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Judges 9-21

Then the sons of Israel again did evil in the sight of the LORD, 
served the Baals and the Ashtaroth, the gods of Aram, the 
gods of Sidon, the gods of Moab, the gods of the sons of 

Ammon, and the gods of the Philistines; thus they forsook the 
LORD and did not serve Him. 

The anger of the LORD burned against Israel, and He sold 
them into the hands of the Philistines and into the hands of the 

sons of Ammon. (10:6-7)
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Judges 9-21

• (5a) Abimelech
• 9 Shechem (tower, stela, 

inner chamber, destruction)
• 9:50 Thebez (millstone)
• (6) Tola
• (7) Jair
• (8) Jephthah
• (9) Ibzan
• (10) Elon
• (11) Abdon
• (12) Samson

• 14 Timnah (map, Tel Batash)
• 15 Etam
• 16 Gaza
• 16 Sorek Valley
• 16 Dagon’s Temple
• 18 Danite migration
• 20 Benjamnite slingers
• 21 The Valley of the Dance
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(5a) Abimelech
• Abimelech Son of Gideon. After his father's death Abimelech (9:1-5), son of Jerubbaal 

conspired with his mother's clan, who must have had considerable influence in Shechem. 
The Shechemites gave him with 70 silver sh from  the treasury of Baal-berith, with which 
Abimelech hired desperate men and, returning to Ophrah with them, killed all his brothers 
save Jotham, the youngest, who hid himself.

• At a general assemblage of the men of Shechem and the house of Millo (the citadel in 
Shechem) Abimelech was declared king, ca. 1108-1105. Jotham rebuked them in his 
famous parable of the trees choosing a king (9:6-21).

• Judgment against Abimelech was not long delayed, for in 3 years God sent an evil spirit 
between him and the Shechemies and they ambushed in the mountains and robbed all that 
passed, probably to discredit the government, or to waylay Abimelech himself. The 
insurgents found a leader in Gaal, the son of Ebed.

• Zebul of Shechem, told Abimelech of the revolt. Gaal was met and defeated by Abimelech, 
and prevented by Zebul from entering the city. The next day, when the people went out into 
the field, possibly to continue their vine dressing, Abimelech and two companies of troops 
killed them. His remaining company seized the city gates. After fighting against the city all 
day he took it, destroyed it utterly, and strewed it with salt (9:30-45).

• The leaders of Shechem took refuge in the city's tower, then went to the temple of Baal-
berith (El-Berith, NIV) for safety at the sanctuary of their god from the vengeance of 
Abimelech. Abimelech brought wood from Mt Zalmon and set the building on fire. About 
one thousand men and women perished (9:46-49).

• When Abimelech besieged Thebez, besieged the town, and took it. A woman threw a piece 
of millstone  from a strong tower where the villagers were taking refuge, crushing his skull. 
After Abimelech's death his army was dissolved. Thus God repaid the wickedness of 
Abimelech, which he had done to his father, in killing his seventy brothers (9:56).

#Slide 51
#Slide 51
#Slide 51
#Slide 55
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(5a) Jg 9 Shechem
• Then Abimelech and the company who was 

with him dashed forward and stood in the 
entrance of the city gate; the other two 
companies then dashed against all who were 
in the field and slew them. Abimelech fought 
against the city all that day, and he captured 
the city and killed the people who were in it; 
then he razed the city and sowed it with salt. 
(9:44-45)

• Shechem (T. Balata, nr mod. Nablus) Loc at 
a crossroads between Mt Ebal and Mt 
Gerizim in the hill country of Ephraim, 66km 
N of Jerusalem. About ⅓ of the tell is 
covered by modern buildings, but the rest of 
the area is accessible to archaeologists. 
Significant remains are: city gates, a city wall, 
a temple (or temples), housing and a 
granary, dating to various occupation phases 
from the MB II (c. 1900) up to the Hellenistic 
period.). 

• The Tower (migdal) Temple or Fortress-
Temple was discovered in 1926 by the 
German excavator Ernst Sellin. 
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(5a) Jg 9 Shechem (tower)
• When all the leaders of the tower of Shechem heard of it, they 

entered the inner chamber of the temple of El-berith. (9:46)
• References to the temple of Baal-Berith (v 4), Beth-Millo (vv 6, 

20), temple of their god (v 27), tower of Shechem (vv.46, 49) 
and temple of El-Berith (v 46) all appear to be to the same 
Fortress-Temple at Shechem. Berith is the Heb. for covenant, 
so the temple was for Baal of the covenant, apparently an 
epithet for El-berith [9:46]), 

• The date of the large impressive Fortress-Temple on the 
acropolis of Shechem is a problem. Wright and Bull dated its 
building to end MB IIC (1650–1550), calling it Temple 1 but 
believed it lasted only about 100 years, to be replaced by a 
new temple (Temple 2). 

• Temple 1 as the temple of ch 9 was a real Migdal Temple, 
large enough to hold a thousand people (Lawrence Stager 
2003; 1999). Stager believes Temple 2 is wholly illusory, and 
Temple 1 lasted well into IR I (1200–1000), covering the 
period of the Judges, and was not destroyed until about 1100 
(by Abimelech) (n). 

• The largest temple yet found in Canaan, it measures 21.2 x 
26.3m, and has foundations 5.1m thick that supported a 
multistoried superstructure of mud bricks and timber. 

• To its front was a courtyard in which was a large 2.2 x 1.65m, 
H:35cm, rectangular altar made of earth and stone,  6.5m E of 
the entrance. Such a sizable open-air altar was probably 
meant for animal sacrifice.

• On the E, two towers containing stairwells to the upper stories 
flanked the entrance. Inside, two rows of columns, 3 in each 
row, divided the space into a nave and two side aisles (cf. vv. 
46-49). The sacred precinct was converted into a grain 
storage area. The former temple and its surroundings were 
riddled with pits, some bell-shaped and more likely used for 
grain storage than for a sacred grove. The summit provided 
good drainage for the subterranean silos.

Temple 1, an impressive fortress-temple in the sacred area, 
found by G Ernest Wright, fits the description of the Shechem 
temple in Jg 9, except that he believed it had been disused long 
before this period. Lawrence Stager now believes that Wright 
was misled by two walls, (5703, 5704), which were actually part 
of a later building (plan R) and there was no Temple 2. Temple 
1 was in use well into the period of the Judges and was the site 
of Abimelech’s massacre. 

Shechem’s sacred area/Lee Ellenberger/Courtesy Edward F. 
Campbell of the Drew-McCormick Expedition. 
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(5a) Jg 9 Shechem (tower)

Based on a drawing by Daniel S. Wright, this 
artist’s reconstruction of the Fortress-temple does 
not show the slabs which flanked the temple 
entrance.

Ruins of Shechem 
(BAR/David Harris)

A white slab, called a 
masseba, marks the 
approach to a mighty 
temple that once 
stood at Shechem 
(BAR/David Harris)
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(5a) Jg 9 Shechem (stela)
• All the men of Shechem and all Beth-millo assembled together, and they 

went and made Abimelech king, by the oak of the pillar which was in 
Shechem. (9:6)

• About 1.8m E of the altar in the Temple courtyard stood an enormous 
stela of shaped limestone, called Masseba 1 (a cultic standing stone), 
W:1.5m,T:42cm, H: 1.5m, although in antiquity it was probably twice that 
height, to judge from the proportions of known stelae. Two smaller stelae 
(Massebot 2 and 3) flanked the entrance to the temple.

• The likeliest place for Abimelech’s anointing would have been on the 
acropolis of Shechem, in the courtyard of the Temple of El-berith; i.e. 
beside Masseba 1.

• No inscription on Masseba 1 has survived. But the size, shape and above 
all the quality of preparation of the great slab stela suggest that it was 
once plastered and then painted over with an elaborate inscription.

• The two stelae flanking the entrance to the temple probably also bore 
inscriptions on a plaster coating. Obviously, the inscriptions were not 
engraved; otherwise some traces of incised letters would have survived.

• Abimelech’s Oak-of-the-Pillar obviously has not survived, but could have 
been the same sacred tree as the “Oracular Oak” (’elon moreh), which 
grew in the sacred place (maqom) of Shechem during the era of the 
Patriarchs (12:6). (The word maqom can refer to a site in general, to a 
sacred place, to a shrine or to a temple.) 

• Groves and gardens were key features of sacred areas in ANE. Literary 
and iconographic evidence show that temples commonly had gardens 
around them or nearby e.g. behind the twin temples at LBA Emar in 
Syria, was an open-air courtyard or esplanade with a large sacrificial altar 
and numerous pits, very probably for a sacred grove.

The great white masseba, today 
only about half its original 3m 
height, still meets visitors to 
Shechem’s fortress-temple. It had 
two smaller counterparts, which 
flanked the temple entrance. 
(BAR/Garo Nalbandian)
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(5a) Jg 9 Temple (inner chamber)
• When all the leaders of the tower of Shechem heard of it, they 

entered the inner chamber of the temple of El-berith. (9:46)
• The seriah is sometimes translated as “the stronghold” of the 

Temple of El-berith. The word remains a conundrum (it appears 
only one other time in 1 Sa13:6). Some scholars have interpreted 
seriah to mean a rockcut tunnel or chamber. Taking into 
consideration the context of ch 9, Stager (n) suggests that seriah 
refers to the corridors or ambulatory inside the walls that 
surrounded Shechem’s temple on 3 sides. 

• It seems unlikely that the 5.1m-thick foundation wall of the temple 
rose 2-3 stories high as solid walls. More likely, the side walls 
consisted of parallel interior and exterior walls with room enough 
between them for corridors (analogous with the 3-storey rooms 
attached to Solomon’s Temple (1 Ki 6–7). At ’Ain Dara temple in 
Syria, the outer stone walls are 5.5m thick at the base. Parallel 
walls once built several stories high on the thick stone socles 
(base) still stand high enough to create corridors 2-2.5m wide on 3 
sides of the temple. Access to the ambulatory was through a side 
door of the great portico at the front of the building.

• Such doors could have led into one or both of the great towers that 
flanked the entrance to the Fortress-Temple at Shechem. At 
ground level the corridor would have the appearance of a rather 
dark, narrow tunnel. Stairwells in the temple towers led to upper 
stories. Like the “side rooms” of Solomon’s Temple (see 1 Ki 6:6), 
the interior of the corridors at the upper levels of Shechem’s 
Fortress-Temple would have become increasingly more spacious 
as the load-bearing side walls became narrower. 

• If this were the seriah to which the elite of Shechem fled to escape 
Abimelech in ch 9, smoke from bonfires at the entrance of the 
corridors would have suffocated many of the people crowded 
inside; bonfires laid up against the outer walls of the temple would 
have roasted the rest,

Photo: Peter Grunwald/DAI-Berlin 
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Jg 9 Shechem (destruction)
• East Gate The city gate where Gaal, the leader of the opposition force, and Zebal, 

governor of Shechem, observed the approach of Abimelech’s forces (vv 34–40) was 
excavated on the E side of the site. Facing the agricultural fields to the E, it is a two-
entryway gate with a paved courtyard 8.0m x 6.55m between the two entryways. 

• On either side of the courtyard are guardrooms with stairways leading to upper stories. 
To enter, one approached from the S along a cobbled street, turned left, and passed 
through the two entryways 3.4m wide, c. 6.5m apart.

• Destruction Level Abimelech destroyed the city and scattered salt over it (v 45) as a 
sign of its permanent devastation 

• Abundant evidence was found throughout the site that a violent destruction had 
occurred at the time of Abimelech (Seger 1997: 22; Toombs 1993: 1347; 1992: 
1178,1184; 1979: 70, 71, 72, 73, 78; 1976:58, 59; 1972: 106; Wright 1967: 364; 1965: 
101–102). Wood from a surrounding hill was used (n). 

• Lawrence Toombs, one of the excavators of Shechem, described the devastation as 
follows (1979: 73): The IR I city underwent violent destruction, which obliterated its 
buildings and left the site a wilderness of ruins. At the time of its destruction, the culture 
of the city was fully developed. The end of the IR I city is almost certainly to be 
attributed to its capture by Abimelech (ch 9). 

• This destruction is dated to c. 1125-1100, in excellent agreement with the Biblical time 
frame. The site then lay abandoned for some 100 years until it was rebuilt in the 10th c,  
the time of the United Monarchy. 
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(5a) Jg 9:50 Thebez

• Then Abimelech went to Thebez, and he camped against Thebez 
and captured it…(9:50)

• Thebez (meaning unknown) Fortified city of Manasseh about 21 km 
SW of Beth Shean (Scythopolis). Here Abimelech was killed by a 
woman who dropped a millstone on his head (9:50-54).

• The strong tower (9:51) could have been the tallest house or public 
building in the city, perhaps located conveniently along the edge of 
town and using the city wall to support and fortify it. These buildings 
served multiple purposes. From here, defenders could easily hurl 
rocks, slingstones, arrows and spears at invaders as they negotiated 
the steep ramparts that may have surrounded the city.

• Thebez is represented by mod. Tubas, on the NE portion of the West 
Bank. 
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(5a) Jg 9:53 Thebez (millstone)
• But a certain woman threw an upper millstone on 

Abimelech's head, crushing his skull. (9:53)
• Scholars imagine that the woman used a round millstone, Ø 

≥ 30cm, T:5cm, Wt: ≈ 12kg. This upper stone would have 
been turned by a wooden handle upon a fixed lower stone.

• An alternative suggestion is a loaf-shaped hand grinder 
(Heb. pelah\ rekeb), or upper millstone women used to 
ground their grain to make bread against a saddle quern 
(pelah\ tah\tit), a concave stone ≈ L: 45-90cm, W: 15-45cm. 
The upper stone, which could be grasped easily in one 
hand, was about as long as the quern was wide. Typically, 
querns and upper millstones are made of black basalt 
because the hard yet porous stone provides a rough surface 
and many cutting edges. These millstones, whole or 
fragmented, are found frequently at Bronze and IRA sites 
throughout Jordan and Israel (n).

• The roof of the tower of Thebez may not normally have 
been used for grinding grain; nor may it have been used 
that way during the siege. But if the woman had been 
grinding the day’s flour on a lower level, she may well have 
ascended the tower clutching her millstone in her hand. She 
could easily  and naturally carry a stone (weighing say 1.8-
4kg) to the tower to grind some grain to stand the siege. 

• The stone was very portable. She would have been strong 
enough to throw an upper millstone. She was an ordinary 
woman who used the ordinary resources at hand to achieve 
heroic results.
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(6) Tola
• Tola ("a worm") son of Puah, of the 

tribe of Issachar. He succeeded 
Abimelech in the judgeship and ruled 
Israel 23 years in Shamir, Mt. Ephraim, 
where he died and was buried (10:1-2). 
The date is uncertain, as Tola 
doubtless ruled contemporaneously 
with some other judge.

• (R) Mount Ephraim is called by other 
names, such as the hill country of 
Israel (Js 11:21) and the hills or 
mountains of Samaria (Je 31:5-6; Am 
3:9), the hill country of Ephraim (NAS), 
hills of Ephraim (NIV). Joshua's burial 
place was among these mountains, at 
Timnath-heres, on the N side of Mt. 
Gaash (2:9). 

• The earliest name given to the central 
range of mountains in Samaria was Mt 
Ephraim, just as the whole tableland of 
Judah was called Mt Judah.
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(7) Jair

• He had thirty sons who rode on thirty donkeys, and they had thirty 
cities in the land of Gilead that are called Havvoth-jair to this day. 
(10:4)

• Jair (‘he enlightens”) a Gileadite of Manasseh (Ant. 5.7.6) who ruled 
22 years. His opulence is given in the verse. Each of his 30 sons 
had a donkey and ruled a city.

• Havvoth-Jair ("huts or hamlets of Jair") was a district of villages in 
Bashan or N Gilead, E of the Jordan, from which this son of 
Manasseh took and called by his name (Nu 32:41). 

• The 23 villages of this more ancient Jair were probably among the 
30 that the Jair of Judges possessed.

• He was buried in Kamon, probably in the same region (v 5).



Judges 9-21 14

(8) Jephthah
• Jephthah ("he will open") the illegitimate son of Gilead. On grounds of his illegitimacy, 

he was banished from his father's house and resided at Tob, a district of Syria, not far 
from Gilead (11:1-3). Here he became head of a marauding party, and when a war 
broke out between the Israelites and the Ammonites, he probably made a name for 
himself.

• This induced the Israelites to seek his aid as commander. He refused because of their 
ill-treatment, yet later consented when they made their solemn covenant with him. In a 
war that soon followed, the Ammonites were defeated with great loss (vv. 3-33). 

• On the eve of the battle he made a vow (vv. 30-31) that whatever should come forth 
from his house first to meet him on his return home he would devote to God. This 
turned out to be his daughter, an only child. 

• After his victory over the Ammonites. the Ephraimites challenged his right to go to war 
without their consent and used threatening language toward him. Jephthah 
remonstrated with them and then defeated them in battle. The Gileadites then seized 
the fords of Jordan and made those attempting to cross pronounce the word 
Shibboleth; but killed anyone who it "Sibboleth," as an Ephraimite would (12:1-6).

• The remainder of his rule seems to have been peaceful, lasting about 6 years (c. 
1105-1099). He was buried in his native region, in one of the cities of Gilead (12:7).

• Jephthah appears to have been a daring, fearless man, skilled in war, quick to avenge 
injuries, and ready to defend the helpless as well as to forgive wrong. He does not 
seem to have been rash and impetuous, notwithstanding his vow, for he did not take 
up the sword at once, but waited until negotiations with the king of the Ammonites had 
been without effect.
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(9) Ibzan

• He had thirty sons, and thirty daughters whom he gave in marriage 
outside the family, and he brought in thirty daughters from outside 
for his sons. And he judged Israel seven years. (12:9)

• Ib’zan. He was of Bethlehem, probably the Bethlehem of Zebulun 
(Js 19:15) (so Michaelis and Hezel) and not of Judah (as Jos. says). 

• He governed 7 years, probably after 1080. His prosperity is marked 
by the great number of his children (30 sons and 30 daughters) and 
his wealth by their marriages, for they were all married.

• Bethlehem of Zebulun, is named only in connection with Idala (Js 
19:15). Believed to be Beit-Lahm, a ruined Arabic village about 
10km WNW of Nazareth. 
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(10) Elon

• Now Elon the Zebulunite judged Israel after him; and he judged 
Israel ten years. Then Elon the Zebulunite died and was buried at 
Aijalon in the land of Zebulun. (12:11-12)

• E’lon (‘oak”) An Israelite of the tribe of Zebulun and judge for 10 
years.  
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(11) Abdon

• Abdon son of Hillel, a Pirathonite, of the tribe of Ephraim. He ruled 
Israel for 8 years, about 1120-1112. 

• The only other fact respecting him is that he had 40 sons and 30 
grandsons, who rode on young asses, a mark of their high status 
before the introduction of the horse into Israel. 

• Born and buried in Pirathon (12:13-15).
• Pirathon = Gk. Pharaton (1 Macc. 9:50) = modern Far'ata, 10km 

WSW of Shechem (modern Nablus).
• After the conquest under Joshua, Pirathon was given to Ephraim. It 

was located in the Mount of the Amalekites (12:14-15). Also the home 
town of Benaiah, one of David's mighty men (2 Sa 23:30).

Arab village of Far’ata
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(12) Samson

• Samson (Heb. shimshon, "little sun"). Son of Manoah of Zorah, in the tribe of Dan, whose 
birth was foretold by an angel (13:2-5,24). He grew up as a Nazirite under special 
influences of the Spirit of God and at last was impelled to commence the conflict with the 
Philistines, which only terminated with his death. He judged Israel about 1070. 

• At age 20, Samson asked to marry a Philistine girl at Timnath. On his first visit to his future 
bride he killed a lion with his hands (tp L); on his way to espouse the girl he found the 
skeleton occupied by a swarm of bees. At the wedding feast he gave a riddle (as an 
oriental custom of furnishing entertainment for the guests). His guests got his wife to 
secure the answer (n). An indignant Samson killed 30 Philistines in Ashkelon, and gave the 
changes of "clothes" to them (ch 14).

• When his father-in-law refused to allow him to visit his wife, Samson took it as the effect of 
the general attitude of the Philistines toward the Israelites and sought to avenge his wrong 
upon the whole nation. He tied torches to the tails of 300 foxes (jackals) and set fire to 
Philistine fields (15:1-5) (tp R). The Philistines retorted by burning Samson's wife and 
father-in-law; and this provoked Samson into a mass slaughter (15:6-8).

• The Judeans bound him with two new cords and brought him to Lehi (lehi, "a jaw") to the 
Philistines. He tore these asunder and used a fresh jawbone of a donkey to kill 1,000 men. 
The Lord opened a stream from the rock, which Samson called En-hakkore (i.e., "the well 
of him that prayed") (15:9-20).

• After this Samson went to Gaza where he was intimate with a woman of loose character. 
The Gazites fastened the city gates, but Samson carried the gates to the top of a nearby 
hill looking toward Hebron (16:1-3), about 1070.
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(12) Samson

• Samson next became infatuated with a woman of Sorek, named Delilah, through whom 
the Philistine lords determined to seize him. He finally told her after three attempts. Delilah 
cut off his hair as he slept on her lap. The Philistines put out Samson's eyes and at Gaza, 
bound with bronze chains, he was made to grind grain in the prison. As this was usually 
done by women, it reduced him to the lowest state of degradation and shame. As 
Samson's hair began to grow, he seems to have made a profound repentance. 

• At a sacrificial festival to Dagon, to whom they ascribed the capture of their enemy, the 
Philistines brought Samson to make sport for them. After a brief prayer he grasped the 
pillars and brought down the building, causing his own death and that of 3,000 Philistines. 
His family came to Gaza, and buried him in the burying place of his father, between Zorah 
and Eshtaol (16:21-31). Though a mournful victory, it was still a victory, and Israel learnt 
that their backslidings and defeats, if sincerely repented of and improved, would lead to 
ultimate triumph.

• Samson's name in the list of men of faith (Hb 11:32) warrants us a favourable estimate of 
his character as a whole. And yet the inspired narrative records infirmities that must 
forever mar the lustre of his heroic deeds. Samson the Nazirite towered in supernatural 
strength through his firm faith in, and confident reliance upon, the gift of God committed to 
him. However he was also an adventurous, foolhardy, passionate, and willful man, 
dishonouring and frittering away his God-given power by making it subservient to his own 
lusts.

• Somson’s superhuman strength was not in his hair but in his relation to God as a Nazirite, 
of which his uncut hair was the mark or sign. As soon as he broke away from his 
Naziriteship by sacrificing his hair, He departed from him, and so his strength.
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(12) Jg 14 Timnah

• Then Samson went down to Timnah and saw a woman in Timnah, one of the 
daughters of the Philistines. So he came back and told his father and mother, "I saw a 
woman in Timnah, one of the daughters of the Philistines; now therefore, get her for me 
as a wife." (14:1-2)

• Timnah (= Tel Batash) was located in the Valley of Sorek in the Shephelah, 10km S of 
Gezer, 8km E of T. Miqne (= Ekron), 8km W of Beth-Shemesh, and 32km W of 
Jerusalem. It was positioned near the border area that separated Judah and Philistia in 
the days of Samson. 

• The city was located in the territory allotted to Dan but continued to be controlled by the 
Philistines, especially after most of the tribe had migrated to Laish in the N. 

• Samson journeyed past the Dan-Philistine border into Timnah where he saw a 
Philistine woman who greatly attracted him. He greatly desired to marry the woman, but 
his parents objected because she was not an Israelite. They did not know that the Lord 
planned to use this relationship to bring judgment on the Philistines through Samson 
(14:1-4). 

• Through betrayal, misunderstanding, and sheer anger, the already questionable 
marriage escalated into the death of Samson’s wife and father-in-law (Judg 15:1-8). 
The continued conflict between Samson and the Philistines would dominate the rest of 
his life. 

The area of Philistine-
controlled Timnah where 
Samson found his first wife. 
Looking generally E up the 
Sorek Valley towards the 
Judah Hill Country. Timnah is 
the low tell (brown path at 
lower L).(Sandals/Gordon 
Franz)
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(12) Jg 14 Timnah (Map)

Map of Philistia and Judah (Timnah circled)
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(12) Jg 14 
Timnah (Tel 

Batash)
• Timnah = T. Batash (T. el-Batashi) Loc in the Shephelah. The tel stands in one of broad fertile valleys 

traversing the Shephelah from E-W, called the Sorek valley, beside a small, perennial stream.
• The tel fits the description of the border between  Judah and Benjamin, where Timnah is said to be 

between Beth-Shemesh and N of Ekron (Js 15:10–11); i.e. along the brook of Sorek. T. Batash is the 
only important mound along this line (George L. Kehm and Amihai Mazar). 

• Samson was born in Zorah (= ruined Arab village Sar’ah, on a ridge ≈8km E of T. Batash). He went 
down from Zorah to Timnah, where he met and fell in love with a Philistine woman. The city was 
founded during the MBA, probably in the 18th c, on the level alluvial plain near the Sorek brook. From 
there it grew. The original city, covering ≈2.4ha nestled within a huge artificial square crater formed by 
high earthen defensive ramparts that the earliest settlers built. Str V–II are cities of the IRA. 

• The earliest IRA level (str V) = Samson’s Timnah. Its plan is still be uncovered. The Philistines 
renovated and reused structures of the last Canaanite level. The remains excavated thus far suggest 
a densely structured urban centre very probably fortified by a city wall, with houses of typical 
mudbrick type (n1). 

• There are remains of a large building where a city gate would be built in subsequent periods. This 
building was probably a citadel or large fortified building of some kind. From typical Philistine pottery, 
it is suggested that T. Batash became Philistine only during an advanced phase of Philistine material 
culture, perhaps sometime between 1150–1100. Str V ends without a destruction. Moreover, there 
appears to be a gap in occupation between Str V and IV. Philistine Timnah was probably abandoned 
around 1000, perhaps due to changes in the political and economic structure of the region.

• During the time of the monarchy, Timnah was an Israelite town, which was only taken back by the 
Philistines in Ahaz’s time (742–726 ) (2 Ch 28:18). (n2-3).

Tel Batash, aerial view, looking SE, appears as an island of 
green. Rising 12m above the surrounding fields, the flat-
topped mound stands at a bend in the Sorek brook, lower L, 
and preserves at least 11 layers of ruined cities and villages. 
These superimposed occupation levels span > 1,300 years, 
from the 18th c to the Persian period (6-4th c). The mound’s 
earliest IRA city (c. 1200) = Philistine Timnah (BAR/Richard 
Cleave)

#Slide 70
#Slide 70
#Slide 70
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(12) Jg 15 Etam
• Then 3,000 men of Judah went down to the 

cleft of the rock of Etam and said to Samson, 
"Do you not know that the Philistines are rulers 
over us? What then is this that you have done 
to us?" And he said to them, "As they did to me, 
so I have done to them." 

• They said to him, "We have come down to bind 
you so that we may give you into the hands of 
the Philistines." And Samson said to them, 
"Swear to me that you will not kill me." 

• So they said to him, "No, but we will bind you 
fast and give you into their hands; yet surely we 
will not kill you." Then they bound him with two 
new ropes and brought him up from the rock. 
When he came to Lehi, the Philistines shouted 
as they met him. And the Spirit of the LORD 
came upon him mightily so that the ropes that 
were on his arms were as flax that is burned 
with fire, and his bonds dropped from his 
hands. He found a fresh jawbone of a donkey, 
so he reached out and took it and killed a 
thousand men with it. (15:11-15)

The hills between Beit Shemesh and Jerusalem, where 
Samson fought against the Philistines (15:16), Beth-Shemesh 
(Lessing) 
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(12) Jg 16 Gaza

• Now Samson went to Gaza and saw a harlot there, and went in to her…Now Samson lay until midnight, 
and at midnight he arose and took hold of the doors of the city gate and the two posts and pulled them 
up along with the bars; then he put them on his shoulders and carried them up to the top of the mountain 
which is opposite Hebron. (16:1-3)

• Gaza One of the Philistine Pentapolis and probably the oldest, situated near the coast about 60km S of 
Jaffa, on a hill rising 20-60m above the plain, with sand dunes between it and the sea, about 4km away. 
The plain around is fertile and wells abound. 

• Being on the border of the desert between Syria and Egypt, and because it lay on the ICH and had 15 
wells, Gaza was the site of many battles as the Egyptians, Assyrians, etc sought to control this strategic 
city. 

• Joshua subdued the S region of Judah but not the Anakites who were living in Gaza, Gath and Ashdod 
(Js 11:22). The Philistines eventually reclaimed the entire Coastal Plain, including Gaza (Js 13:3). 

• Samson humiliated Gaza by tearing out its city gates and carrying them 60km away to the hill that faces 
Hebron (16:1-3) (though traditional thought to be T. el-Muntar (“watchtower”), 1.4km SE of Gaza, which 
may the same one mentioned in 2 Ki 18:8). Later, Gaza executed revenge by blinding and forcing him to 
grind their grain, the work of women (16:21), but he brought down the Temple of Dagon and his captors. 

• It is likely that Solomon regained control of Gaza and the surrounding region during his reign (1 Ki 4:24). 
• Gaza was apparently involved in the slave trade to Edom, a sin which Amos condemned (Am 1:6-7). 
• Control of Gaza changed hands several times during OT period. Assyria held it for some time in the 8th c 

under the reigns of Tiglath-Pileser III and Sargon II. Hezekiah of Judah reclaimed it (2 Ki 18:8) only to 
lose it again to Sennacherib of Assyria in 70.  A century later, Pharaoh conquered Gaza (Je 47:1). 

• In the NT period, the angel sent Philip to meet an Ethiopian eunuch along the desert road from 
Jerusalem to Gaza (Ac 8:26). 

Site underlying mod. Gaza. No excavations 
have taken place but it is known to have had 
Philistine - Egyptian - Sea Peoples occupation. 
 

http://www.op.org/op/ebaf/news73.htm
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(12) Jg 16 Sorek Valley
• After this it came about that he loved a 

woman in the valley of Sorek, whose 
name was Delilah. (16:4-5)

• Sorek "a choice or excellent vine") = Wadi 
es Sarar (“”stream of pebbles”), Heb. 
Nahal Soreg. Seasonal watercourse with 
source in Judean Hills S of Jerusalem, 
traversing the Judean Foothills and 
Coastal Plain, emptying into the Med at 
Kibbutz Palmahim. The valley was 
Delilah’s home. 

• This large valley was a convenient route 
inland (taken by the Jerusalem-Lod 
railway today); the Philistines used it to 
come up in the days of the Judges and of 
David; there is no shorter road into Judea 
from Ekron, Jamnia, and, perhaps, 
Ashdod. 

• Just before the Wadi approaches the 
Judean range its width is increased by the 
entrance of the Wadi en Najil from the S. 

• The Ark was taken to Beth-shemesh by 
the level road up the Sorek Valley (1 Sa 
6:10-12). The territory that the book of 
Joshua assigns to Dan lies down the two 
parallel valleys that lead through the 
Shephelah to the sea, Aijalon and Sorek. The Sorek Valley. Fierce fighting often took place between the 

Philistines and Israelites, as both groups wanted control of the area. 
(Rabbi)
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(12) Jg 16 Sorek Valley
• (tp L) On the N side of the Sorek Valley 

across from Beth Shemesh are the 
ancient villages of Zorah (top of ridge, 
centre) and Eshtaol (off picture to the 
R).  This area was where Samson's 
birth took place (ch 13) as his burial (ch 
16).

• (bt L) Excavations of Beth Shemesh 
are visible in the foreground and the 
Sorek Valley to the W is 
behind. Samson travelled down this 
valley numerous times including the 
time when he killed the lion and later 
when he tied the tails of 300 foxes 
together. This was the vantage point of 
the Israelites who watched the Ark 
return to Beth Shemesh on a cow-
pulled cart (1 Sa 6).

View from Beth Shemesh overlooking the Sorek Valley. 
(BP)

Sorek Valley
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(12) Jg 16 Dagon’s Temple

• Dagon's Temple. "So far as the fact itself is concerned, there is no ground for questioning the 
possibility of Samson's bringing down the whole building by pulling down two middle 
columns…In all probability we have to picture this temple of Dagon as resembling the modern 
Turkish kiosks, viz., as consisting of a 'spacious hall, the roof of which rested in front upon four 
columns, two of them standing at the ends, and two close together in the center. Under this 
hall the leading men of the Philistines celebrated a sacrificial meal, while the people were 
assembled upon the top of the roof, which was surrounded by a balustrade'" (K&D, ad loc.).

• At Tell Qasile, Amihai Maza uncovered three Philistine temples built in succession on top of 
one another over a time span of ≈ 180 years. Temple (Bldg 319) (Str XII) was built when the 
site was first settled in the mid-12th c and was in use into 11th c. Temple (Bldg 200) (Str XI), 
which seems, more precisely, to have been Phase II of Temple A, was built in 11th c. 

• Both of these earlier temples had benches and a raised platform (bamah) for the cult objects, 
but neither had pillars. The first two temples belonged to the Samson era. 

• The final Temple (Bldg 131) (Str X), the most elaborate, was used from 11th into 10th c and was 
destroyed by fire in ≈ 980. Benjamin and Amihia Mazar both attribute this destruction to 
David’s conquest of Philistia. Its construction seems similar to the Bible’s description of the 
Gaza temple, but smaller. Its roof was supported by two cedarwood pillars resting on 
cylindrical limestone bases.

Samson grasped the two middle pillars on which the house rested, and 
braced himself against them, the one with his right hand and the other 
with his left. And Samson said, "Let me die with the Philistines!" And he 
bent with all his might so that the house fell on the lords and all the 
people who were in it. So the dead whom he killed at his death were 
more than those whom he killed in his life. (16:29-30)
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(12) Jg 16 Dagon’s Temple

An artist’s reconstruction shows Str X at Tell 
Qasile, with the temple at the centre 

Philistine temple at T. Qasile. The first Philistine temple ever discovered, 
this one room structure dates from the 12th c. Later, during the 12th and 
11th c, the temple was twice rebuilt and enlarged (see plans). Str. XII, the 
earliest phase, is the one shown in the image where we see plastered 
benches and a beaten lime floor. The stone walls are from the two later 
temples (str XI and X). The two round column bases about 1.8m apart 
were added in the last phase of the temple. Charred wood found at the 
bases of the columns was evidence that the stone bases originally held 
cedar columns which supported the roof. We can easily imagine Samson 
standing in such a Philistine temple, arms outstretched, straining to topple 
the columns and destroy the temple with his enemies and himself inside. 
(Tell Qasile Excavations )
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(12) Jg 16 Dagon’s 
Temple

• Bldg 131 measured ≈ 14x8m, oriented E-W, with the 
sacred rites done at the W end. The entrance from 
the courtyard on its N side led into an antechamber 
(5.8x3.7m). Next, a sharp turn to the W led into the 
main hall (7.3x5.8m) with its two supporting pillars. 
The N and S walls of this room had stepped 
benches that had been plastered over. The walls of 
the antechamber also had similar benches. 

• A raised platform H:≈ 90cm was near the W wall of 
the main hall. This bamah ran up to the benches on 
the N wall, and its S end of had two steps leading up 
onto it. 

• The floor was raised by an artificial fill, into which 
round stone bases were set to hold two columns of 
cedar wood that supported the ceiling. The imprint of 
the pillar had been visible on the stone base so that 
the excavators could measure its dimensions.

• The two pillars were on an E-W line in the main hall, 
with the bamah just to the N and in front of the W 
pillar (A. Mazar 1990, 322 for drawing). 

• Anyone entering the main hall would have had an 
unobstructed view of the bamah and the objects that 
were placed on or by it. 

• We can picture Samson between the two main 
pillars of a temple like this one, with the jeering 
crowd seated both in front of and behind him along 
the N and S walls. The sacred objects, including 
Dagon, would have been nearby on the bamah. 
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Jg 18 Danite migration

• Then they…came to Laish, to a people quiet and secure, and struck 
them with the edge of the sword; and they burned the city with fire. 
(Jg 18:27)

• It is likely the expansion of the Philistines into the Joppa region 
(sometime in or after 1150), marked by the founding of Philistine Tell 
Qasile, forced the Danites out of that area and sent most of the tribe 
to the far N, to the Canaanite city of Laish. 

• Evidence for the destruction at Dan was discovered by Avraham 
Biran in his excavations at Tel Dan. 

• Over the ruins of a prosperous LBA city, a rather impoverished and 
rustic settlement was discovered. It had storage pits and a variety of 
collared-rim storage jars, but little or no Philistine painted pottery. 
The archaeological evidence converges well with the Bible. 
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Jg 20 Benjaminite 
slingers

• From the cities on that day the sons of Benjamin were 
numbered, 26,000 men who draw the sword, besides the 
inhabitants of Gibeah who were numbered, 700 choice 
men.  Out of all these people 700 choice men were left-
handed; each one could sling a stone at a hair and not 
miss. (20:15-16)

• (R) Assyrian slingers whirl their slings as they assail the 
fortified Israelite city of Lachish in 701. Close inspection 
of this stone relief from Sennacherib’s palace in Nineveh 
reveals extraordinary details of military accouterments. 

• Double strips, probably made of leather, wrap around the 
stones about to be hurled at the enemy; the sling’s length 
adds leverage, making it possible to fling the stone with 
great force. 

• Each man prepares for the next volley by holding another 
stone in his left hand. Conical helmets with earflaps and 
coats of mail over fringed garments protect the attacking 
soldiers.

• The elite force of slingers from Benjamin were left-
handers. Against right-handed soldiers who held a shield 
on the left and weapon on the right, use of the left hand 
gave the Benjaminites an advantage in individual 
combat, as they could employ a dagger on the left.

Assyrian slingers/Lessing)
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Jg 21 The Valley of 
the Dance

• So they said, "Behold, there is a feast of the 
LORD from year to year in Shiloh, which is 
on the north side of Bethel, on the east side 
of the highway that goes up from Bethel to 
Shechem, and on the south side of 
Lebonah." 

• And they commanded the sons of Benjamin, 
saying, "Go and lie in wait in the vineyards, 
and watch; and behold, if the daughters of 
Shiloh come out to take part in the dances, 
then you shall come out of the vineyards 
and each of you shall catch his wife from the 
daughters of Shiloh, and go to the land of 
Benjamin. “ (21:19-21)

• (R) The Valley of the Dance in the hill 
country of Ephraim. Here the sons of 
Benjamin "caught" their wives from the 
daughters of Shiloh who came out to dance 
in the vineyards at feast time. (Sandals)

Valley of the Dance (Terry C. Hulbert)


