II and / or Hazor in Judges 4: 
 

1. 13th century BC (late-date) Exodus 
2. 15th century BC (early-date) Exodus 

 
 
1) 13th century BC (late-date) Exodus 
 
In this dating scenario, Joshua killed Jabin I and destroyed LB IIB Hazor during the conquest 
of Israel in the latter half of the 13th century BC. Around two centuries later, Deborah and 
Barak defeated Jabin II’s army, led by his general, Sisera. This poses a problem. Since Hazor 
was not rebuilt until Solomon’s day, how could Jabin II be ruling from an abandoned city? 
Solutions offered to explain this include:  
 
• Jabin II reigned from another location in Galilee (e.g. Kitchen 2003b: 213). 

 
• The inclusion of Hazor in Judges 4 serves the editor’s theme because it reinforces 

comparison with Joshua’s earlier conquest of the city (e.g. Stone et al. 2012: 251). 
 
• Jabin II of Hazor has no place in Judges 4. The Jabin / Hazor narrative of Joshua 11 

has been erroneously interwoven with it (e.g. Burney 1920: 81). 
 
In my opinion, all these solutions are unconvincing. They also contradict Scripture. Jabin II 
is named six times in Judges 4 (vv. 2, 7, 17, 23, 24). He is also recalled in Psalm 83:9: “Do 
unto them as unto the Midianites; as to Sisera, as to Jabin, at the brook of Kison.” Hazor is 
mentioned three times in relation to Deborah’s story: twice in Judges 4 (vv. 2, 17) and in 
1 Samuel 12:9: “And when they forgat the LORD their God, he sold them into the hand of 
Sisera, captain of the host of Hazor.” The weight of Scripture confirms the reality of Jabin II 
and Hazor in Deborah’s day.  
 
 
2) 15th century BC (early-date) Exodus  
 
In this dating scenario, Joshua killed Jabin I and burned LB I Hazor in the late 15th century 
BC. Then, in the latter half of the 13th century BC, Deborah and Barak defeated Jabin II’s 
army. This paved the way for the Israelites to kill Jabin II and destroy LB IIB Hazor. 
Scholars who defend the late-date Exodus cite a number of problems with this view (e.g. 
Hoffmeier 2007). They include: 
 
• Exodus 1:11 refers to cities built during Ramesses II’s reign in the 13th century BC  
• no mention of Israel in Egyptian sources until Merneptah’s stela (13th century BC)  
• the time interval in 1 Kings 6:1 is a schematic number 
• neither Judges 4 nor 5 states that Hazor was destroyed 
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All these issues have been well addressed by early-date scholars. See, for example: Wood 
2003, 2005, 2007; Petrovich 2008.  
 

 
 
The Destruction of LB I Hazor (Strata XV & 2) 
 
Evidence unearthed in LB IIB Hazor shows that Deborah and Barak destroyed major public 
buildings linked to rulership and religion. Spared were private homes and smaller cultic 
buildings in the lower city. Similar structures were destroyed two centuries earlier in LB I 
Hazor. The evidence of that earlier destruction is discussed by Wood (2003: 268–69):84  
 

As with Jericho and Ai, Hazor was put to the torch (Josh. 11:1). Abundant evidence has 
been found in the excavation of the fifteenth-century city (Stratum XV in the upper city and 
Stratum 2 in the lower city) that it was destroyed by fire. In the upper city, the Long Temple 
in Area A was destroyed and never rebuilt, and in Area M evidence was found that Str. XV 
was brought to an end by a conflagration. In the lower city, the Square Temple in Area F 
went out of use at the end of Str. 2, and the Str. 2 Orthostat Temple in Area H was covered 
by a 15 cm thick layer of ash on the floor and a 70 cm thick layer of mud brick debris above 
that. Further evidence for the destruction of Str. 2 was found in Areas C, K and P. 

 
Concerning the upper city, Wood mentions two locations with evidence of destruction in 
Stratum XV. One is the Long Temple in Area A. The other is in Area M. The Long Temple 
was discovered in Yadin’s 1968 excavation season. Ben-Tor later renamed it the “Northern 
Temple” after finding another temple nearby to the south. The Northern Temple was 
destroyed. A huge amount of brick debris (over six feet deep) covered the whole building. 
Yadin (1969: 52) concluded that “this building was demolished and abandoned during the 
Late Bronze I period.” However, he found it strange that the debris was never removed, 
and the temple never rebuilt. (In the Levant, once a temple was built, the tradition was to 
rebuild future temples at the same site for generations thereafter.)  
 
Equally strange was how the sanctity of the area was maintained in later periods. This was 
attested by cultic installations being found all around the perimeter of the ruined temple. 
On this, Yadin ventured (1972: 104): 
 

This phenomenon, i.e. the abandoned temple with cult-installations of later periods around it 
is strikingly similar to the situation in Alalakh in the vicinity of Yarim-Lim’s temple. It is 
worth quoting, in this respect, Woolley’s description. ‘. . . it would seem that to Yarim-
Lim’s shrine there attached a stigma that prevented its re-use. The site of that shrine was left 
desolated and its ruins were riddled with the rubbish pits of levels VI and V.’ 

 
Perhaps it was not a “stigma” but Joshua’s invasion that led to the abandonment of the 
temple, and the later cultic activities around its perimeter (so respecting the area below). 
Hazor’s LB II inhabitants probably believed it was inappropriate to rebuild the temple. Not 
only had the Israelites desecrated it through violent destruction, but the memory of everyone 

                                                 
84 I have omitted the footnotes from this quotation. The full article is available at 

https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/2403-from-ramesses-to-shiloh-
archaeological-discoveries-bearing-on-the-exodusjudges-period? 

https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/2403-from-ramesses-to-shiloh-archaeological-discoveries-bearing-on-the-exodusjudges-period?
https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/2403-from-ramesses-to-shiloh-archaeological-discoveries-bearing-on-the-exodusjudges-period?
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in the city being killed was tied to it. The temple was therefore abandoned.85 Staying just as 
it was found, it served as a permanent “in memoriam.” 
 
The other location in the upper city showing evidence of destruction, being a conflagration, 
is in Area M. The evidence was found in a large pit uncovered in the “Podium Complex” in 
the 2000 excavation season (see Figure 1). On its discovery, Ben-Tor writes (2000: 248–49): 
 

Two fragmentary walls, built on top of the paved street and covered by the destruction layer 
marking the end of the entire architectural assemblage, indicate that the last phase of 
occupation here [LB IIB] was of a rather poor nature. This is also attested by a huge pit, dug 
through the paved street into an earlier accumulation of fallen mudbricks and ashes, 
immediately in front of the entrance of the “citadel,” and entirely blocking access to it. The 
function of this pit could not be ascertained. The pit cut into a mass of fallen mudbricks, 
charcoal and ashes, which seems to constitute a destruction layer. It is so far the only clear 
indication of an earlier destruction, still in the Late Bronze Age, pre-dating the final destruc-
tion of the city.  
 
 

Figure 1 – Area M. My arrow points to the pit that was uncovered in the so-called 
Podium Complex during the 2000 excavation season. This photo is from: 
https://www.baslibrary.org/new-encyclopedia-archaeological-excavations-
holy-land/0/0/70/hazor. 

 

                                                 
85 Hazor’s archaeologists now suggest the Northern Temple was not abandoned until the LB II 

period. For arguments against this, see fn. 49 in Douglas Petrovich’s online update of his 2008 
JETS paper: https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/2454-the-dating-of-hazors-
destruction-in-joshua-11-via-biblical-archaeological-and-epigraphical-evidence 

https://www.baslibrary.org/new-encyclopedia-archaeological-excavations-holy-land/0/0/70/hazor
https://www.baslibrary.org/new-encyclopedia-archaeological-excavations-holy-land/0/0/70/hazor
https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/2454-the-dating-of-hazors-destruction-in-joshua-11-via-biblical-archaeological-and-epigraphical-evidence
https://biblearchaeology.org/research/conquest-of-canaan/2454-the-dating-of-hazors-destruction-in-joshua-11-via-biblical-archaeological-and-epigraphical-evidence
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As Figure 1 shows, this is a rather limited area. Still, a destruction layer takes one’s attention. 
Further excavation in the following year allowed Ben-Tor to propose that this layer belonged 
to LB I Hazor (Strata XV & 2). He compared its fiery destruction to that of LB IIB Hazor: 
 

In this area [Area M] the upper pavement covering the street and the entrance to the ‘citadel’ 
was removed in order to investigate earlier phases of construction. An earlier pavement, 
differing in nature from the later one, was revealed. This earlier pavement predates the 
construction of the ‘citadel’, the western wall of which cuts through it. This earlier phase 
ended in a conflagration, similar to the one that brought an end to the later phase. The 
ceramic assemblage associated with this earlier phase, albeit meagre, seems to place the date 
of this earlier destruction somewhere in the Late Bronze Age I (fifteenth century B.C.E.). 
This destruction is most probably contemporary with the end of Stratum 2 in the lower city, 
which may have been the result of the military campaign led by Thutmosis III. 
[from http://www.hazor-excavations.org/excavations-reports/tel-hazor-2001/] 

 
In this report, Ben-Tor suggests that LB I Hazor’s destruction may be due to “the military 
campaign led by Thutmosis III.” This is the famous Battle of Megiddo in Thutmose III’s 
23rd year, which gave him control of the southern Levant. That battle occurred in the first 
half of the 15th century BC. Ben-Tor is therefore suggesting that the end of Strata XV and 2 
occurred at least half a century earlier than originally dated by Yadin (ca. 1400 BC). 
 
Ben-Tor has since altered his opinion on LB I Hazor ending in a conflagration. As discussed 
below, he now says that Stratum XV (i.e. the upper city) shows no evidence of destruction. 
He still dates its end, though, to Thutmose III’s conquest of the southern Levant in the first 
half of the 15th century BC. By contrast, this study dates the end of Stratum XV to Joshua’s 
attack in the second half of that century, in ca. 1411 BC.  
 
Recommended reading on Joshua’s destruction of LB I Hazor is the online update of Douglas 
Petrovich’s 2008 JETS paper (see fn. 85, p. 114). Petrovich was a member of Hazor’s 2007 
excavation team. Both his paper and update provide links to two web pages from which the 
photos below derive. The LB I burnline is obvious, as is the occupation gap. 
 
 

LB I BURNLINE (EVIDENCE OF CONFLAGRATION) IN AREA M: 
 

 

http://www.hazor-excavations.org/excavations-reports/tel-hazor-2001/
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LB I TO LB II OCCUPATION GAP (EVIDENCE OF ABANDONMENT): 
 

 
 

 
 
Hazor VII 
 
Hazor VII: The 1990–2012 Excavations – The Bronze Age (Ben-Tor, Zuckerman, Bechar, 
Sandhaus) was published in 2017. I will refer to it below as Hazor VII. This volume revises 
Yadin’s original dating of the three LBA occupation phases. Table 1 shows both chronolo-
gies, which also apply to the associated lower city strata. 

Table 1 – Different Chronologies for Hazor’s LBA Phases 

Upper City Stratum Yadin 1969 Hazor VII (p. 3) 
XIII  LB IIB LB IIA–IIB 
XIV  LB IIA LB IB–IIA 
XV  LB I MB IIC–LB IA 

 

Relevant to this study is the revised dating in Hazor VII for the end of Stratum XV. On the 
dating of this stratum, Ben-Tor and Bechar write in the introduction to the volume (p. 2): 
 

Our analysis of the ceramic assemblages of Yadin’s tomb 3314 and those he attributed to 
Stratum XV, together with the ones uncovered by the renewed excavations (chapter 7), 
indicates that all should be dated to a late phase of the Middle Bronze Age — the MB IIC — 
or the earlier phase of the LB I — the LB IA.  
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This phase ends by the first quarter of the fifteenth century BCE, most probably as a 
result of the conquest of the southern Levant by Thutmosis III. While there is no indication 
of any destruction in Stratum XV, there seems to be a short hiatus between Stratum XV (our 
MB IIC–LB IA) and Stratum XIV (our LB IB–LB II[A]).  

 
Hazor VII dates the end of Stratum XV to the close of LB IA (ca. 1470 BC), probably due to 
Thutmose III’s conquest campaign. This study dates its end to ca. 1411 BC due to Joshua’s 
attack. The difference in dates will be discussed under two headings: 
 

1. the conquest of the southern Levant by Thutmose III 
2. analysis of ceramic assemblages related to Stratum XV 

 

1) The Conquest of the Southern Levant by Thutmose III 
 
As mentioned above, this conquest refers to the famous Battle of Megiddo waged by Thut-
mose III in his 23rd year. That battle marked the start of Egyptian supremacy in Palestine, 
which defines the end of LB IA in the Levant. For convenience, scholars use an average 
date of ca. 1470 BC for the end of LB IA.86  
 
Originally, Yadin dated Strata XV & 2 to the LB I period (ca. 1550–1400 BC). However, in 
Yadin 1975 (117), he concluded that “stratum 2 must have dated to the period of Thut-
mose III and was probably destroyed in the first half of the fifteenth century” (i.e. the end of 
LB IA). Similarly, Ben-Tor wrote in his 2001 excavation report cited above: “This destruc-
tion [evidence of conflagration in Stratum XV] is most probably contemporary with the end 
of Stratum 2 in the lower city, which may have been the result of the military campaign led 
by Thutmosis III.”  
 
Neither Yadin nor Ben-Tor accept that Joshua burned Hazor in the late 15th century BC. 
(They believe he burned Hazor in the 13th century BC.) So, in their view, any evidence of 
destruction in the 15th century BC should, most logically, be attributed to the conquest of 
the southern Levant by Thutmose III.  
 
In Hazor VII (p. 2), the authors now state, in a turnaround, that “there is no indication of 
any destruction in Stratum XV.” Despite no destruction, they add, “there seems to be a short 
hiatus” between Strata XV and XIV. Was there a peaceful abandonment? The authors do 
not elaborate. Nevertheless, they declare that “this phase [Stratum XV] ends by the first 
quarter of the fifteenth century BCE.” They make this chronological claim based on ceramic 
analyses by Shlomit Bechar in Chapter 7 of Hazor VII, to which we now turn. 
 
 
2) Analysis of Ceramic Assemblages Related to Stratum XV 
 
The main analysis in Chapter 7 is of ceramic assemblages from two sources: those attributed 
by Yadin to Stratum XV, and those uncovered in the renewed excavations. In the author’s 

                                                 
86 This is because different dates are offered for the accession of Thutmose III, from a high date 

of 1504 BC to a low date of 1479 BC. Based on those limits, the end of LB IA in Thutmose III’s 
23rd year falls between 1482 and 1457 BC (1470 BC is halfway). 
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view, analysis of those two sources supports an earlier dating for Stratum XV. Further sup-
port for an earlier dating is the abundance of an LB I bowl type in Stratum XIV, which I will 
discuss first.  
 
DECORATED LB I BOWLS IN STRATUM XIV. On this, Bechar writes (Hazor VII, p. 242): 
 

Bowls bearing a “band decoration”, noted as typical of the LB I at Hazor (Bonfil 1997: 79, 
84), appear in numerous assemblages in the Ceremonial Precinct in Stratum XIV and continue 
to a much lesser extent in Stratum XIII. This lends itself to several hypotheses. First, it is 
possible this decoration continues to be in use during the LB II. However, the material of the 
bowls is not typical of the LB II and most of these bowls are carefully made, as would be 
expected of vessels in the earlier period. Second, it could be proposed that these bowls were 
kept in the later assemblage, possibly as heirlooms, like other vessels typical of the MB (e.g., 
fig. 7.93:9). However, the large number of these bowls found in the Stratum XIV assemblages 
precludes this possibility. A third possibility is that the Stratum XIV assemblage should be 
attributed to an earlier date than previously believed, probably to the second half of the 
fifteenth century BCE, attributed to the LB IB, and continuing until the mid-fourteenth 
century BCE, attributed to the LB IIA. Indeed, this is the conclusion favored by us.  
 

Yadin originally dated Stratum XIV to LB IIA (ca. 1400–1300 BC). Because of the large 
number of LB I “band decoration” bowls found in that stratum, Bechar posits that they 
“should be attributed to an earlier date than previously believed, probably to the second 
half of the fifteenth century BCE.” This means that Stratum XIV started—and Stratum XV 
ended—around the mid-15th century BC, not ca. 1400 BC.  
 
I offer a different explanation for the abundance of this decorated bowl type in Stratum 
XIV. As discussed earlier, and also below, there is evidence that LB I Hazor was abandoned 
(after Joshua’s attack), and an occupation gap of a few decades followed. It is therefore likely 
that large numbers of these bowls survived to be reused by the Stratum XIV occupants of 
LB II Hazor, especially while the city was being rebuilt and repopulated. If so, the first 
hypothesis above is preferred: “this decoration continues to be in use during the LB II.”  
 
ANALYSIS OF THE STRATUM XV POTTERY. Regarding the LB I pottery found ever since 
excavations began under Yadin, Bechar’s analysis leads to the following conclusion (Hazor 
VII, p. 242):  
 

On these grounds we suggest that the LB I assemblage discussed here should be ascribed to 
the earlier phases of the LB I; it is therefore dated to the LB IA. The implications of this 
early date are significant and will be discussed elsewhere.  

 
For decades, scholars have dated Stratum XV (and Stratum 2) to LB I, which is ca. 1550–
1400 BC. Even in Hazor VII, sections of which were evidently written at different times, 
Yadin’s original dating for the LBA strata is used (p. 66): 
 

The LB remains are divided into three main strata, dated to the Late Bronze Age I (Stratum 
XV) and the Late Bronze Age II (Strata XIV–XIII). Stratum XV shows signs of continuation 
from the previous, MB, Stratum XVI. The most notable change takes place in Stratum XIV 
— the stratum marking the transition to the Late Bronze Age II — with the establishment of 
the Ceremonial Precinct, including Building 7050 (the palace), large courtyards to its east 
and north, and the street leading to it. 
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Hazor VII is a recent volume, so it may take time for papers to be written on the significant 
implications of Stratum XV ending earlier than previously believed, by up to eight decades 
(see fn. 86, p. 117). Bechar says “we suggest,” which implies room for reconsideration. Also, 
I am mindful of the rejoinder in Merrill et al. 2011 (204). The context here is Stratum XV 
and Ben-Tor’s proposal that the destruction layer he found in the 2001 excavation season 
may have resulted from Thutmose III’s campaign: 
 

The excavator attributes this destruction to Thutmose III (c. 1483 BC). In light of the fact 
that pottery evidence does not allow for a given layer or stratum to be dated precisely, this 
destruction could just as easily relate to that accomplished by the Israelites under Joshua’s 
leadership around 1400 BC.  

 
 

 
Why Evidence of Destruction in the Upper City is Not Extensive 
 
As discussed earlier, evangelical scholars cite evidence of destruction in Stratum XV. It is 
not as extensive, though, as the evidence in the upper city for LB IIB Hazor’s destruction. 
In my view, this is because of the large-scale rebuilding works that took place between the 
end of Stratum XV and the early Stratum XIV. On this, Hazor VII states (p. 2): 
 

In Strata XIV–XIII, a large-scale reorganization of Hazor’s acropolis took place. All major 
structures of the Middle Bronze Age — the palace, the Southern Temple, the Complex of 
Standing Stones and the subterranean granary — were filled with a thick layer of earth and 
mudbrick rubble . . . A ceremonial precinct was constructed in the middle of the acropolis 
(chapter 4), approached from the east via a monumental entryway. The “crown jewel” of the 
precinct was an imposing ceremonial palace . . . This transformation of the acropolis of 
Hazor must have been a monumental endeavor that took a long time, spanning the end of 
Stratum XV and the early Stratum XIV. Once completed, Hazor resumed its status as primus 
inter pares [first among equals] among the other city-states in southern Canaan. 

  
When Joshua attacked Hazor at the close of Stratum XV, it is likely that the acropolis was 
being rebuilt, with works having commenced a few years earlier. Therefore, with some 
structures in disuse—such as the Middle Bronze Age palace, which was being replaced by 
a new one—Joshua probably burned fewer buildings in the acropolis than did Deborah and 
Barak. Significantly, of the three cities that Joshua burned, Hazor has the least wording 
describing the event and its extent. For Ai, we read: “And Joshua burnt Ai, and made it an 
heap for ever, even a desolation unto this day” (Josh 8:28). For Jericho: “they burnt the city 
with fire, and all that was therein” (6:24). For Hazor: “and he burnt Hazor with fire” 
(11:11). By contrast, Deborah and Barak undertook the “mother of all destructions” (Ben-
Tor 2016: 113), with more ruin and burning than Joshua carried out.  
 
Most of the evidence of Joshua’s attack (e.g. charcoal and ash layers on floors, collapsed 
bricks / stones), was probably cleared away when building works resumed in the acropolis 
after the occupation gap (see next section). This would be expected during a phase of large-
scale renovation. Indeed, Hazor VII reports that “massive clearing and filling activity took 
place” (p. 70). On the other hand, the lower city, which covered an enormous 175 acres, 
was of lower priority for clearing, repairing, and rebuilding. It is not surprising, then, to 
find the most direct evidence of LB I Hazor’s destruction in the lower city. An example is 
the “Orthostats Temple” in Area H. On its fate, Yadin writes: 
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Yadin 1972 (80, and fn. 1): The final destruction of the temple is represented by a thick layer 
(0.7 m.) of brick debris . . . Similar debris was uncovered on the floors of the LB I [Northern] 
Temple in Area A. [Note that the 70 cm thick layer of mud brick debris sat on top of a 15 cm 
layer of ash on the floor, confirming a fiery destruction.] 
 
Yadin 1975 (115): [the Orthostats Temple] had its own potter, who produced the votive 
vessels for sale to the worshippers. We found his kiln with twenty-two miniature votive bowls 
still resting on the floor. This find, like many others, obviously indicates that the temple of 
stratum 2 was destroyed by an enemy and the people abandoned it abruptly.  

 
Yadin (1975: 272–73) said it would take “500 years of digging” (i.e. 500 excavation seasons) 
to uncover Hazor’s secrets completely. As of 2016, only around 5% of that work has been 
done, with only 2.5% of the site’s total area excavated (Ben-Tor 2016: 187). Thus, it is 
likely that further evidence of LB I Hazor’s destruction may be found in seasons to come, 
particularly in larger-scale public buildings in the lower city.  
 

 
 
How Long was the Occupation Gap?  
 
There is evidence that the city lay abandoned for some time after the demise of LB I Hazor. 
The evidence was found in Area C of the lower city. On this, Yadin writes (1972: 32):  
 

In view of a considerable accumulation between Stratum 2 and Stratum 1B above it, it may 
be assumed perhaps that there was a gap in the history of Hazor, some time in the middle of 
the fifteenth century [during the reign of Thutmose III]. 

 
Citing Yadin’s “considerable accumulation” finding, Petrovich (2008: 504–05) concludes 
that Hazor lay abandoned for multiple decades: 
 

Archaeologically, Hazor’s stratigraphy reveals a notably long period of non-habitation that 
occurred between the city’s Late Bronze I and Late Bronze II occupations, thus demonstrating 
that Hazor sat deserted for a considerable time after its conflagration at the close of Late 
Bronze I . . . [Yadin’s] “considerable accumulation” attests to a period of multiple decades in 
which the once-glorious Hazor sat abandoned, unused, and uninhabited. 

 
By contrast, Hazor VII (p. 2) suggests only a short abandonment phase in the upper city: 
 

While there is no indication of any destruction in Stratum XV, there seems to be a short hiatus 
between Stratum XV (our MB IIC–LB IA) and Stratum XIV (our LB IB–LB II). 

 
Because a large-scale reorganization occurred in the upper city spanning the end of Stratum 
XV and the early Stratum XIV, it is likely that most of the evidence there of a long hiatus 
was removed. Enough evidence remains, though, for the authors of Hazor VII to propose a 
short hiatus.  
 
Between Yadin’s “considerable accumulation” report from the lower city, and Petrovich’s 
upper city photo indicating a long hiatus (p. 116), it is evident that Hazor lay abandoned for 
some time after Joshua’s attack. How long was it unoccupied? The later Amarna Letters 
show that LB IIA Hazor was thriving. Based on the Amarna period chronology (see next 
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paragraph), I suggest the hiatus lasted no longer than 30 years in the lower city, and a few 
years less in the upper city. (It is likely that repair and rebuilding operations in the upper 
city began before the lower city started to repopulate.)  
 
The Amarna archive “spans at most about 30 years, perhaps only 15 or so” depending on 
coregencies (Moran 1992: XXXIV). It began around the 30th year of Amenhotep III, which 
dates to 1353 BC by Aston’s chronology (2012/13: 307). So, there is an interval of about 58 
years between LB I Hazor’s destruction (ca. 1411 BC) and the start of the Amarna archive 
(ca. 1353 BC). If work on the upper city began, say, 27 years after Hazor’s destruction, this 
leaves around 31 years for repair, rebuilding, repopulating, and resurgence. This is a feasible 
amount of time. 
 

 
 
Chronology of Events Involving Israel and Hazor  
 
LB I Hazor was burned by Joshua. Some 200 years later, LB IIB Hazor was burned by 
Deborah and Barak. During those 200 years, other events involving Hazor affected Israel 
(see Chapters 3, 5, 21, and Appendix A). They have been integrated in the sequence of 
events below, from Joshua to Tiglath-Pileser III:  
 
• In ca. 1411 BC, Joshua invaded Hazor not long after a large-scale reorganization of the 

upper city began. Joshua killed all the inhabitants who had not fled earlier, including 
Jabin I (Josh 11:10–11). He probably burned fewer public buildings in the acropolis 
than did Deborah and Barak, owing to a new palace being built and the Southern 
Temple being renovated. On those two building works, see Ben-Tor 2016 (88–101).  

 
• The city lay abandoned for 25 to 30 years. In the immediate decades following, the 

city was repaired, rebuilt, and repopulated. By the time of the Amarna period, which 
began around 1353 BC, LB IIA Hazor was thriving. 

 
• In 1373 BC, about 38 years after Joshua burned Hazor, the king of Mittani (Cushan-

Rishathaim) invaded Israel and oppressed it for eight years. Four reasons for his 
invasion can be offered. First, it enlarged his empire and allowed him to rob Israel’s 
resources (more on this in the third reason). Second, Joshua’s attack on Hazor and the 
occupation gap that followed had disrupted regional and international trade. Worried 
that the Israelites might attack Hazor again in the future—the city was presently being 
rebuilt and repopulated—Egypt and Mittani agreed that subduing Israel would help 
safeguard the city’s trading status. Third, it is possible that Hazor was under Mittani’s 
control, not Egypt’s (so Zarzecki-Peleg and Bonfil 2011). If so, Israel’s resources may 
have been plundered by Cushan-Rishathaim to help rebuild Hazor and support its 
repopulation. Fourth, if Hazor was under Mittani’s control, the city may have been 
tasked by Cushan-Rishathaim to supervise the ongoing oppression of Israel. This 
would solve the king’s problem of controlling Israel from his far away homeland of 
Aram-Naharaim. (If Hazor was not in Mittani’s orbit, Cushan-Rishathaim probably 
tasked vassal states in Syria to supervise the oppression of Israel.)  
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• If Hazor was in Mittani’s orbit, that changed in the latter half of the 14th century BC. 
This is when Mittani waned as a power, allowing Egypt to assume control of Hazor.  

 
• In 1231 BC, Hazor’s king, Jabin II, began to oppress Israel. One probable reason he 

did so was Hazor’s decreasing prosperity. Like other cities in Canaan, Hazor was in 
decline due to centuries of Egyptian plundering (on this decline, see Ben-Tor 2013: 
58–59). Israel provided Hazor with a new source of taxes, grain, livestock, etc. In all 
likelihood, other cities and towns also ransacked Israel to the point where no public 
roads or open villages were safe (Judg 5:6–7). The oppression was severe. It lasted for 
20 years, from 1231 to 1212 BC.  

 
• Pharaoh Merneptah ruled from 1224 to 1214 BC. During Jabin II’s oppression, between 

1223 and 1220 BC, Merneptah invaded Canaan. As Chapter 21 proposes, he did not 
attack Israel directly. Instead, he allowed Jabin II, who had been oppressing Israel for 
at least eight years, to continue doing so. The Israelites were a common threat, and 
Jabin II could control them more thoroughly, especially after Merneptah returned 
home. Also, leaving Israel in the hands of Jabin II kept the Egyptians out of the high-
lands, which they disliked. Note that Israel was in severe famine when Merneptah 
invaded, due to years of continual crop pillaging by the Canaanites. This explains the 
famous comment in Merneptah’s Stela, “Israel is wasted, its seed [grain] is not.”  

 
• Despite Jabin II plundering Israel for 20 years (1231–1212 BC), the decline of Hazor 

and other Canaanite cities had not reversed. This does not mean that they were easy 
targets. Hazor was still a mighty city, and Jabin II’s general, Sisera, commanded 900 
chariots (Judg 4:3). But if there was ever a time for Israel to escape oppression and 
conquer the weakened Canaanite cities, it was now.87  

 
• Deborah and Barak defeated Sisera in 1212 BC. That campaign probably took place in 

the summer when much of the Kishon River is dry (leading Sisera to think his chariots 
would win the battle). After that, to consolidate their supremacy, the Israelites moved 
quickly to neutralize nearby cities and towns before attacking Hazor itself. This 
strategy is implied in Judges 4:24: And the hand of the sons of Israel went on, going 
on and pressing hard on Jabin the king of Canaan, until they had cut off Jabin the 
king of Canaan [LITV]. At least six tribes took part in that warfare (cf. Judg 5:14–18), 
in which they possibly used chariots taken from Sisera. Their attacks probably contin-
ued for some months before Barak finally killed Jabin II and burned LB IIB Hazor.88 
I assume Barak achieved this before the winter rains started, which means Hazor was 
destroyed in the Nisan year 1212 BC. This date lies within the accepted range for the 
fall of Canaanite Hazor (ca. 1230 BC to ca. 1180 BC).  

                                                 
87 It was also an opportune time politically. The period after Merneptah’s death in 1214 BC is 

characterized by instability and dynastic intrigue in Egypt. It is unclear which of two kings 
succeeded Merneptah, whether Amenmesse (parents unknown) or Seti II (probably the son of 
Merneptah). The two may have even ruled as rivals for a time. The Israelites knew that Egypt’s 
internal problems had consumed its king’s attention. So, it was a favorable time to attack Hazor as 
reprisals would be unlikely.  

88 Normally, the Israelites would not have burned Hazor (cf. Josh 24:13). Evidently, because 
Joshua saw fit to burn it, so too did Deborah and Barak.  
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• After the death of Jabin II, the land rested for 40 years (Judg 5:31), from 1212 to 1173 
BC. The conquest of Hazor and its resulting abandonment surely helped to allow that 
period of rest. (The book of Judges makes no further mention of Canaanite domination 
of Israel.) Some find it surprising that the Israelites did not occupy Hazor after its 
destruction. Presumably, at the time, they had no interest in doing so because they were 
already settled in the land.  

 
• Hazor lay abandoned for about 150 years. Then, in the mid-11th century BC, the first 

Israelite settlements appeared, transient in nature. The upper city remained sparsely 
populated during the mid-11th to early 10th centuries BC. But Hazor began to grow 
again after Solomon built a wall in the upper city (I Kgs 9:15). After Solomon’s death, 
Hazor was an important provincial city in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. (Recall the 
lower city was never resettled after the fall of LB IIB Hazor.) 

 
• The Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III destroyed Israelite Hazor either in 733 or 732 BC. 

This was during his three-year campaign in Palestine, first against Philistia (734 BC) 
then Damascus (733–732 BC). Israel’s coastal region was probably annexed during the 
campaign to Philistia. After that, Galilee and the Transjordan were annexed (with 
deportations occurring) during the two-year campaign directed chiefly against Damas-
cus. This left Israel as a kingdom of greatly reduced area incorporating mainly the 
Ephraimite hill country around the capital, Samaria (2 Kgs 15:29). 

 
 

 
The Ban on Construction over the Remains of the LB II Palace  
 
Almost five centuries elapsed from the fall of Canaanite Hazor (1212 BC) to the destruction 
of Israelite Hazor by Tiglath-Pileser III (ca. 732 BC). Surprisingly, throughout that entire 
time, the Israelites never erected any buildings over the mound of ruins of the LB II ceremo-
nial palace (Ben-Tor 2016: 156, 159–61). This was prime real estate, in the heart of the city, 
at an elevation that commanded excellent views. But it remained vacant, suggesting there 
was a taboo attached to the palace area preventing its re-use. The following is a speculation 
on why the Israelites did not build over Hazor’s palace area.  
 
In Canaan, as elsewhere in the ancient Near East, there was no separation of religion and 
state; the two were interwoven. The inhabitants of Hazor therefore saw their king as the 
earthly representative of their patron deity. Just as the temple was the home of that deity, so 
the palace was the home of the deity’s representative, the king. Thus, the palace was not 
only a political monument but a religious one. Like the priest in his temple, the king 
conducted religious sacrifices and feasts associated with the palace (Ben-Tor 2016: 103–104; 
Hesse 2008: 150– 51).  
 
The structure that Ben-Tor identifies as a palace is called Building 7050. Not everyone shares 
his view, though, that it was a palace. Some archaeologists believe it was a temple (e.g. 
Zuckerman, Hazor VII, pp. 138–39). That difference aside, Building 7050 was the most 
impressive building ever erected at Hazor, with no expense spared on its construction. It 
probably took 10 to 20 years to build, and was in continual use for at least 150 years.  
 



 124 

The building came to an end when it was burned by the Israelites in Deborah’s day. The 
fires that destroyed it were especially intense, melting bricks and ceramic vessels. The heat 
needed to melt these is around 1,000°C, which is far greater than a normal fire generates. 
Ben-Tor (2016: 113–15) gives three reasons for the intensity of the fire:  
 

1. the unusual amount of timber incorporated in the building’s walls, floors, and ceiling 

2. the huge quantity of olive oil stored in some 20 large containers, each with a capacity 
of almost 200 liters 

3. possible strong winds, especially in the afternoon, which can reach 50 kilometers per 
hour or more at the acropolis 

 
Irrespective of whether Building 7050 was a palace or a temple, it was a showpiece building 
that venerated Hazor’s patron god. The ferocity of the fire which consumed it may have been 
interpreted by the Israelites as a sign of the Lord’s intense wrath on that idolatrous city, 
especially as Hazor had now been burned twice (under Joshua then Deborah). The earliest 
settlers therefore did not erect buildings over a structure they believed had been targeted by 
the Lord for fierce destruction. Over time, this apprehension developed into a taboo, so that 
Israelites never built over the structure’s ruins.
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Appendix C – An Ahaz–Hezekiah Coregency? 

As discussed in Chapter 17, the Biblical and Assyrian records disagree on when Sennacherib 
invaded Judah, the southern kingdom. Second Kings 18:13 states that Sennacherib invaded 
Judah in Hezekiah’s 14th year (2 Kgs 18:13). The Assyrian record dates this event to 701 
BC, which implies that Hezekiah came to the throne in 715 BC. This is a problem. Second 
Kings 18:10 states that Samaria, the northern kingdom, fell to the Assyrians in the 6th year 
of Hezekiah. Samaria fell sometime between 723 and 720 BC; let us assume 722 BC. If 
Hezekiah’s 6th year was 722 BC, he came to the throne in 728 BC, so his 14th year was 
714 BC and not 701 BC as dictated by Assyrian chronology. 
 
Various solutions have been offered to solve this problem (Chapter 17 refers). Among them 
is a coregency between Ahaz and Hezekiah. One of the earliest proponents of a coregency 
was Owen Whitehouse (1888: 322), who elaborated in a later volume (1905: 23): 
 

The hypothesis which the present writer advanced in 1888 (Schrader, COT., vol. ii. p. 322), 
that Hezekiah was associated by Ahaz with himself on the throne in 727–6 B.C., and that their 
joint reign lasted from that date till 715 B.C., appears to solve the problem more completely 
than any other theory hitherto proposed, and involves fewer rejections of biblical statements.  

 
Edwin Thiele’s work on the Hebrew kings (see Bibliography) was a great breakthrough. 
However, he did not use a coregency to harmonize Hezekiah’s reign with both the Bible 
and Assyrian chronology. Instead, he asserted that a later editor penned the synchronisms in 
2 Kings 17–18 based on a wrong datum, so they are invalid. This prompted scholars who 
otherwise accepted Thiele’s work to “correct it” with a coregency. Such scholars include 
Kitchen and Mitchell 1962 (217), Horn 1964, Stigers 1966, and McFall 1989.  
 
McFall’s chronology is the most developed. It is shown below for the period in question 
(1989: 397; see also 1991: 30–36). Note for both kingdoms here that Year 1 of a king’s sole 
rule is preceded by an accession year. For example, Hezekiah’s accession occurred at some 
point in the Tishri year 716/15 BC. His Year 1 was the full Tishri year 715/14 BC.  
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The Ahaz-Hezekiah coregency solution counts the coregency and sole-rule portions of 
Hezekiah’s reign separately, as follows: 
 
• 2 Kings 18:10 — the 6th year of Hezekiah (when Samaria fell) refers to the 6th year 

of his coregency with Ahaz 

• 2 Kings 18:13 — the 14th year of Hezekiah (when Sennacherib invaded Judah) refers 
to the 14th year of his sole rule 

 
Not all scholars accept this “double dating” method for Hezekiah. For example, Robb 
Young argues (2012: 11–12, fn. 6): 
 

Under this proposal, the notice in 2 Kgs 18:13 is accommodated by synchronizing it with 
Hezekiah’s sole reign, whereas the numerical data in vv. 1, 9–10 refer to a coregency with 
his father Ahaz . . . Yet such a suggestion is baseless. Under at least some of these reconstruc-
tions, the duration of 29 years credited to Hezekiah is only meant to apply to his time as sole 
regent, in stark contrast to the many preceding examples in which the formula “he ruled as 
king for X years” records the cumulative years of a monarch’s reign (i.e. co-regent plus sole 
regent) . . . The synchronism “in the Nth year,” moreover, would have no consistent sense, as 
the formula must refer within the span of a few verses both to his co-regency (2 Kgs 18:9–
10) and sole reign (2 Kgs 18:13). The reign of Uzziah is a pellucid case of a monarch who 
was in fact a co-regent multiple times, and thus his length of rule given as 52 years in 2 Kgs 
15:2 cannot refer exclusively to his span as sole regent.  

 
Young argues about the inconsistency of having closely spaced verses tied to different 
datums. Even scholars who favor a coregency acknowledge this objection. For example, 
Merrill writes (2008: 417, fn. 45): 
 

Admittedly, it is difficult to understand why the Chronicler would at times date events in 
terms of the years of a sole regency and at other times in terms of a coregency. A difficulty 
in modern understanding, however, ought not disqualify the ancient biblical historians as 
faithful interpreters and recorders of their own times.  

 
Contra Merrill, I suggest that using different datums in verses close to each other poses a 
difficulty in understanding not just for modern readers but for readers in the past too. Other 
points to consider against an Ahaz–Hezekiah coregency include: 
 
• Second Kings 17:1 states: In the twelfth year of Ahaz king of Judah began Hoshea the 

son of Elah to reign in Samaria over Israel nine years. Thiele (1983: 134–35) believes 
this synchronism is wrong because it is based on a reign of Hoshea that began twelve 
years too late. McFall (1989: 395–98) believes that 2 Kings 17:1 refers not to the start 
of Hoshea’s reign but to its end. In my view, both authors deny the plain meaning of 
the text to suit their own purposes.  

 
• Hoshea’s synchronism with Ahaz in 2 Kings 17:1 leads one to expect, in a coregency, 

that the other two synchronisms with Hoshea (2 Kings 18:9–10) should link to Ahaz 
as well. But they link to Hezekiah instead. This is inconsistent.  

 
Age comparisons for Ahaz and Hezekiah are revealing. In the analysis below, the suffix “t” 
means a Tishri year, and “n” means a Nisan year. So, as an example of a full year, “732t” 
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means from 1 Tishri 732 BC to the day before 1 Tishri 731 BC. For a half-year, “735t / 734n” 
means from 1 Tishri 735 BC to the day before 1 Nisan 734 BC. This notation borrows from 
Young 2003.  

 
The analysis below uses the following dates (BC) from McFall 1991: 
 

Ahaz became coregent ................. 735t / 734n 
Ahaz’s sole rule began ................. 732t 
Hezekiah became coregent ........... 729t / 728n 
Hezekiah’s sole rule began........... 716t / 715n (specifically, “ca. March 715”)  

 
Second Kings 16:2 states that Ahaz was 20 when he began to rule. Second Kings 18:2 states 
that Hezekiah was 25 when he began to rule. Let us assume that both these ages refer to 
when a coregency began. This means Ahaz was 20 at the start of his coregency with Jotham 
in 735t / 734n, and Hezekiah was 25 at the start of his coregency with Ahaz in 729t / 728n. 
This is not possible. It means Ahaz was born in 755t / 754n and Hezekiah was born less than 
18 months later in 754t / 753n.  
 
Alternatively, if both their ages (20 and 25) refer to the accession year of sole rule, which is 
732t and 716t / 715n respectively, Ahaz was born in 752t and Hezekiah was born in 741t / 

740n. This means Ahaz was about 11 when he fathered Hezekiah, which is unlikely.  
 
The only solution is for Ahaz to be 20 at the start of his coregency with Jotham in 735t / 734n, 
and for Hezekiah to be 25 at his accession to sole rule in 716t / 715n. This means Ahaz was 
born in 755t / 754n and Hezekiah was born in 741t / 740n. In that case, Ahaz was about 14 
when he fathered Hezekiah, which is possible. The argument against this scenario is the 
inconsistent application of the king’s throne age. For Ahaz it refers to the start of his coreg-
ency. For Hezekiah it refers to the start of his sole rule.  
 
(Note that the other permutation here is not possible. If Ahaz was 20 at the start of his sole 
rule in 732t and Hezekiah was 25 at the start of his coregency in 729t / 728n, then Hezekiah 
was born around two years before his father.) 
 

 
 

In Summary  
 
Based on the forgoing discussion, I uphold that a Ahaz-Hezekiah coregency raises too many 
inconsistencies. This leaves us with a major problem: harmonizing Hezekiah’s reign with 
Sennacherib’s annals. As Chapter 17 discusses, we can solve this problem (as well as the 
dating of Pekah’s reign) by allowing the Bible to expose two faults in Assyrian chronology. 
The first is an eleven-year gap in the Assyrian Eponym List at the only place where missing 
years are indicated (770–769 BC). The second is Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah, which is 
dated by his annals to 701 BC. By contrast, the Biblical data points to 713/12 BC for that 
event.  
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Appendix D – Merneptah’s Karnak Reliefs 

As discussed in Chapter 21, the Merneptah Stela names four entities subdued by the pharaoh 
in his campaign to Canaan: Ashkelon, Gezer, Yenoam, and Israel. The first three are city-
states, while Israel is identified as a “people.” Another source refers to this campaign, but it 
is not a 19th century discovery like the stela. It was attributed to Merneptah in the latter half 
of the 20th century.  
 
The Merneptah Stela was discovered in western Thebes. Across the river, on the eastern side 
of the Nile, is the famous Karnak Temple Complex. It is a city of temples, chapels, obelisks, 
columns, and statues built over 2,000 years. In the winter of 1976–77, an Egyptology 
graduate, Frank Yurco, made a breakthrough discovery there. He spent time examining the 
outer western wall of the Cour de la Cachette, which is the courtyard between the Hypostyle 
Hall and the Seventh Pylon. It contains a series of scenes and inscriptions. He found they 
did not belong to Ramesses II as supposed, but to his son Merneptah.  
 
The wall was originally about 158 feet long and 30 feet high. According to Yurco’s recon-
struction, it contained ten scenes, shown in Figure 1. The green shading shows surviving 
inscriptions; the rest is missing.  
 

Figure 1 – Arrangement of the Ten Karnak Reliefs (Yurco 1990: 22) 

 
 

Of the ten scenes, four depict battles. Yurco labeled them Scenes 1 to 4, read clockwise from 
the lower right. The peace treaty bisecting them is the Egyptian–Hittite Peace Treaty, the 
oldest known peace treaty in history. It was made between Ramesses II and the Hittite king 
Hattusilis III after about two decades of warring. The four battle scenes appear to frame the 
peace treaty, with two on each side. They are: 
 

Scene 1 ...... a fortified city under siege, named as Ashkelon  
Scene 2 ...... a fortified city under siege, unnamed  
Scene 3 ...... a fortified city under siege, unnamed 
Scene 4 ...... a battle against a mass of enemies  

 
Scenes 9 and 10 are missing, but fragments are strewn in a nearby field. Scenes 5 to 8 involve 
the following post-victory events (the “Shasu” in these scenes are Bedouin-type nomads 
who probably played a minor, harassing role against pharaoh’s army during its march): 
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Scene 5 ...... binding of Shasu prisoners 
Scene 6: ..... collecting Canaanite prisoners prior to the king’s return to Egypt 
Scene 7 ...... marching Shasu prisoners off to Egypt before (and under) the king’s chariot 
Scene 8 ...... presentation of Shasu and Canaanite prisoners to the god Amun 

 
While examining the reliefs, Yurco was interested in the cartouches. These are the oblong 
rings enclosing the pharaoh’s fourth and fifth names. They are like royal “name tags” telling 
us which pharaoh the scene glorifies. The Karnak reliefs under discussion have dozens of 
them, bearing the cartouches of Seti II.  
 
Yurco found that all those cartouches had been “usurped.” That is, they had been partially 
erased and recarved with the name of a later pharaoh. (This was not uncommon in ancient 
Egypt.) In a triumph of detective work, Yurco discovered that the cartouches had been 
usurped twice. The original belonged to Merneptah. But his successors, Amenmesse (the 
first usurper) then Seti II (the second usurper) had each carved their own cartouches over 
those of the preceding king. (After Merneptah’s death, there were struggles for the throne 
[see fn. 87, p. 122]. This led to the double-usurping.)  
 
Scholars have long known that Seti II was not the original pharaoh of those reliefs. They 
believed the battle scenes belonged to Ramesses II. The peace treaty misled them (along 
with some other inscriptions). Because it was a treaty with Ramesses II, it seemed logical 
to assume the adjoining battle scenes also belonged to him. Still, it was always a puzzle why 
Ramesses II campaigned against Ashkelon, a city already under his control. After more 
detective work, Yurco discovered that Merneptah’s battles in Scenes 1 and 2 were carved 
over reliefs belonging to Ramesses II. A later engraver tried to erase them but left tell-tale 
traces. As for Merneptah’s battles in Scenes 3 and 4, they were carved onto a previously 
uninscribed (blank) wall surface. 
 
Thus, all four battle scenes in the Karnak reliefs on the outer western wall of the Cour de la 
Cachette display the military exploits of Merneptah. This begged the obvious question: do 
those four battle scenes correspond to the four subdued entities in Merneptah’s stela? 
Correspondence is also suggested by a fragmentary duplicate of Merneptah’s stela located 
inside the Cour de la Cachette close to his battle scenes.  
 
In the stela, the first named city-state is Ashkelon, which I uphold was a Philistine city 
(Chapter 11 refers). In the Karnak reliefs, Scene 1 is also Ashkelon. Based on this link, Yurco 
suggested that the battle scenes follow the same geographic (south-to-north) order as the 
four subdued entities in the stela. Therefore, Scene 2 is Gezer,89 and Scene 3 is Yenoam.  
 
Scene 4 of Merneptah’s Karnak reliefs has the upper half missing. If the enemy’s name 
appeared there, it is lost now. The lower half depicts a battle in hilly country. Yurco 
concluded it was a battle against an enemy without a fortified town. He deduced this from 
the position of pharaoh’s horse and chariot team, which follows the standard compositional 
sequence for battle scenes without an enemy fortress. His conclusion was supported by 

                                                 
89 Gezer was a vital location for the Egyptians to control (on this, see Singer 1988: 3–4). Its 

conquest by Merneptah is mentioned not only in his stela but also in the Amada Inscription, where 
he is called the “conqueror of Gezer.” 
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comparison with the Ashkelon relief in Scene 1. Yurco’s comparison shows there is no room 
for a fortress in the upper missing half of Scene 4 (left side) due to the theorized space 
occupied by pharaoh’s charging chariot team (from the right).  
 
The lack of a fortress in Scene 4 agrees with Merneptah’s stela, which identifies the fourth 
entity as a “people” not a city-state. Yurco therefore offered that Scene 4 depicts Israelites. 
They are in open-field battle with the Egyptians.90 
 
Yurco concluded that the four battle scenes were the pictorial version of the stela campaign. 
But his Scene 4 was not without issues. The enemy there are wearing the same clothing 
(ankle-length coats) and have the same hairstyle as the besieged peoples in Scenes 1 to 3. 
This led Yurco to conclude that the Israelites originated, at least in part, from Canaanite 
society. The other issue is that Scene 4 depicts the enemy with a chariot. Did Israel have 
chariots then? On this question, Yurco speculates (1990: 35): 
 

How could the early Israelites have gotten possession of chariots, once thought to be the 
exclusive possession of Israel’s enemies such as the Canaanites? (In Judges 4–5, for example 
—which records a battle involving Jabin, king of Canaan; Sisera, his general; and the Israelite 
prophetess Deborah, who defeated the Canaanites—the Canaanites have all the chariots.) 
Perhaps the Israelites got chariots like the one depicted in their battle with Merenptah by 
raids on Canaanite towns. However, it is also possible they got them through an alliance with 
some of the Canaanite towns that Merenptah attacked or that feared such an attack. 
 

Yurco’s attribution of the Karnak reliefs to Merneptah has gained wide acceptance. Many 
scholars also accept that the four Karnak battle scenes celebrate Merneptah’s Canaanite 
campaign, just as his stela does. Since both sources mention Ashkelon, many believe 
Yurco is justified in assuming the two unnamed cities in the Karnak scenes are Gezer and 
Yenoam. However, not all scholars agree with Yurco’s conclusion that Scene 4, with its 
Canaanites and chariot, depicts Israelites. Among those who challenged Yurco’s interpre-
tation, Anson Rainey was the most vocal. On Israelites riding chariots in Scene 4, Rainey 
countered (1991: 59):  
 

Given what we know about Canaanite urban society and the high social status of people who 
have the wherewithal to maintain chariots (the noble warriors, often called maryanu), it is 
highly unlikely that the Israelites would have had chariots at this time. It is absurd to think 
that an Egyptian scribe would use the tribal/ethnic determinative for people and another 
Egyptian artist would then depict this tribal/ethnic group fighting in chariots. 

It is most unlikely—in fact it is hardly credible—that Yurco’s Canaanite soldiers with their 
chariots should be equated with the ‘Israel’ on Merneptah’s victory stele. 

 
Rainey submits that Scene 4 depicts Canaanites, not Israelites. Instead, he offers that the 
Israelites are associated with the Shasu (e.g. Scene 5), who are dressed differently to the 
peoples in Scenes 1 to 4 (1991: 59–60). He also argues that Yurco’s ordering of the battle 
scenes is not obligatory. There is no valid reason to begin with Ashkelon as Scene 1 and 
work in a clockwise direction (1991: 57–58).  

                                                 
90 So, in Yurco’s view, Scene 4 is the oldest known portrayal of the Israelites, engraved more than 

3,200 years ago. Traditionally, the oldest depiction is around 500 years later, showing Sennacherib’s 
conquest of Lachish in his palace at Nineveh (see fn. 48, p. 71).  
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Further, Scene 4 may not be an open-field battle. Rainey (2001: 71–73) contends there is 
enough space in the missing upper half of that scene to show a besieged city. He tentatively 
identifies it as Gaza, which was Egypt’s administrative capital in Canaan. Rainey therefore 
suggests the four battles scenes are: Gaza (upper right), Ashkelon (lower right), Yenoam 
(lower left), and Gezer (upper left). This spoils Yurco’s exact correlation between the wall 
reliefs and the stela, to which Rainey replied (2001: 72), “there is no compelling reason why 
such a correlation should exist.” 
 
In a rebuttal of Rainey’s 2001 paper, Hasel (2003) agrees with Yurco that Scene 4 portrays 
Israelites. He also provides good arguments (pp. 27–36) to show that: 
 
• The most logical place to begin viewing the battle and post-battle scenes is Yurco’s 

Scene 1 (Ashkelon) not Scene 4 (Rainey’s Gaza scene).  
 
• The Israelites are not depicted by the Shasu in the post-battle scenes (Scenes 5, 7–8).  

 
• Ethnic detail in Egyptian narrative art was stereotypical, meaning artists did not make 

distinctions in appearance between every ethnic or regional group. The Israelites 
therefore look like Canaanites in Scene 4 because this was the stereotypical Egyptian 
portrayal of Asiatic enemies living in Canaan.  

 
The least forceful argument by Hasel (2003: 34) is his response to the objection about Israel 
being portrayed with a chariot:  
 

Perhaps the Egyptians are simply depicting a scene with stereotypical motifs commonly found 
in military reliefs during the 19th and 20th Dynasties . . . This appears closer to the truth. In this 
case, perhaps too much has been read into the significance of a chariot. It may simply have 
been a vehicle, both literally and iconographically, to convey that Egypt’s enemy was being 
laid waste. 

 
 

 
Merneptah’s Invasion and Jabin’s Oppression 
 
In all the scholarly literature about Merneptah’s Canaanite campaign, not one author (to my 
knowledge) has considered the cycles of oppression and deliverance during the judges era. 
This is because the Bible is often viewed as an unreliable historical source. I uphold that 
Merneptah’s invasion occurred during a time of oppression in Israel, not when “the land 
had rest” (from war). During times of oppression, it is unlikely the Israelites could equip 
themselves for battle against Egypt. Equipping with chariots is especially unlikely. Chariots 
had poor mobility transiting through the highlands, where the Israelites mainly lived.  
 
In Chapter 21, I propose that Merneptah’s invasion occurred during the severe 20-year 
oppression by Jabin, king of Canaan. As Deborah said about Israel’s inability to conduct 
warfare then, “was there a shield or spear seen among forty thousand in Israel?” (Judg 5:8). 
Accordingly, I believe Merneptah never engaged directly in battle with the Israelites. They 
were suffering under Jabin’s oppression, which Merneptah allowed, to keep Israel in check. 
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If the Egyptian engravers depicted Israel in the Karnak battle scenes, it would have been a 
fabrication, made more untruthful by a chariot. So, I doubt they included Israel among the 
reliefs. For Scene 4, we can speculate that the engravers chose a battle not mentioned in the 
stela. It may have involved a city (not open country). Recall that Rainey (2001: 71–73) argued 
there was enough space in the missing upper half of Scene 4 to show a city. Hasel agreed 
(2003: 30), noting “there is ample room for something else to have been depicted.” He 
even provided a drawing of how a walled city / town might fit in the upper missing half (see 
Figure 2). The dotted lines show the superimposed images of Merneptah’s chariot plus a 
fortified location.91 Note that Hasel is not arguing here for the inclusion of a fortified city, 
just space for something else. He believes Scene 4 depicts Israelites, and the area to the upper 
left “may likely have contained an inscription describing Israel in more detail” (Hasel 
2008: 57).  
 

Figure 2 – The Speculated Placement of a Fortified City in  
Scene 4 of Merneptah’s Karnak Reliefs (Hasel 2003: 30, Fig. 4)  

 
 

Based on my understanding of the judges era and its chronology, I conclude the following 
about Merneptah’s Karnak reliefs: 
 
• The stela and battle scenes agree only on one entity: Ashkelon. It is likely that Gezer 

is among the scenes owing to Merneptah’s epithet “conqueror of Gezer” in the Amada 
Inscription. Yenoam might be included among the scenes. It is unlikely that Scene 4 
depicts Israelites. They were being severely oppressed by Jabin then. 

 
• The Shasu in the post-battle scenes are not Israelites. We know this because the Bible 

informs us otherwise about Israel’s origins.  

                                                 
91 Yurco co-authored a reconstruction of Scene 4 in King and Stager 2001 (270). On the size of 

pharaoh’s chariot team superimposed in that reconstruction, Hasel (2003: 30) observed that “the 
scale is incorrect.” It is clearly too large, with the front hooves of the chariot team blocking the 
space where something else might fit.  
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    Appendix E – Chronology of the Judges Era

           Oppressors and Major Judges Contemporaneous Rulers
               (their timespans affect the chronology)      (they do not affect the chronology)

JE       BC Cushan-rishathaim
001 1373 1
002 1372 2
003 1371 3
004 1370 4
005 1369 5
006 1368 6
007 1367 7 Othniel
008 1366 8 1
009 1365 2
010 1364 3
011 1363 4
012 1362 5
013 1361 6
014 1360 7
015 1359 8
016 1358 9
017 1357 10
018 1356 11
019 1355 12
020 1354 13
021 1353 14
022 1352 15
023 1351 16
024 1350 17
025 1349 18
026 1348 19
027 1347 20
028 1346 21
029 1345 22
030 1344 23
031 1343 24
032 1342 25
033 1341 26
034 1340 27
035 1339 28
036 1338 29
037 1337 30
038 1336 31
039 1335 32
040 1334 33
041 1333 34
042 1332 35
043 1331 36
044 1330 37
045 1329 38
046 1328 Eglon 39
047 1327 1 40
048 1326 2
049 1325 3
050 1324 4
051 1323 5
052 1322 6
053 1321 7
054 1320 8
055 1319 9
056 1318 10
057 1317 11
058 1316 12
059 1315 13
060 1314 14
061 1313 15

                  The JE years column (Judges Era) is the relative chronology.

           Calendar 1 – Based on Solomon's Death in 942 BC
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062 1312 16
063 1311 17 Ehud
064 1310 18 1
065 1309 2
066 1308 3
067 1307 4
068 1306 5
069 1305 6
070 1304 7
071 1303 8
072 1302 9
073 1301 10
074 1300 11
075 1299 12
076 1298 13
077 1297 14
078 1296 15
079 1295 16
080 1294 17
081 1293 18
082 1292 19
083 1291 20
084 1290 21
085 1289 22
086 1288 23
087 1287 24
088 1286 25
089 1285 26
090 1284 27
091 1283 28
092 1282 29
093 1281 30
094 1280 31
095 1279 32
096 1278 33
097 1277 34
098 1276 35
099 1275 36
100 1274 37
101 1273 38
102 1272 39
103 1271 40
104 1270 41
105 1269 42
106 1268 43
107 1267 44
108 1266 45
109 1265 46
110 1264 47
111 1263 48
112 1262 49
113 1261 50
114 1260 51
115 1259 52
116 1258 53
117 1257 54
118 1256 55
119 1255 56
120 1254 57
121 1253 58
122 1252 59
123 1251 60
124 1250 61
125 1249 62
126 1248 63
127 1247 64
128 1246 65
129 1245 66
130 1244 67
131 1243 68
132 1242 69
133 1241 70
134 1240 71
135 1239 72
136 1238 73
137 1237 74
138 1236 75
139 1235 76
140 1234 77
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141 1233 78
142 1232 Jabin 79 Shamgar
143 1231 1 80 1  Shamgar's
144 1230 2 2  four-year rule
145 1229 3 3  is an
146 1228 4 4  assumption.
147 1227 5
148 1226 6
149 1225 7
150 1224 8
151 1223 9  Merneptah's invasion
152 1222 10  of Canaan occurred
153 1221 11  sometime between 
154 1220 12  1223 and 1220 BC.
155 1219 13
156 1218 14
157 1217 15
158 1216 16
159 1215 17
160 1214 18
161 1213 19 Deborah
162 1212 20 1
163 1211 2
164 1210 3
165 1209 4
166 1208 5
167 1207 6
168 1206 7
169 1205 8
170 1204 9
171 1203 10
172 1202 11
173 1201 12
174 1200 13
175 1199 14
176 1198 15
177 1197 16
178 1196 17
179 1195 18
180 1194 19
181 1193 20
182 1192 21
183 1191 22
184 1190 23
185 1189 24
186 1188 25
187 1187 26
188 1186 27
189 1185 28
190 1184 29
191 1183 30
192 1182 31
193 1181 32
194 1180 33
195 1179 34
196 1178 35
197 1177 36
198 1176 37
199 1175 38
200 1174 Midian 39
201 1173 1 40
202 1172 2
203 1171 3
204 1170 4
205 1169 5
206 1168 6 Gideon
207 1167 7 1
208 1166 2
209 1165 3
210 1164 4
211 1163 5
212 1162 6
213 1161 7
214 1160 8
215 1159 9
216 1158 10
217 1157 11
218 1156 12
219 1155 13
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220 1154 14
221 1153 15
222 1152 16
223 1151 17
224 1150 18
225 1149 19
226 1148 20
227 1147 21
228 1146 22
229 1145 23
230 1144 24
231 1143 25
232 1142 26
233 1141 27
234 1140 28
235 1139 29
236 1138 30
237 1137 31
238 1136 32
239 1135 33
240 1134 34
241 1133 35
242 1132 36
243 1131 37
244 1130 38
245 1129 Philistia Ammon 39 Abimelech
246 1128 1 1 40 Eli as 1
247 1127 2 2 High Priest 2 Tola
248 1126 3 3 Samuel 1 . 3 1
249 1125 4 4  Born? 2 2
250 1124 5 5     Age 1 3 3
251 1123 6 6 2 4 4
252 1122 7 7 3 5 5
253 1121 8 8 4 6 6
254 1120 9 9 5 7 7
255 1119 10 10 6 8 8
256 1118 11 11 7 9 9
257 1117 12 12 8 10 10
258 1116 13 13 9 11 11
259 1115 14 14 10 12 12
260 1114 15 15 11 13 13
261 1113 16 16 12 14 14
262 1112 17 17 Jephthah 13 15 15
263 1111 18 18 1 ← Judg11:26 14 16 16
264 1110 19 2  allows BC dates 15 17 17
265 1109 20 3  to be assigned 16 18 18
266 1108 21 4  to the "JE" years 17 19 19
267 1107 22 5  of the relative 18 20 20 Ibzan
268 1106 1 23 6  calendar. 19 21 21 1
269 1105 2 24 20 22 22 Jair 2
270 1104 3 25 21 23 23 1 3
271 1103 4 26 22 24 2 4
272 1102 5 27 23 25 3 5
273 1101 6 28 24 26 4 6 Elon
274 1100 7 29 25 27 5 7 1
275 1099 8 30 26 28 6 2
276 1098 9 31 27 29 7 3
277 1097 10 32 28 30 8 4
278 1096 11 33 29 31 9 5
279 1095 12 34 30 32 10 6
280 1094 13 35 31 33 11 7
281 1093 14 36 32 34 12 8
282 1092 15 37 33 35 13 9 Abdon
283 1091 16 38 34 36 14 10 1
284 1090 17 39 35 37 15 2
285 1089 18 40 36 38 16 3
286 1088 19 41 37 39 17 4
287 1087 20 42 Samson 38 40 ← Ark captured 18 5
288 1086 21 43 1  Although the placement of 39  then returned 19 6
289 1085 22 44 2  Samson's timeline in the 40  in the next 20 7
290 1084 23 45 3  chronology is uncertain, I 41  Nisan year. 21 8
291 1083 24 46 4  propose that Samuel 42 22
292 1082 25 47 5  defeated the Philistines 43
293 1081 26 48 6  shortly after Samson's final 44
294 1080 27 49 7  feat of strength. In that case, 45
295 1079 28 50 8  Samson's 20th year falls 46
296 1078 29 51 9  in the same JE year that 47
297 1077 30 52 10  the Philistine oppression 48
298 1076 31 53 11  ended. 49



137

299 1075 32 54 12 50
300 1074 33 55 13 51
301 1073 34 56 14 52
302 1072 35 57 15 53
303 1071 36 58 16 54
304 1070 37 59 17 55
305 1069 38 60 18 56
306 1068 39 61 19 57
307 1067 40 62 20 58
308 1066 59
309 1065 60
310 1064 61
311 1063 62
312 1062 Saul 63
313 1061 ac 64
314 1060 1 65
315 1059 2 66
316 1058 3 67
317 1057 4 68
318 1056 5 69
319 1055 6 70
320 1054 7 71
321 1053 8 72
322 1052 9 73
323 1051 10 74
324 1050 11 75
325 1049 12 76
326 1048 13 77
327 1047 14 78
328 1046 15 79
329 1045 16 80
330 1044 17 81
331 1043 18 82
332 1042 19 83
333 1041 20 84
334 1040 21 85
335 1039 22 86
336 1038 23 87
337 1037 24 88
338 1036 25 89
339 1035 26 90
340 1034 27 91
341 1033 28 92
342 1032 29 93
343 1031 30 94
344 1030 31 95
345 1029 32 96
346 1028 33 97
347 1027 34 98
348 1026 35 99
349 1025 36 100 Died?

1024 37
1023 38
1022 David 39
1021 ac 40
1020 1
1019 2
1018 3
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          Oppressors and Major Judges     Contemporaneous Rulers
              (their timespans affect the chronology)     (they do not affect the chronology)

JE       BC Cushan-rishathaim
001 1362 1
002 1361 2
003 1360 3
004 1359 4
005 1358 5
006 1357 6
007 1356 7 Othniel
008 1355 8 1
009 1354 2
010 1353 3
011 1352 4
012 1351 5
013 1350 6
014 1349 7
015 1348 8
016 1347 9
017 1346 10
018 1345 11
019 1344 12
020 1343 13
021 1342 14
022 1341 15
023 1340 16
024 1339 17
025 1338 18
026 1337 19
027 1336 20
028 1335 21
029 1334 22
030 1333 23
031 1332 24
032 1331 25
033 1330 26
034 1329 27
035 1328 28
036 1327 29
037 1326 30
038 1325 31
039 1324 32
040 1323 33
041 1322 34
042 1321 35
043 1320 36
044 1319 37
045 1318 38
046 1317 Eglon 39
047 1316 1 40
048 1315 2
049 1314 3
050 1313 4
051 1312 5
052 1311 6
053 1310 7
054 1309 8
055 1308 9
056 1307 10
057 1306 11
058 1305 12
059 1304 13
060 1303 14
061 1302 15

            Calendar 2  – Based on Solomon's Death in 931 BC
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062 1301 16
063 1300 17 Ehud
064 1299 18 1
065 1298 2
066 1297 3
067 1296 4
068 1295 5
069 1294 6
070 1293 7
071 1292 8
072 1291 9
073 1290 10
074 1289 11
075 1288 12
076 1287 13
077 1286 14
078 1285 15
079 1284 16
080 1283 17
081 1282 18
082 1281 19
083 1280 20
084 1279 21
085 1278 22
086 1277 23
087 1276 24
088 1275 25
089 1274 26
090 1273 27
091 1272 28
092 1271 29
093 1270 30
094 1269 31
095 1268 32
096 1267 33
097 1266 34
098 1265 35
099 1264 36
100 1263 37
101 1262 38
102 1261 39
103 1260 40
104 1259 41
105 1258 42
106 1257 43
107 1256 44
108 1255 45
109 1254 46
110 1253 47
111 1252 48
112 1251 49
113 1250 50
114 1249 51
115 1248 52
116 1247 53
117 1246 54
118 1245 55
119 1244 56
120 1243 57
121 1242 58
122 1241 59
123 1240 60
124 1239 61
125 1238 62
126 1237 63
127 1236 64
128 1235 65
129 1234 66
130 1233 67
131 1232 68
132 1231 69
133 1230 70
134 1229 71
135 1228 72
136 1227 73
137 1226 74
138 1225 75
139 1224 76
140 1223 77
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141 1222 78
142 1221 Jabin 79 Shamgar
143 1220 1 80 1  Shamgar's
144 1219 2 2  four-year rule
145 1218 3 3  is an
146 1217 4 4  assumption.
147 1216 5
148 1215 6
149 1214 7
150 1213 8
151 1212 9
152 1211 10
153 1210 11
154 1209 12
155 1208 13
156 1207 14
157 1206 15
158 1205 16
159 1204 17
160 1203 18
161 1202 19 Deborah
162 1201 20 1
163 1200 2
164 1199 3
165 1198 4
166 1197 5
167 1196 6
168 1195 7
169 1194 8
170 1193 9
171 1192 10
172 1191 11
173 1190 12
174 1189 13
175 1188 14
176 1187 15
177 1186 16
178 1185 17
179 1184 18
180 1183 19
181 1182 20
182 1181 21
183 1180 22
184 1179 23
185 1178 24
186 1177 25
187 1176 26
188 1175 27
189 1174 28
190 1173 29
191 1172 30
192 1171 31
193 1170 32
194 1169 33
195 1168 34
196 1167 35
197 1166 36
198 1165 37
199 1164 38
200 1163 Midian 39
201 1162 1 40
202 1161 2
203 1160 3
204 1159 4
205 1158 5
206 1157 6 Gideon
207 1156 7 1
208 1155 2
209 1154 3
210 1153 4
211 1152 5
212 1151 6
213 1150 7
214 1149 8
215 1148 9
216 1147 10
217 1146 11
218 1145 12
219 1144 13
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220 1143 14
221 1142 15
222 1141 16
223 1140 17
224 1139 18
225 1138 19
226 1137 20
227 1136 21
228 1135 22
229 1134 23
230 1133 24
231 1132 25
232 1131 26
233 1130 27
234 1129 28
235 1128 29
236 1127 30
237 1126 31
238 1125 32
239 1124 33
240 1123 34
241 1122 35
242 1121 36
243 1120 37
244 1119 38
245 1118 Philistia Ammon 39 Abimelech
246 1117 1 1 40 Eli as 1
247 1116 2 2 High Priest 2 Tola
248 1115 3 3 Samuel 1 . 3 1
249 1114 4 4  Born? 2 2
250 1113 5 5     Age 1 3 3
251 1112 6 6 2 4 4
252 1111 7 7 3 5 5
253 1110 8 8 4 6 6
254 1109 9 9 5 7 7
255 1108 10 10 6 8 8
256 1107 11 11 7 9 9
257 1106 12 12 8 10 10
258 1105 13 13 9 11 11
259 1104 14 14 10 12 12
260 1103 15 15 11 13 13
261 1102 16 16 12 14 14
262 1101 17 17 Jephthah 13 15 15
263 1100 18 18 1 ← Judg11:26 14 16 16
264 1099 19 2  allows BC dates 15 17 17
265 1098 20 3  to be assigned 16 18 18
266 1097 21 4  to the "JE" years 17 19 19
267 1096 22 5  of the relative 18 20 20 Ibzan
268 1095 1 23 6  calendar. 19 21 21 1
269 1094 2 24 20 22 22 Jair 2
270 1093 3 25 21 23 23 1 3
271 1092 4 26 22 24 2 4
272 1091 5 27 23 25 3 5
273 1090 6 28 24 26 4 6 Elon
274 1089 7 29 25 27 5 7 1
275 1088 8 30 26 28 6 2
276 1087 9 31 27 29 7 3
277 1086 10 32 28 30 8 4
278 1085 11 33 29 31 9 5
279 1084 12 34 30 32 10 6
280 1083 13 35 31 33 11 7
281 1082 14 36 32 34 12 8
282 1081 15 37 33 35 13 9 Abdon
283 1080 16 38 34 36 14 10 1
284 1079 17 39 35 37 15 2
285 1078 18 40 36 38 16 3
286 1077 19 41 37 39 17 4
287 1076 20 42 Samson 38 40 ← Ark captured 18 5
288 1075 21 43 1  Although the placement of 39  then returned 19 6
289 1074 22 44 2  Samson's timeline in the 40  in the next 20 7
290 1073 23 45 3  chronology is uncertain, I 41  Nisan year. 21 8
291 1072 24 46 4  propose that Samuel 42 22
292 1071 25 47 5  defeated the Philistines 43
293 1070 26 48 6  shortly after Samson's final 44
294 1069 27 49 7  feat of strength. In that case, 45
295 1068 28 50 8  Samson's 20th year falls 46
296 1067 29 51 9  in the same JE year that 47
297 1066 30 52 10  the Philistine oppression 48
298 1065 31 53 11  ended. 49
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299 1064 32 54 12 50
300 1063 33 55 13 51
301 1062 34 56 14 52
302 1061 35 57 15 53
303 1060 36 58 16 54
304 1059 37 59 17 55
305 1058 38 60 18 56
306 1057 39 61 19 57
307 1056 40 62 20 58
308 1055 59
309 1054 60
310 1053 61
311 1052 62
312 1051 Saul 63
313 1050 ac 64
314 1049 1 65
315 1048 2 66
316 1047 3 67
317 1046 4 68
318 1045 5 69
319 1044 6 70
320 1043 7 71
321 1042 8 72
322 1041 9 73
323 1040 10 74
324 1039 11 75
325 1038 12 76
326 1037 13 77
327 1036 14 78
328 1035 15 79
329 1034 16 80
330 1033 17 81
331 1032 18 82
332 1031 19 83
333 1030 20 84
334 1029 21 85
335 1028 22 86
336 1027 23 87
337 1026 24 88
338 1025 25 89
339 1024 26 90
340 1023 27 91
341 1022 28 92
342 1021 29 93
343 1020 30 94
344 1019 31 95
345 1018 32 96
346 1017 33 97
347 1016 34 98
348 1015 35 99
349 1014 36 100 Died?

1013 37
1012 38
1011 David 39
1010 ac 40
1009 1
1008 2
1007 3
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