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	Few nations possess a history as fascinating and singular as Israel's — comparing it to any other country's past is nearly impossible, given how truly one-of-a-kind its story is. Any meaningful exploration of this multifaceted subject must begin in biblical times, since the Jewish faith has profoundly shaped the nation's trajectory across the ages. The story of Judaism begins with the Patriarchs — Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — who are recognized as both the physical and spiritual forebears of the Jewish people. Their lineage carries forward to this day under that same name.

	Strictly speaking, however, labeling Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as Jews would be historically inaccurate, since the terms "Judaism" and "Jews" did not come into use until many centuries afterward. Furthermore, the Hebrews do not appear in recorded history until the reign of Merneptah, who ruled Egypt from 1224 to 1211 BC. The son of Ramses I — who reigned from 1290 to 1224 BC — sat on the Egyptian throne during the time of the Hebrew exodus. In 1220 BC, Merneptah conducted a military campaign throughout Asia, and among the peoples he listed as conquered were the Israelites, who at the time were living in Canaan.

	Prior to this official historical record, the only accounts of the Hebrews come from the Hebrews themselves, specifically in Genesis chapters 12 through 50. According to their own telling, Hebrew origins trace back to the patriarchs — most notably Abraham, who was followed by Isaac and Jacob, as noted above. Genesis identifies Abraham's homeland as Mesopotamia. Scholars have found it difficult to pin down exact dates for the patriarchal era, largely because Genesis was composed more than a thousand years after the events it describes. Even so, most historians place this period somewhere between 1950 and 1500 BC.

	According to the patriarchal narratives, Abraham was singled out by Yahweh as his chosen one among all peoples of the earth. Abraham had been living in Haran, a city in northern Mesopotamia, and was a man devoted to seeking truth. It was for this reason that Yahweh chose to make himself known to Abraham, calling on him to gather his family and journey to a new land.

	Historians place Abraham's migration at around 1950 BC, a period during which the surrounding region was in significant decline. As Abraham traveled westward, he paused at Shechem, where Yahweh appeared to him again and promised that this land would belong to Abraham and his descendants. The special status of the Jewish people is rooted in Abraham's unwavering faith and obedience to Yahweh — demonstrated most powerfully when he was called to offer his own son as a sacrifice, a trial he endured, with his son ultimately being spared.

	The patriarchal stories can be understood as the very cornerstone of the Hebrew worldview regarding their own history. Central to these stories is the belief that Elohim — the Hebrew word for God — has a defined purpose for the Hebrew people and intends to work through them to bring it to fruition. To this end, Elohim entered into a covenantal bond with the Hebrews, the descendants of Abraham, pledging to watch over and direct them in return for their faithfulness.

	The Early Hebrew Were Nomads

	Early historical accounts also describe the ancient Hebrews as a nomadic people — wandering tribal groups operating according to the familiar logic of tribal organization. Their communities revolved around kinship, with a clearly defined and rigid hierarchical structure based on family lineage.

	Their bond with Yahweh mirrored this kinship framework. The special relationship with God was exclusive to Abraham's descendants, functioning much like a family covenant rather than a universal one.

	Another trait that emerges clearly from the record of the early Hebrews is the extent of their wandering. These tribal groups ranged broadly across Palestine and the surrounding deserts, eventually making their way even into Egypt. At one point, the Hebrews relocated to Egypt in pursuit of a more secure and prosperous existence. In time, however, the descendants of Abraham found themselves enslaved by the Egyptians, a bondage that lasted for centuries before they finally settled in Canaan — the region that corresponds to modern-day Israel.

	Exodus and the Settlement

	The Jews endured 400 years of captivity in Egypt before Moses led them out of bondage. According to the biblical account, sometime between the 13th and 12th centuries BCE, Moses was divinely appointed to bring his people out of Egypt and guide them toward the promised land. For forty years, they wandered through the desert.

	That long journey through the wilderness was the crucible in which a scattered people were forged into a unified nation. During this same period, they received the Torah — also known as the Pentateuch — which contained the Ten Commandments along with a wide body of laws and principles that laid the groundwork for their monotheistic faith.

	The exodus from Egypt was a transformative event that left an enduring imprint on the Jewish people's collective identity and historical memory. Their flight from bondage came to represent something far greater — a timeless symbol of the pursuit of freedom and liberation. This is precisely why the Jewish people continue to observe Passover (Pesach), the Feast of the Tabernacles (Sukkot), and Pentecost (Shavuot) each year, all of which commemorate the events they experienced during that defining chapter of their history.

	The two centuries that followed were characterized by the gradual conquest of the land now known as Israel. As the people transitioned into farmers and craftsmen, the nation's economy began to take shape and strengthen. War and peace alternated in cycles, with the people governed by figures known as judges — a rather distinctive form of leadership for that era. These judges were typically selected based on their abilities in military command, political governance, and broader leadership.

	This unconventional system of authority, however, left the nation vulnerable to the Philistines, a seafaring people originating from Asia Minor. The threat posed by the Philistines made it clear that a more centralized ruler was needed — one who could unite the disparate tribes and secure the nation's standing on a permanent footing.

	One of the defining characteristics that set the Jews apart from surrounding peoples was their unwavering monotheistic devotion to Yahweh. The Mosaic covenant between Yahweh and his people formed the very bedrock of Israel's identity. To strengthen and unify this faith, the Tabernacle and its associated rituals served as a binding force among the tribes.

	The central sanctuary functioned as the focal point of tribal life for the Hebrews, the sacred place where the people gathered to worship Yahweh. Yet the fragile and informal alliances between the tribes gave way to internal conflict under the judges, which only underscored the urgent need for a unifying leader capable of rallying the tribes against outside threats. That unification would eventually come in the form of a monarchy.

	
Chapter 2: The Israelites in Palestine and the Monarchy

	The first monarch of the Israelites was Saul, who rose to power around 1020 BCE. He effectively addressed the problem of fractured tribal governance by bringing the tribes together under a single national identity. Under his leadership, both the Philistines and the Ammonites were defeated. Saul, however, fell in battle around 1000 BCE, and David succeeded him on the throne.

	David, the second king of Israel, played a defining role in the history of the Jewish people and of Israel as a nation. It was he who forged what could rightly be called a modest empire, capturing Jerusalem and establishing it as both the political and spiritual heart of the kingdom.

	Around 990 BCE, King David dealt a decisive blow to the Philistines and went on to bring three Hebrew states east of the Jordan River under his control. He also extended his influence further eastward, gaining authority over the nomadic tribes along the Syrian River. Beyond military conquest, David reorganized the country with impressive efficiency, drawing on the Egyptian administrative model as his guide. He was a devoted follower of the Torah's traditions and, notably, also conducted a formal census of the population.

	David's relentless campaign against the Philistines effectively eliminated them as a threat to the nation's security — they never again dared to challenge Israel. He also absorbed several smaller kingdoms that lay along Israel's borders.

	Solomon — the Israelite King Who Built the First Temple of Jerusalem

	Another towering figure in Israel's history
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