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Introduction
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Oh no... it’s happening again. You sit frozen in that awkward moment of silence, trying to force down that spoonful of Thanksgiving dinner that you were enjoying just a few seconds earlier. You are sure that your friends and relatives sitting near you can actually hear the gears in your head turning, trying to formulate the perfect response to such an inappropriate but completely unsurprising question. Why does this always have to happen?


“I asked, ‘How can you say there is no God when there are so many fulfilled prophecies in the Old Testament? And everywhere that archaeologists dig they find more and more evidence that supports the Bible?’”


I suspect that, if you are an atheist, agnostic, or skeptic reading this book, you have probably found yourself in this situation more than a few times, especially if you deconverted from a Christian family. Although this relative is probably well intentioned and sincerely concerned for your eternal soul, you will likely agree that their approach is not the most effective. And this is not only because it creates an extremely uncomfortable situation (for you and probably others at the dining room table), but also because it often goes absolutely nowhere.

My grandfather was a big fan of quoting Dale Carnegie in these types of situations: “A man convinced against his will is of the same opinion still”.​[1] Our typical responses to these types of questions from friends, family members, or coworkers (if you can muster the strength to engage in the conversation!) often fall upon essentially deaf ears. This is not because your friend or relative is not listening, but because they have already been convinced of their position and are only trying to convert you back. The following exchange is probably all too familiar to you:


Atheist: “Look, it just seems impossible that an all-knowing, all-loving, all-powerful God would either allow or command many of the things that we see in the Old Testament. I don’t think that God exists.”

Relative: “Give me one example of what you think is a problem in the Old Testament.”

Atheist: “Okay, well, God drowned the entire world with a flood, including children and infants. How is that just? What could they have possibly done to deserve that?”

Relative: “How do you know that God didn’t cause all the children to die peacefully just before the flood came? Isn’t that possible?”

Atheist: “Wait, what? I mean, I guess it’s possible, but the Bible doesn’t say anything about that.”

Relative: “But you are assuming that it would tell us every detail, which it often doesn’t. And even if that’s not what happened, you have to remember that God’s ways are higher than our ways, and while we might not understand why he does something, who are you to judge the creator of the universe?”


Sound familiar? In these types of conversations, even if you are able to provide your relative, friend, or co-worker a good argument that supports your unbelief in their god, they are not actually looking to be convinced, and they always have a way out: “Isn’t it possible that...?” After a myriad of these types of conversations over the past decade or so, it took some time for me to realize that my responses could use some tweaking. While I had the knowledge to make solid arguments in favor of my position, I could never account for the “God’s ways” argument. This led me to rethink the way I interact in these situations.

To develop an effective strategy for dialoguing with people about the Old Testament, we first need to determine our goals: what are we hoping to accomplish? For me, I was not interested in having antagonistic debates where I beat my opponent into the ground. Although I think there is a time and place for that style of engagement, I did not want it to be in any way the norm for me. Instead, I wanted to interact with people in a way that would take them “off their guard”, which would – in my experience – put them in the best position to genuinely consider what I have to say. This is in no way to imply that I am interested in causing anyone to leave their faith. Instead, I want people to consider that certain interpretive approaches to the Old Testament are not only illogical and unnecessary, but can also be dangerous.

Of course, we do not always find ourselves speaking one-on-one with another individual; sometimes there are others watching and listening in on the conversation. We need to consider these people as well. How can we approach these discussions around the dinner table or debates on social media platforms in a way that will give us the best chance at reaching both our interlocutor and those listening in? The biggest hurdle that I have faced has been mentioned above: your opponent can always appeal to a possible solution, even if it is only God’s mysterious ways. Is there a way that we can “neutralize” this objection? I believe there is.

Neutralizing the “God’s Ways” Argument

IN 2022, I PARTICIPATED in a conference hosted by The Atheist Network Group (TANG) that was entitled “Better”, which focused on having better conversations with people about faith and the Bible. In my presentation, I laid out three steps that we can take to make our conversations more productive, specifically by bypassing or neutralizing the “God’s Ways” argument: Prepare, Present, and Propose. Prepare for the conversation by knowing the material, Present the data with as little bias as possible, and Propose a solution, rather than trying to prove your argument. Remember, we are often not dealing with mathematical proofs or deductive arguments. At least some part of almost any argument about the Old Testament will have to ultimately fall back on historical or archaeological data, which are open to at least some interpretation. In my experience, we need to find a way to move away from trying to prove our case to Christian apologists and fundamentalists, and instead begin to propose a more reasonable solution.

Prepare

AS YOU MIGHT EXPECT, we are primarily dealing with the Prepare stage of the process in this series. It is absolutely essential to be adequately prepared to have these types of conversations; the more time you spend shoring up your knowledge on these topics, the easier it will be to focus on presenting the data and proposing a solution. In order to best facilitate this preparation, each volume in this series opens by providing general background knowledge on the Old Testament, then delves into specific details of individual hot button issues. Once you understand the arguments and can support your positions, you are better prepared to effectively present your case.

General Background Knowledge

THE FIRST THREE CHAPTERS of each volume cover topics that are essential to understand in order to have a solid background knowledge of the Old Testament and its cultural context. As in Volume I, we will cover the story of the Old Testament, explore the history of the ancient Near East, and dig into the exciting world of archaeology. Chapter one presents what is arguably the most important thing about the Old Testament that any fundamentalist Christian will learn: the story that the Bible tells. The chapter is not concerned with things like, “Can we provide the historical validity of this particular event?” or “What is the archaeological evidence in support of this story?” Instead, it just presents the narrative as it appears in the Hebrew Bible.

I cannot overstate the importance of having a firm handle on the story of the Old Testament. While you might think that the ins-and-outs of the story of the Exodus are irrelevant to the conversation at hand, I can promise you that your fundamentalist Christian friend does not feel the same way. In their mind, what you see in the book of Exodus is what you get historically: they are one and the same. If you do not know the story that they believe to be true, it will be extremely difficult for you to engage with them in a meaningful way.

Chapter two moves on to the actual historical background behind the biblical narrative. What can we actually say about what happened in the ancient Near East before and during the purported time of the Old Testament stories? Does it align with the text, or are they at odds with one another? In Volume I of this series, we examined ancient Near Eastern history from the perspective of Mesopotamia. In Volume II, we shift that perspective to ancient Egypt, presenting much of the same time periods, but with a closer eye on Egypt’s history and role in the ancient Near East. In Volume III, we will focus in on the history of Syria-Palestine. By coming at the historical background of the ancient Near East from different angles, the reader will be well prepared to speak to the historical veracity of the stories as presented in the Old Testament.

To round off your general background knowledge of the Hebrew Bible, chapter three of each volume presents archaeological data relevant to the Old Testament. Volume I focused on how archaeology is actually done, providing two “test cases” for its application in Biblical Studies. Volume II will use that archaeological know-how to examine the evidence of the famous story of Joshua’s conquest of Canaan. In Volume III, we will apply that knowledge to the archaeology of the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Specific Hot Button Issues

WHILE KNOWING THE GENERAL background to the Old Testament is essential, it will only get you so far in a discussion or debate on a specific topic like slavery, genocide, or prophecy. How do you go about preparing to engage with people on these particular issues? Well, I would obviously recommend the book that you hold in your hand. However, I want to teach you to fish, so let me show you a good way to dig into the sources for yourself.

The first thing that you need to be able to do is identify reliable sources. As you probably already know, there is a lot of bad information out there, and it can be difficult to sift through to get to the reputable material. If you are arguing about particular passages in the Old Testament, I always recommend that you start with good commentaries. Although there are a myriad of commentaries out there, I generally recommend volumes contained the following series: The Anchor Yale Bible, Hermeneia, The Old Testament Library, and even The New International Commentary on the Old Testament. While I obviously do not agree with everything that appears in these volumes, in my experience, their scholarship is usually quite rigorous. Perhaps just as important, however, is the way that they present the material. A good commentary will not only give you the details and arguments for the position that the author espouses, but also the other mainstream positions in the field. There will also be a plethora of citations and an extensive bibliography with which you can dive into any of the individual topics as far as you like.

The Elevator Pitch

HAVING THE KNOWLEDGE to defend your positions is critical, but you also need to think through and prepare for how you will present your arguments. Most people that I see engaging in these types of discussions have not spent enough time on this final phase of preparation. You have probably watched a debate on YouTube where, in their opening statement, the interlocutor seemed to drone on and on for the ten minutes only to reach the end of their time having presented only a part of their argument, and in a less-than-coherent way. We want to guard against this... but how? By having a good “elevator pitch”.

An elevator pitch is a quick pitch that you can give to someone in the time you have with them on an elevator. If someone asks you, “Why should I buy your product?”, you often don’t have all the time in the world to tell them about all its benefits. A good business approach is to have a short, sweet, to-the-point presentation that you can give on a moment’s notice. We need to take the same approach when it comes to issues in the Old Testament. Your fundamentalist aunt sitting across the dining room table is most likely not going to entertain a 45-minute PowerPoint presentation on the problems in the Exodus account. Instead, we want to have a few main points memorized that summarize the problems with the story:


Aunt Francine: “There are no historical problems with the stories in the Old Testament. Name just one!”

Atheist: “The account of the Exodus is certainly problematic. There is no historical or archaeological evidence that supports the Bible’s account of the Israelites in Egypt. We know that three million people could not have walked out of northern Egypt during the Late Bronze Age... there were only an estimated three million people in all of Egypt at that time! Finally, we know an awful lot about the history of that period in Egypt, particularly from sources like the Amarna letters, and they are completely at odds with the biblical account.”

Aunt Francine: “Susie, would you pass the pumpkin pie, please?”


As you can imagine, a short elevator pitch can be a powerful tool. This, of course, does not mean that you don’t need to go deeper into these individual issues. If Aunt Francine wants to push back on any of those points, you might want to have a bit more behind each one. However, by presenting the data in this way, you have made your main points clear and potentially given your aunt something to think about that is understandable and digestible. Perhaps the most important reason for preparing an elevator pitch, however, is the clarity you gain from understanding the material well enough to distill it down into this final form. It is incredibly difficult to prepare an effective elevator pitch if you have not mastered the material, and by taking the time to think through and create this short presentation, you will likely find that you have gained a high level of understanding of the topic.

Present

ONCE YOU HAVE SUFFICIENTLY prepared, you are now ready to present the data and arguments. However, you don’t just want to “unload” a mountain of data points on your interlocutor; if our goal is to have better conversations that change minds, we want to take people from where they are to where we want them to end up. That means meeting them where they are, then going from the “known” to the “unknown”. In other words, don’t talk over their heads in order to sound smart or intimidating (unless the situation calls for it). Instead, you want to begin where there is common ground.

My grandfather used to start off these types of conversations quite often by saying, “You and I both know that...” In my experience, this is a very effective place to start (even if you can’t use that exact phrase). For example, if you want to talk to someone about slavery in the Hebrew Bible, you might try to start your presentation with something like, “We both agree that slavery – the owning of other people as property – is not a good thing.” This puts you and your interlocutor on equal footing. Conversely, if you start off by saying, “Your God is grossly immoral because he endorsed slavery in the Old Testament”, you have already put your opponent on the defensive. Now, don’t get me wrong; you absolutely will need to get to the controversial aspects of the argument. But if you can begin with something on which you both agree – in my experience – you are much more likely to bring them along for the ride.

Similarly, you want to present the data in as “detached” a way as possible: detached from theological or moral conclusions, for example. If you are about to discuss the prophecy against Tyre in Ezekiel 26, you might not want to present the data in terms like it is a “failed prophecy” uttered by a “false prophet”. While these very well may be the conclusions, you want to hold off as long as possible in presenting it in that way. Similarly, if you are tackling divine commands of violence and genocide in the Old Testament, try to just present the data from passages like 1 Samuel 15, rather than attaching moral judgments to your statements. In an ideal situation, you want your opponent to draw these conclusions themselves. Present the data and hopefully they will connect the dots.

Propose, Don’t Try to Prove

IF WE ARE TRYING TO keep our interlocutor from going on the defensive and curling up like a turtle in their shell, we probably want to shy away, whenever possible, from statements like, “This is a clear contradiction!” Once you utter these words, your opponent automatically shifts gears and has only one goal in mind: to show that it is POSSIBLE that it is NOT a contradiction. For example, if you say, “Animals were created in Genesis 1 before humans, but after humans in Genesis 2. Contradiction!”, you will probably hear something like, “Isn’t it possible that Genesis 2 isn’t meant to be understood chronologically?” or “Couldn’t the animals in Genesis 2 be a different set of animals that God created later? Isn’t that possible?”

Instead, I suggest that you let them have the fact that it is possible that it is not a contradiction. Crazy, right? Why would we do that? I go back to Carnegie’s quote: “A man convinced against his will is of the same opinion still”.​[2] As long as they think it is possible, that will almost always be sufficient for them in such a confrontation. However, we want them to go beyond mere possibility. To get them there, I suggest laying out the data points, leaving aside the ultimate conclusions (moral or theological), and establishing what everyone agrees on. You can then have them deal with the question, “What is the most reasonable model that best accounts for these agreed-upon data points?” In other words, they will have to honestly engage with whether it is actually more reasonable to conclude that God created another set of animals in Genesis 2 that are referred to as “all the animals”.

In short, by granting that it is possible that X is true, this creates a dilemma for your interlocutor. It is not enough for them to just say that X is possible and move on; they now have to justify (if only to themselves) that X is the most reasonable position. In this way, we can potentially neutralize the “God’s Ways” or “Isn’t it possible...” arguments, as they would have to conclude that the most reasonable position is that God had “good reasons” for, let’s say, drowning innocent children and infants in a flood, rather than it being merely possible.

The Layout of This Book

IF OUR GOAL IS TO BE prepared to engage in meaningful conversations about the Old Testament, how will this book help us get there? As described above, the volumes in this series are divided into two primary sections: general background (chapters 1-3) and specific hot button issues (chapters 4-7).

Chapter one will continue the story of the Old Testament where we left off in Volume I. The narrative picks up with Joshua, following the death of Moses just outside of the land of Canaan. This chapter will follow Joshua into the land, doing battle with the Canaanites and taking over the land promised to the patriarchs. We will cover the period of the Judges, coalescing in the period of the United Monarchy, in which we will describe the events in the lives of Saul, David, and Solomon.

Chapter two will present an important section of ancient Near Eastern history, this time from the perspective of Egypt. Beginning in the Middle Kingdom, around the beginning of the second millennium B.C.E., we will cover the historical events that transpired from this period through much of the first millennium B.C.E.

In chapter three, we will turn to the archaeology of the conquest of Canaan under Joshua. To be clear... there is little to no archaeological evidence for the conquest. The archaeological data that we will investigate comes from the period and the region in which the conquest under Joshua was said to have taken place. Specifically, we will examine the archaeology of various cities that were said to have been conquered or destroyed during the conquest. Were these cities destroyed at that time? Were they even occupied? If not, this would call the historical reliability of the biblical accounts into question. If the conquest account as depicted in the Old Testament cannot be relied upon to accurately represent the early formation of ancient Israel, what do scholars think about the origins of Israel? We will survey the various theories that seek to answer the question of Israel’s origins.

Following these background chapters, we will move into specific hot button issues. In chapter four, we turn to the highly contested topic of the historicity of the Exodus from Egypt. What is the picture that the Old Testament presents, including both the events and their timing? Should it be dated to the mid-15th century B.C.E., or later in the 13th century B.C.E.? What is the historical and archaeological evidence that scholars work with in constructing their theories? We will attempt to put this contentious issue into perspective.

In chapter five, we deal with some of the thorny passages concerning divine commands of violence and genocide in the Old Testament. Why did God command the annihilation of people groups and was that actually the intent of the divine command? Was it “hyperbole”? Was God justified in giving such commands? How does violence function in both the Old and New Testaments? Finally, how has violence in the Old Testament carried over into modern society?

Chapter six will survey sexual crimes in the Hebrew Bible. What was adultery and who could commit it? What were the punishments suffered for committing adultery? What was considered “rape” in the Old Testament and what were the punishments for such a crime? Is the concept of rape in the Old Testament the same as our concept today? We will also compare the laws found in the Hebrew Bible to those of the wider ancient Near East to see if the biblical laws present a more progressive and morally superior legal mindset.

Finally, in chapter seven, we will address the common assumption that the Old Testament “plagiarized” other myths from the surrounding ancient Near Eastern cultures. When we view stories from ancient Mesopotamia and Ugarit, for example, we see that there is a great deal of similarity between the themes and language in these compositions and what is found in the Hebrew Bible. Is this ancient plagiarism, or should we be thinking about these connections in a more nuanced fashion?

Before we jump into the rest of the book, a few final points need to be made. First, I must warn the reader that this book contains references to rape and sexual assault. These are predominantly found in chapters six and seven, with references in both “The Period of the Judges” and the “David as King” sections of chapter one. The second point is that, while I try to place the Old Testament back into its cultural and historical context, this book is primarily attempting to address the belief held by some Christians that the Old Testament provides a solid moral and ethical framework for modern living. Some concepts touched on in the following chapters, such as marital rape, would have been anachronistic in the ancient world. That anachronism doesn’t mean that these concepts are moral or ethical in modern living. Finally, as with Volume I, all translations from the Old Testament contained within this book are my own!

It is my sincere hope that, after reading this book (and series), you will find yourself far better equipped to engage with people on these complex topics, not only with greater knowledge and confidence, but also with a strategy of sorts. If our goal is to convince people of the validity of our positions, we want to keep them engaged in such a way that they will not only listen to our arguments, but also feel comfortable realistically considering them.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Story of the Old Testament:
The Conquest to the Divided Monarchy
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Introduction

The thing we call the “Old Testament” is a complex compilation of books and can be quite confusing at times. People in academia and on social media debate about who wrote which book, when they wrote it, and how (or if) it was later updated and edited. Even the various genres are disputed; those that scholars can agree about are frequently unlike our own. Perhaps most problematic for the reader is that the overall storyline of the Old Testament is commonly interrupted by things like laws, admonitions, prophecies, and a wide variety of other non-narrative (though related) texts. In short, it can be very difficult to follow the actual story of the Hebrew Bible if you don’t know where to look.

Some might not worry too much about the story of the Old Testament... including many Christians. Why be concerned with the Old Testament? Sure, there are (apparently) some cool prophecies back there, that memorable story about Samson, millions of people leaving Egypt, and David killing Goliath with a sling. But why should Christians (and atheists, for that matter) be concerned with the overall narrative that the Old Testament tells? Unless we are looking for prophetic references to Jesus, or subtle references to him in places like the book of Genesis, what value does knowing the plot of the story have?

As you might imagine, I have rather strong feelings on these questions. Aside from the fact that I think that many parts of the Hebrew Bible are beautiful pieces of ancient literature, if one is interested in understanding and engaging with certain interpretations of the Bible that produce harmful and dangerous ideologies, then having a good grasp of the main storyline behind the largest section of the Christian Bible is extremely important. In fact, as an atheist or skeptic, it is (in my opinion) incredibly important that you have a working knowledge of the Old Testament narrative in order to effectively engage with problematic interpretations of this formative text.

In Volume I, we began this journey through the story of the Old Testament, beginning in Genesis 1 and the creation of the world. We covered what is known as the “primeval history”, which took us through the stories of Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, the flood of Noah, and ultimately to the Tower of Babel. We followed the lives of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and we watched as Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt, only to rise to power, ultimately bringing his family down to live with him. We saw the Israelites multiply in Egypt, becoming slaves in the land, until finally they were delivered by Yahweh in the Exodus. After wandering the wilderness for nearly 40 years, they eventually arrived at the border of the land of Canaan, and there Moses – the leader of Yahweh’s chosen people, the tribes of Israel – died. The story now continues here in Volume II with Moses’s successor, Joshua.

[image: image]

Figure 1. Map of Canaan showing the locations mentioned in this chapter.

Joshua and the Conquest of Canaan

MOSES HAS DIED, AND the torch is now passed on to the man who had faithfully served under Moses: Joshua. Yahweh comes to Joshua and tells him that he is to lead the people across the Jordan River and take the land of Canaan for their inheritance (Joshua 1). And what about the people living there? No problem; Yahweh will give Joshua and the people power over the indigenous Canaanites to annihilate and/or drive them out from their homes and property. But the promise that Israel will overcome their enemies comes with a warning: Joshua and the people must be sure to keep Yahweh’s laws (Joshua 1:7-8).

Still on the eastern side of the Jordan River, Joshua musters the troops, including the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of the tribe of Manasseh, whose inheritance is on the eastern side of the river. Even though their land has already been secured and their families and possessions can remain there, the fighting men are required to join the rest of the tribes and cross the Jordan to fight the inhabitants of Canaan. All the people agree to fall under Joshua’s command, and plans are made to enter into Canaan in three-day’s time.

In order to ensure that they have good information with which to make their battle plans, Joshua sends two spies into the land to scope it out, paying particular attention to the city of Jericho (Joshua 2:1). The two spies reach Jericho and enter the home of a prostitute named Rahab (what were they doing there we wonder? Probably not asking for directions, if you catch my drift...). Word gets out that foreign spies have come into the city, and the king learns that they are in Rahab’s house. He sends his men to take these two spies into custody, but Rahab hides them on her roof and tells the king’s men that the spies have escaped and are fleeing on foot. When the men give chase, she returns to the roof to tell the spies that the coast is clear. She reveals to them that she and all the people of the land are well aware of the Israelites and all the mighty things that they have done, and now they are terrified of what the Israelites will do to them. Because she has saved their lives and aided their escape, Rahab makes the spies swear that they will spare her and her family when they attack the city. The spies agree and swear an oath to her.

After the spies return, the people cross over the Jordan River into Canaan. In a dramatic move reminiscent of Moses leading the people through the Red Sea, the priests carry the ark of the covenant into the river, which immediately stops flowing, allowing the Israelites to go through. This direct parallel to Moses as leader further solidifies and sanctions Joshua as his successor. Yahweh commands Joshua to take 12 stones out of the riverbed and build a monument on the west side of the river at Gilgal. In addition, another stone monument is to be built in the river itself, in the spot where the priests have stood with the ark of the covenant. These are to function as a memorial for the people, reminding them of the miraculous event that Yahweh worked for them. As we might imagine, hearing of such a miracle terrifies the inhabitants of Canaan.

Yahweh then commands Joshua to circumcise the Israelite males (Joshua 5:1-9). Why? The text explains that all of the fighting men who left Egypt had been circumcised, but because of their unbelief, they had died off during the 40 years of wilderness wandering. This new generation now needs to be circumcised. Following this ritual, the people celebrate the Passover – commemorating their deliverance by Yahweh from slavery in Egypt – and they are now able to get their food from the land of Canaan. The moment they eat some of the Canaanite produce, the divine manna that had sustained them for decades in the desert ceases to appear (Joshua 5:11-12). In other words, Yahweh has provided food for them when there was no food to be had. Now that he has safely brought them to their destination and they can utilize the resources of Canaan, he no longer needs to provide food for them supernaturally.

At the end of chapter 5, somewhat out of the blue, we see an interesting encounter between Joshua and a divine military figure (Joshua 5:13-15). Joshua is in the vicinity of Jericho when he sees a man with a sword and demands to know whether he is a friend or an enemy. The figure responds that he is an officer of Yahweh and commands Joshua to remove his shoes, for the place is holy. If this sounds familiar, that’s because it is exactly what Yahweh had said to Moses in Exodus 3:5 at the burning bush. In fact, it is exactly the same command, almost word for word:


“Take your sandal off of your foot, because the place where you are standing is holy ground” (Joshua 5:15b).

“Take your sandals off your feet, because the place where you are standing is holy ground” (Exodus 3:5b).


The message for Joshua (and the reader) is clear: Joshua is the new Moses, and Yahweh will fight for Joshua and the Israelites as they initiate the process of dispossessing the inhabitants of Canaan, beginning with the city of Jericho.

As the first city in the land of Canaan to be conquered, Yahweh wants to make an example of Jericho. Joshua is commanded to take the people and march around the city once a day for six days. Then on the seventh day, they are to march around it seven times, then blow trumpets and shout, and the walls will fall down on their own. Joshua obeys and the walls of Jericho come down. Israel is commanded to dedicate everyone and everything in the city to Yahweh, killing everyone except for Rahab and her family, as she had hidden the spies. However, Achan, one of the Israelite soldiers, disobeys Yahweh’s command and takes some valuable items from Jericho and hides them under his tent. When Israel attacks the next city, Ai, they are rebuffed, and it comes to light that Achan has disobeyed and caused this defeat. Joshua kills Achan and his entire family, along with all his possessions. Joshua then turns again to attack Ai, this time successfully, utterly destroying the city.

Word continues to spread about the might of Israel, reaching the kings of Canaan, who band together to take a stand against Joshua and Israel (Joshua 9). However, the people of Gibeon, fearful for their lives, decide to trick Joshua into believing that they are not residents of Canaan, but are instead from a distant city outside of the region. They dress in old clothing and appear to have travelled from a great distance to reach the Israelite camp. Because Yahweh’s law allows for the Israelites to make vassal treaties with people outside of Canaan (Deuteronomy 20:10-14), Joshua establishes a treaty with the Gibeonites. Only after the treaty is ratified does Joshua realize that he has been duped; they are actually from Canaan. At this point it is too late; Joshua is bound to honor the agreement. Nevertheless, for their treachery Joshua forces the Gibeonites to serve as slaves of Israel in perpetuity (Joshua 9:20-27).

As a result of all of this, the coalition of Canaanite kings launches an attack against the city of Gibeon, because they had made a treaty with Israel (Joshua 10). Gibeon calls for Joshua to come to their aid, and Joshua attacks the coalition and drives them back. Yahweh even provides supernatural assistance, raining down large stones from the sky (Joshua 10:11). He even causes the sun to stand still in the sky for an entire day (Joshua 10:12-14). The five kings of the coalition flee and go into hiding in a cave. Joshua commands that they be sealed in their hiding place. He then turns and attacks the armies, who have turned and fled, killing a great many and leaving only a few survivors to retreat to their cities. Joshua then returns to where the five kings are trapped and executes them before the people. From there Israel embarks on a campaign of the southern part of Canaan, conquering city after city in the south, subduing the entire region before finally returning to Gilgal.

As you might imagine, upon seeing Joshua’s success in the south, another coalition forms in the north of Canaan, coming together to fight against Israel (Joshua 11). This coalition is led by the king of the city of Hazor. Yahweh commands Joshua to attack the coalition and after defeating the armies, Joshua leads the people to attack the individual northern cities, burning Hazor to the ground. Thus, both the regions in the south and the north of Canaan are taken by Joshua. We see this summary statement: “So Joshua took all the land, according to all that Yahweh had said to Moses, and Joshua gave it to Israel as an inheritance according to their divisions by tribes, and the land had rest from war” (Joshua 11:23).

The second half of the book of Joshua (chapters 13-24) is primarily concerned with the distribution of the land of Canaan to the various tribes of Israel. There is a recurring theme in these chapters: the different tribes drive out and kill many of the inhabitants... but not all of them. This will play a role in the narrative as we move forward. Toward the end of the book, after the land has been distributed, the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and the half tribe of Manasseh – those whose land is on the east side of the Jordan River – decide to build an altar to make sure that future generations know that their tribes are also a part of Israel. However, their motives are in no way clear to the rest of Israel, who march out to attack the eastern tribes for their unfaithfulness to Yahweh in worshipping other gods. Once the matter is explained, however, things settle down and everyone returns to their homes.

The book ends (chapter 23-24) with Joshua giving the now-settled nation of Israel a farewell address as he nears death. His speech reminds the people not only about the course of (often miraculous) events that brought them into the land of Canaan, but also of their responsibility to keep Yahweh’s covenant and not worship other gods. The people repeatedly agree to uphold their agreement with Yahweh, and Joshua sets up a monument to remind the people to be faithful to their God. At 110 years of age, Joshua dies, giving way to the period of continual confusion and rebellion that followed: the time of the judges.

The Period of the Judges

THE BOOK OF JUDGES presents the time following the conquest of the land of Canaan. Even a cursory reading of the book will reveal a very clear pattern in the narrative. First, the people rebel against Yahweh, forgetting the covenant that they have with him. Yahweh then curses them and sends enemies, plagues, and other such difficulties in order to draw them back to himself. The people eventually cry out to Yahweh in their suffering, and he responds by selecting a deliverer or “judge” to rescue the people from their problems. Following a period of stability and peace, complacency sets in, and the people again rebel against Yahweh. And so, the cycle repeats, culminating in a time when everyone did their own thing, which the story describes as each person doing what was “right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25b).

The opening of the book describes how the Israelites, following Joshua’s death, attempt to go and take various parts of their inherited land. However, they fail to completely drive out the inhabitants and instead begin to worship the gods of the land of Canaan. Yahweh then becomes enraged and swears that these remaining inhabitants (that the Israelites did not utterly destroy) will be a constant problem for them. Yahweh allows a Mesopotamian king to subjugate the Israelites and after eight years under his thumb, the people plead with Yahweh to deliver them. Yahweh has mercy on them and empowers Othniel (a judge) to rescue the people from their Mesopotamian overlord. Othniel then judges Israel for 40 years. After his death, however, the people immediately begin to do evil, and Yahweh brings more calamity against the nation.

This time, King Eglon of Moab is the tool used by Yahweh to punish Israel. After 18 years of subjugation to Moab, the people cry out, and Yahweh rescues them by sending a new judge, Ehud. Ehud goes to pay tribute to Eglon. Ehud tricks the king into being alone with him and stabs Eglon to death. Ehud then runs back and rallies the Israelites to attack Moab, and they defeat the Moabites, leading to peace in Israel for 80 years. Brief mention is made of Shamgar, who defeats a large group of Philistines on Israel’s behalf (Judges 3:31).

Following Ehud’s death, the people begin to sin again, and Yahweh allows the king of Hazor to subjugate them for 20 years. We then meet Deborah. While judging Israel, she calls for a man named Barak, telling him that Yahweh wants him to go and fight the king of Hazor and deliver his people. He responds that he will go, but only if she comes with him. When Israel attacks, the commander of the army of Hazor, Sisera, flees and is invited into the tent of a woman named Jael. Although Jael is an ally of Sisera and the army of Hazor, she secretly drives a tent peg through Sisera’s head while he is resting in her tent. When Barak arrives, she presents the dead body of Sisera to him. Following Hazor’s defeat, Israel is at peace for another 40 years.

As you might guess, the nation of Israel eventually begins to do what is evil in the sight of Yahweh, and he allows the Midianites to subjugate them for 17 years (Judges 6:1). When Israel calls out to Yahweh for help, he appoints Gideon as the next judge to deliver them. Yahweh sends his messenger to inform Gideon of his new role, and Gideon is understandably confused: he is essentially a nobody in Israel. This, of course, is the reason Yahweh has chosen him – to show the great extent of Yahweh's power. After a series of miraculous tests, Gideon is convinced of the divine origin of the messenger. Gideon therefore concludes that, with Yahweh’s help, he will indeed be able to deliver Israel from the Midianites.

Gideon and his men prepare to do battle with the Midianites, but Yahweh tells him that the number of fighting men that he has mustered is too high. Gideon has managed to conscript 32,000 men; to pare down that number, Yahweh has Gideon perform a series of tests, which whittles down the fighting force to only 300 men. Gideon then arms each soldier with a torch and an empty pitcher, which is used to cover the torch. They encircle the enemy at night, who is encamped in a valley, and at the prescribed moment, they break the pitchers, expose the torch, blow horns, and shout, “A sword for Yahweh and for Gideon!” The Midianites wake up in alarm, ostensibly assume they are surrounded, and in all the confusion, begin to attack one another; the army is then easily defeated. Following this victory, Gideon judges Israel for the next 40 years.

The cycle continues. When Gideon dies, Israel again begins to sin. Gideon has seventy sons, one of whom is born of a concubine slave. That son, Abimelech, wants to increase his status and assume rule in the city of Shechem. He persuades the people of the city to support his takeover, and after killing his seventy brothers, Abimelech takes command. Yahweh allows him to rule for only three years (rather than the normal 40 years that we have seen several times already). A rival claimant, Gaal, attempts to wrest control from Abimelech, and Abimelech becomes so enraged that he launches a series of attacks against the city of Shechem itself, seemingly killing at random in his anger. While attacking a particular part of the city, a woman throws a large stone down and crushes his skull. Before he dies, Abimelech tells his armor bearer to kill him quickly, so that he does not die at the hands of a woman. Upon his death Abimelech’s followers disperse.

Following Abimelech’s death, we see Tola judging Israel for 23 years and Jair for 22 (Judges 10:1-5). As expected, upon Jair’s death, the Israelites again turn to other gods, and Yahweh brings judgment upon them – this time at the hands of the Ammonites. After being oppressed for 18 years, the Israelites cry out for help, and Jephthah is chosen by Yahweh to deliver the people. However, he makes a hasty vow that, if Yahweh would give him victory over the Ammonites, he will offer the first thing that comes out of his house to greet him upon his return home. After winning the victory, Jephthah approaches his house and sees his only child – his daughter – coming out to meet him. Jephthah is overcome with grief, but his daughter tells him that he must fulfill his vow, and she is ultimately sacrificed to Yahweh.

After Jephthah judges Israel for six years, he dies, giving way to Ibzan, who judges for seven years. After Ibzan, Elon judges for ten years, then Abdon for eight. After Abdon’s death, Israel again begins to sin, and Yahweh hands them over to the Philistines for 40 years (Judges 13:1). A couple is then visited by Yahweh’s messenger, who tells them that they are going to have a son, whom they name Samson. He will have tremendous power, but his parents are told that he is never to cut his hair. Samson was incredibly strong, and the story tells of his many amazing feats of strength. Samson was not always the most moral judge and after some questionable activities involving women, he falls for a woman named Delilah. The Philistines devise a plan to have Delilah learn the secret of Samson’s great strength: his hair (Judges 16:17). Eventually Samson tells her, and the Philistines shave his head, taking away his strength. They capture him, pluck out his eyes, and put him in prison. After some time they set him on display in the midst of a large gathering of Philistines. Samson’s hair, by now, has begun to grow back, and he asks to lean up against the pillars of the building. He prays that Yahweh would give him strength one last time to kill his enemies. Yahweh restores his power, and Samson pushes the pillars over, bringing down the building on himself and his enemies, killing approximately 3,000 Philistines.

Samson is the last of the “delivering” judges of Israel. Following his death, the book of Judges describes a period of fragmentation and moral decline. There is no king, and everyone is doing essentially whatever they want. Olson says it this way: 


“The stories of chaps. 17-21 conclude the book of Judges with a portrait of Israel in religious and social chaos. The gradual decline in the individual judge stories from the ideal of Othniel in chap. 3 to the tragic judgeships of Jephthah and Samson in chaps. 10-16 ends in chaps. 17-21 with Israel’s near disintegration as a covenant community of God”.​[3]


In chapter 17, a man named Micah creates a shrine and sets up a small place of worship, which is overseen by one of his sons, who serves as a priest. Micah goes so far as to hire a Levite priest in an attempt to legitimate his own priesthood. A group of Danites (people from the tribe of Dan) are traveling around trying to find land to settle on, and they stumble upon Micah’s place of worship. Upon returning home, they report that the land where Micah lives is good, and they muster 600 men to go take it. They also take Micah’s idol, goods, and even his Levite priest. Micah runs after them and complains about what they are doing and is threatened in return. The group of Danites then attacks a nearby city and burns it, then sets up the idol and a full priesthood there, naming the city Dan.

Chapter 18 tells the story of another Levite who takes a concubine; she leaves him, however, and returns to her father’s house. The Levite goes after her in order to get her back, and he stays with her and her father for five days. The Levite and his concubine eventually leave in the evening and come to Gibeah – a city of the tribe of Benjamin. However, no one invites them into their home, so they sleep in the city square. An old man sees them there and invites them into his home. In a manner reminiscent of the story of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19, men of the city come during the night and demand to have sex with the Levite guest. Instead, the Levite turns his concubine over to the group to be gang raped all night long. In the morning, she stumbles back to the house and dies on the doorstep.

The Levite callously loads her body onto his donkey, makes the trip back home, and then cuts her up into twelve pieces and sends individual pieces to various places in Israel. The visceral message galvanizes Israel, and the scandalized tribes muster troops to go and punish the city of Gibeah and the renegade tribe of Benjamin. This ultimately leads to a civil war and a devastating defeat for the tribe of Benjamin. The people swear to never give their daughters in marriage to the Benjaminite men. However, they eventually feel compassion for the tribe and come up with another plan to get wives for them. They learn that a group of men did not join them earlier in the battle, so they go and kill these pacifists and take 400 virgin women from among them to give to the men of Benjamin. However, this is not enough to provide for all the Benjaminites. The men are instructed to go into the vineyards and wait for the virgins of Shiloh to come out, then snatch them and take them to Benjamin for wives. This will allow the men of Shiloh to be innocent of breaking the oath to withhold marriage of their daughters to the Benjaminites, yet still provide wives for the Benjaminite tribe. Eventually, things settle down and everyone returns to their cities.

Samuel the Prophet and King Saul

AS THE BOOK OF 1 SAMUEL opens, we see a man named Elkanah, who has two wives: Hannah and Peninnah. Peninnah is able to bear children, while Hannah is not. Hannah goes to the city of Shiloh to worship Yahweh and to pray for a child, saying that if Yahweh will answer her prayer, she will dedicate her son to his service. The priest Eli tells her that Yahweh will grant her request, and nine months later she bears a son: Samuel. After a period of time, she takes him to Eli the priest and dedicates him to Yahweh’s service. Eli has two sons serving as priests – Hophni and Phinehas – who are routinely performing their duties in a way that displeases Yahweh. Although Eli attempts to correct his sons, Yahweh reveals to him that both Hophni and Phinehas will die on the same day (1 Samuel 2:34).

Meanwhile, Samuel is growing up, and one night Yahweh calls out to him; however, Samuel thinks that it is Eli calling him. Eventually Eli realizes it is the voice of Yahweh calling to Samuel, and he gives him instructions on what to do when he hears the voice again. Yahweh tells Samuel that judgment is coming upon Eli and his family – a message that Samuel eventually (reluctantly) reveals to Eli. As Samuel grows up, Yahweh continues to support him, and he becomes well known in all Israel as a prophet.

In 1 Samuel 4, we see the Israelites and the Philistines at war with one another, and Israel is losing the fight. As a last resort, the Israelites go to the city of Shiloh and get the sacred ark of the covenant to take it into battle, thinking this would guarantee Yahweh’s presence with them and secure their victory. However, it does nothing to support them, and the Philistines not only defeat Israel, but they capture the ark itself. In the battle, both Hophni and Phineas die. When the news of their deaths, the disastrous defeat of Israel, and the loss of the ark reaches Eli, he falls out of his chair, breaks his neck, and dies.

Meanwhile, the Philistines take the ark to Ashdod, to the temple of their god, Dagon. In the morning, the residents of the city find that the idol of Dagon has fallen down in front of the ark, so they set it back up. The following morning they find it face down again, this time with its hands broken off. Yahweh then begins to inflict the residents of Ashdod with disease, and they decide to send the ark away to the city of Gath, which suffers similar afflictions. The Gathites then send it to Ekron, another Philistine city. Ultimately, it is determined that it would be better to send the ark back to Israel along with an offering to Yahweh, in order to (hopefully) appease him.

The time then comes for Israel to turn from their wicked ways and be delivered from their suffering. Samuel commands everyone to turn back to Yahweh from worshipping other gods. After they repent, Yahweh delivers them from the Philistines (1 Samuel 7). Samuel then judges Israel, and when he is an old man, his sons take on responsibilities judging the nation. Unfortunately, his children are wicked, and the people begin to complain to Samuel, telling him to anoint a king over them, like all the nations around them.

If you remember, the book of Judges concludes with every man doing what is “right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25b). The complete verse, however, reads, “In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes”. Who should have been ruling over Israel? Yahweh! But if we learned anything from the time of the Judges, it was that Israel did not want him to rule over them. Thus, when they ask for a king, Yahweh tells Samuel to do as the people request, because they have not rejected Samuel, but Yahweh himself. Samuel concedes, but he warns the people of all the things that a king will do to them. Notwithstanding, the people insist, and ultimately Saul – a tall and handsome man – is made king over Israel (1 Samuel 9-12).

Beginning his reign at 40 years of age, Saul finds himself at war with the Philistines. He assembles the Israelites for battle, and the Philistines amass their army as well. The Israelites realize that they are outmatched and hide themselves in fear, except for Saul and the men with him. For seven days Saul waits for Samuel to come and offer sacrifices to Yahweh before they engage in battle, but Samuel doesn’t show. The men become more uneasy, and taking matters into his own hands, Saul offers the sacrifices himself. As soon as he does, however, Samuel appears, reprimanding him for disobeying Yahweh in making the sacrifices himself. As punishment, the kingdom will be taken from Saul.

Saul’s son, Jonathan, eventually decides to attack a part of the Philistine army on his own; he and his armor bearer – without telling Saul – go and defeat a group of soldiers. This sets off a bit of a chain reaction, resulting in the Israelites defeating the Philistines. Even upon securing this victory, however, Saul makes some foolish decisions, which are emphasized in the narrative (1 Samuel 14:24-46). In other words, the narrative does not paint Saul in a positive light.

This brings us to a well-known story of Saul and the Amalekites in 1 Samuel 15. Remember, up to this point in the story, Saul has done several unwise things, and Yahweh has said that the kingdom will eventually be taken from him. Samuel comes to Saul and explains that Yahweh wants him to wipe out the Amalekites because of what they had done to the Israelites when they were coming up out of Egypt (Exodus 17:8-16). The command is to annihilate everyone, including men, women, children, infants, and the animals. Instead of killing everyone, however, Saul keeps the king – Agag – alive as a captive, along with the best of the animals.

Yahweh tells Samuel that he regrets having made Saul king, as he has not obeyed him. Samuel then goes to Saul and rebukes him for sparing the king and the animals. In spite of Saul’s (rather pragmatic) defense of his actions and his pleas for forgiveness, Samuel informs him that he has been rejected by Yahweh as king. In dramatic fashion, as Samuel turns to leave, Saul grabs hold of his robe and it tears. Samuel turns and says that Yahweh has “torn” the kingdom away from Saul. If the reader were in doubt of how Saul had failed in his mission with the Amalekites, the narrative describes Samuel then turning to Agag, the Amalekite king that had been spared, and executing him. There is no question that the divine command to annihilate the Amalekites was not an exaggeration in the story; Samuel had to finish the job that Saul foolishly, selfishly failed to complete.

The story now turns to David, who will be the true king over Israel. Samuel travels to Bethlehem and anoints David, the youngest of all his brothers, as king. The narrative then begins to bring David into contact with Saul – the true king interacting with the sitting, but rejected, king. Saul is troubled, and his servants recommend a young man from Bethlehem to come and play a harp for him to soothe his mood. Saul, of course, knows nothing of David’s clandestine anointing as king.

In time, the Philistines and Israelites again draw up battle lines against one another (1 Samuel 17), and a Philistine giant, Goliath, challenges any of the Israelites to single combat. David, the small, young boy, goes to the front line to support the troops. When he hears Goliath cursing Yahweh, he becomes righteously indignant and resolves to go and fight the giant. Running at Goliath, he takes a stone from his pouch and puts it into a sling. David has become quite skilled with the sling as a shepherd, and from a distance he slung a stone, striking Goliath in the forehead. With the giant down, David picks up Goliath’s sword and cuts off his head. The Philistines then flee in terror, and the Israelites pursue them and take plunder.

The story then turns to the tension developing between David and Saul. First, David becomes intimately close with Jonathan, Saul’s son and heir. The women of the city sing a song that compares David and Saul: “Saul has struck down his thousands, but David his ten thousands” (1 Samuel 18:7b). Of course, this in no way endears David to Saul, prompting the king to make an attempt on David’s life. It becomes clear, however, that the people love David, and Saul changes his strategy: he will make him his son-in-law, as well as a commander in the army. In this way, it will be the Philistines (and not Saul) that will kill David. As dowry for Michal, Saul’s daughter, the king tells David to bring him 100 foreskins of Philistine men, assuming that David will be killed in his attempt to comply. Yahweh is with David, however, and Saul’s plans are foiled.

In frustration, Saul finally tells his son and his servants to kill David. Jonathan, however, loves David, and helps him escape, provoking the anger of Saul (1 Samuel 19-20). As he escapes, David comes to the city of Nob, where the priest Ahimelech lives, and David tells him that Saul has sent him on an urgent, secret mission. Ahimelech gives David bread and the sword of Goliath as provisions. David then flees and goes to the Philistine city of Gath. Out of fear, David pretends to be a madman, and he is able to escape to a cave. When people hear that he is there, many go out to serve him. These are individuals that are either in difficulty or in debt, or those who are generally discontent with their lives. These form a motley crew of brigands, numbering around 400 men. David and his crew then return to Judah and camp out in the forest.

Upon learning of David’s return, Saul demands to know any information about anyone who has conspired against the king. One of Saul’s servants, Doeg, who had been in Nob when David
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